
Water gardening is one of
the fastest-growing sec-
tors of the gardening
industry. Retail statistics

compiled by the National Gardening
Association show the sector growing at
nearly 20 percent annually. Among the
many opportunities this surging interest in
water gardening brings to retailing is aquat-
ic plants.

“Plants are essential to a healthy water
garden,” says Chris Wilson, technical expert
with Aquascape Designs, Inc. “Not only are
they attractive and something people want
to have in their ponds, they help keep the
pond ecologically balanced.”

Aquascape Designs publishes a guide for
retailers called The Pond Retailers Bible.
Compiled with the help of top experts
throughout the industry, the book is an A-Z
reference of everything a retailer needs to
know about water gardening and water gar-
den retailing.

The Pond Retailers Bible devotes an entire
chapter to aquatic plants. The following,
adapted from the book, is a quick primer
that offers the essentials every retailer
needs to know about aquatic plants.

PLANT CATEGORIES
Water Lilies. The water lily is the crown

jewel of the water garden and the most
popular water gardening plant on the
market. Lilies provide a lovely floating
carpet of leaves and flowers across the sur-
face of a pond. They also provide fish with
a shady awning from the summer sun,
while depriving algae of the sunlight
needed for growth. There are hardy and
tropical varieties.

Hardy Lilies. Hardy lilies are reliable

perennials from USDA Zones 3-11. Hardy
lilies typically bloom from May through
September. When cold weather comes, the
foliage dies and sinks to the bottom. New
leaves will begin to rise from the sub-
merged rhizomes the following spring.

Tropical Lilies. Tropical lilies produce
fragrant and vibrant colorful blooms. The
flowers, usually carried above the water sur-
face on strong stems, come in brilliant
whites, yellows, pinks, reds and lilacs. 

Tropical lilies are only hardy in USDA
Zones 10 and 11. In colder zones, tropicals
are most often treated as annuals, though
they can be brought inside and over-win-
tered with proper care. Tropical lilies are
either day bloomers or night bloomers.
Day bloomers flower in the early morning
and close in the late afternoon/early
evening. Night bloomers open in the late
afternoon/early evening and stay open
until early the next morning.

Lotus. The lotus is noted for its magnifi-
cent flowers. This exquisite floater has cir-
cular leaves and fragrant flowers. Even its
seedpods are interesting and are common-
ly used in dried flower arrangements. This
plant should be kept in a pot, as it is highly
aggressive.

Hardy Marginal Plants. Marginal plants
grow along the perimeter of ponds, lakes,
wetlands and streams. Marginals soften the
hard look of boulder edges and create a
smooth transition from the water to the
planting areas surrounding the pond. They
help shade a pond and can be part of the
natural filtration of a bog area. Most mar-
ginal plants like 1-8 inches of water. It’s
smart to offer several varieties of marginal
plants.

Tropical Marginal Plants. Tropical mar-
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Find the right water gardening plants that will work best for your cus-
tomers’ backyard water gardens. 

By David Caras

Using plants in water gardens can really add that extra beauty and definition
aspect your customer is looking for. (Photos courtesy of Aquascape Designs)

                



Flower Leaf Leaf 
Lilies Size Size Spread Comments
‘Laydekeri 5-6 in. 8-9 in. 4-5 ft. Burgundy flowers appear 
Fulgens’ in spring and last into fall.
‘Virginalis’ 4-6 in. N/A 3-4 ft. Fragrant, white flowers; 

free flowering; good all-
around lily.

‘Chromatella’ 4-5 in. 8-9 in. 3 ft. White and yellow flowers.
‘Colorado’ 4-6 in. 8-10 in. 4-6 ft. Hardy bloomer, multiple 

large peach/salmon flow-
ers with lighter tips.

‘Green 6-8 in. 10-12 in. 5-6 ft. Tropical day bloomer, flow-
Smoke’ ers are a mix of yellows, 

greens and blues, leaves 
blotched with purple.

‘Red Flare’ 7-10 in. 10-12 in. 5-6 ft. Tropical night bloomer; 
deep-red flowers; large, 
dark-bronze leaves.

Lotus Flower Size Height Depth Flower Color
‘Mrs. Perry 8-12 in. 4-6 ft. Up to 4 ft. Pink with yellow
Slocum’ changing to pink 

and cream.
‘Shiroman’ 8-10 in. 4-6 ft. Up to 4 ft. Double, snowy-

white.
Nelumbo lutea 4-12 in. 3-5 ft. Up to 4 ft. Single, yellow.
‘Rosea Plena’ 6-10 in. N/A Up to 4 ft. Double, rosy-

pink.
Hardy Marginal Water
Plants Height Depth Hardiness Comments
Dwarf Up to 12 Up to Zones 4-9 Grows in tall clumps; not 
Horsetail in. 4 ft. as invasive as native horse-

tail; full sun to part shade.
Blue Flag Up to  6 in. Zones 4-11 Mid-season bloomer, full 

3 ft. sun, moist soil.

Hardy Marginal Water
Plants Cont’d Height Depth Hardiness Comments
Corkscrew 12-18 in. Up to Zones 3-11 Spiraling twisted dark 
Rush 2 in. green stems, full sun to 

partial shade.
Pickerel Weed 2-3 ft. 12 in. Zones 4-11 Violet blue spike-like flow-

ers, spring through early 
fall, thrives in colonies.

Duck Potato 18-30 in. N/A Zones 3-11 Arrow-shaped leaves that 
can reach 20 inches.

Miniature 20-30 in. Up to Zones 3-9 Miniature brown cylindri-
Cattail . 2 in. cal seed heads rise in late 

summer.
Tropical Water
Marginal Plants Height Depth Hardiness Comments
Water Hyssop 6 in. Up to Zones 9-11 Tiny oval leaves; tall, busy 

2 in. clump; full sun; small blue 
flowers in summer.

Taro 3 ft. Up to Zones 9-11 Grown for its heart-shaped 
6 in. leaves.

Bog Lily 18-36 in. Up to Zones 8-11 Long-petalled, white flow-
3 in. ers; green, strap-like leaves.

Canna 4-6 ft. Up to Zones 7-11 Striped leaves that change 
Tropicanna 4 in. from burgundy to red, 

pink, yellow, gold and 
deep green; tangerine 
flowers.

Floating 
Plants Color Hardiness Comments
Fairy Moss bluish-green, Zones 9-11 Fast-growing surface 

turns red in fall cover.
Water Lettuce blue-green Zones 9-11 Leaves form rosettes, 

leaves roots provide shelter for 
fish/absorb nutrients.
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ginal plants originate from subtropical and tropical regions and are not perennial
in cooler climates. A common practice is to leave these tropicals in their pots and
stack small cobblestones around the outside to disguise the pot.

Floating Plants. These plants float on the water’s surface while their roots
reach down into the water and sediment below. Floating plants also provide
shade for the pond water, making summer algae control easier. Most are
tropical, but some are hardy. In colder climates, tropical floaters should be
treated as annuals, replanting them each year or taking them into a warmer
place for the winter. In ponds with skimmers, planting where floaters can
drift into and clog the skimmer should be avoided.

Hardy Submerged Plants. Submerged plants are often the most overlooked
plants in water gardens. Because they are under water, they typically don’t
grab the onlooker’s attention like lilies and marginal plants do. Yet, these
plants are important allies in creating a well-balanced water feature. Also
known as oxygenating plants, submerged plants help reduce algae by direct-
ly competing for the same food source. Think of them as nutrient sponges.
They also provide protection and coverage for small fish and fry. They can
be planted by simply pushing a bundle of plants right into the gravel or
tucking them around the edges of a lily pocket.

Aquatic plants can be a focal point of a water garden retail section. A
well-stocked aquatic plant selection will help new water gardeners  become
interested in taking up the hobby and lure veteran water gardeners back for
more. A display pond is a great way to exhibit them. 

David Caras is a partner at Ferguson Caras Public Relations, who works heavily with
Aquascape Designs. He can be reached by phone at (718) 693-4100 or E-mail at
dcaras@fcpr.com.

Figure 1. Popular Aquatic Plants. 

Waterfall kit 
Vanishing Falls Kits allow customers to have a cascad-
ing waterfall and stream feature without the mainte-
nance and safety concerns of a water garden. The kits
are available in four waterfall width sizes: 18, 23, 34
and 48 inches. The 18- and 23-inch kits are packed
complete in one box. All kits include waterfall spillway,
PondKing Liner, protective underlayment, pump vault,
high-efficiency pump, 2-inch PVC flex hose, pump dis-
charge assembly and written instructions. Blue Thumb
Distributing. (888) 619-3474. Write in 1444

Waterfall 
These waterfalls are constructed unlike most others
in that they are not painted; the color is actually
absorbed into the skin of the waterfall for long-last-
ing fade-resistant color. There is a limited 10-year
warranty on the waterfalls. Aaron’s Enterprises, Inc.
(989) 723-6463. Write in 1440 ç

Fountain 
The Gardenfall water feature blends a contemporary
shape with glass panels. Choose from deep etched art
images of tropical plants and clear or mirrored surfaces.
The reservoir is made of stainless steel and finished with
a durable powder coating. The Gardenfall includes an
intake filter, inline micron filter, 12-inch electrical cord
and polished river stone. It is rated for all weather condi-
tions and can be used indoors or out. Size options
include 24 x 72 x 15 inches and 32 x 90 x 18 inches.
Shown is the Etched Bamboo on clear glass. Bluworld of
Water. (407) 426-7674. Write in 1464


