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138    Chapter 5

persists for significant periods. This may be 
the most anaerobic zone of the salt marsh 
creating great physiological stress on plants. 
Masses of the green algae (e.g., Cladophora) 
are often observed in these shallow basins.

In some northern marshes, an intermedi-
ate zone between the low marsh and high 
marsh occurs where ice removal of salt hay 
litter creates a suitable substrate for seaside 
plantain growth (Chmura et al. 1997). 
Smooth cordgrass may co-dominate this 
zone. Some of the more common associated 
species include sea milkwort, common glass-
wort, salt hay grass, northern sea lavender, 
and seaside arrow-grass.

Above this zone is the middle high 
marsh—a broad flat turf dominated by salt 
hay grass and /or salt grass. The former grass 
often appears as cow-licked or wave-swept 
patches that can be seen from some distance, 
while the latter may form monotypic stands 
in waterlogged areas in upper portions of 
northeastern U.S. salt marshes (Tiner 1987; 
Roman et al. 1997). The establishment of 
black grass (a rush) in the upper middle high 
marsh creates favorable soil conditions for 
other species ( Hacker and Bertness 1999). 

This species is a “facilitator species” pro-
moting floral diversity. Other high marsh 
plants that may be locally common include 
sea blites, salt marsh sand spurrey, common 
glasswort, silverweed, salt marsh bulrushes 
(Schoenoplectus robustus, S. maritimus), 
perennial salt marsh aster (Symphyotrichum 
tenuifolium), and seaside gerardia (Agalinis 
maritima). In northern marshes, Baltic rush 
( Juncus arcticus), alkali grasses (Puccinellia 
americana, P. maritima, P. fasciculata), 
red fescue (Festuca rubra), foxtail barley 
(Hordeum jubatum), and chaffy sedge 
may occur in this zone. Arctic alkali-grass 
(Puccinellia tenella) may co-dominate with 
salt hay grass in the Maritimes and the Gulf 
of St. Lawrence (Couillard and Grondin 
1986; Hanson and Calkins 1996), but it 
is more typically found occasionally in 
salt pannes and in the lower marsh (Sean 
Basquill, pers. comm. 2004).

Shallow saline depressions, known as 
salt pannes, may occur in variable numbers 
within the middle high marsh ( Figure 5.10). 
They retain water for extended periods and 
are subject to frequent wetting and drying. 
Evaporation concentrates salts over time 

Figure 5.10.  Salt panne dominated by common glasswort (Salicornia maritima) in a 
New Jersey salt marsh.


