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Four Ways (and more) That Salt Marshes
Earn Their Keep

Periwinkle snails are among the many animals that make use of the 
salt marsh habitat.

Dr. Randall Hughes FSU Coastal & Marine Lab

Much like David finds it hard to distill why the oysters that he studies are so in-
triguing, I often struggle to convey the charisma of the salt marshes and seagrass beds where I spend 

so much of my time. At least people like to eat oysters! It can be harder for people to find a connection 
with the plants that form so many of the critical habitats along our coast (unless of course people 
misunderstand the meaning of “In the Grass” and think I study a VERY different type of plant!). But even 
if it is not recognized, there is a connection between the salt marsh and our everyday lives. Like oyster 
reefs, salt marshes provide many benefits to society, particularly along the coast:

1. A place to live (for marine and terrestrial animals)

Even if you’re one of those folks who find it hard to get excited about a bunch of plants, don’t tune out–
the salt marsh is teeming with animals! Snails, fiddler crabs, mussels, grasshoppers, dragonflies, and 
snakes (!) are all critters that we encounter regularly when the tide is out. And there’s always a bit of an 
adrenaline rush when you see an alligator hauled out nearby. Even better, when the tide comes in, 
there are lots of animals that you and I (or at least, I) like to eat. Think blue crabs, mullet, and sea trout, 
for starters. Studies in Florida estimate that marshes provide up to nearly $7000 per acre for 
recreational fishing alone. Not bad.
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2. A safer place to live (for people)

Although it’s generally frowned upon to build houses in the marsh (since it makes it hard for all those 
an-imals I just mentioned to live there), it’s a great idea to have lots of healthy marshes near your 
coastal property. Marshes can protect the coastline from waves and storms, leading to less damage in 
areas with marshes present. One estimate places the dollar value of coastal protection in the U.S. at 
over $8000 per hectare per year in reduced hurricane damages! Although here’s hoping that we don’t 
get an opportunity to test that particular benefit this year.

In addition to reducing the size and strength of waves, marshes also prevent coastal erosion. An 
unfortunate example of the role of marshes in erosion control came following the Deepwater Horizon 
oil spill – plants in areas of the marsh that were heavily oiled died, leading to greatly increased rates 
of erosion in those areas (Silliman et al. 2012). Although the benefit of marshes for reducing erosion 
and combating sea level rise has been recognized for a long time, there are not any good estimates 
for what this erosion control is worth in $$. Given expectations of sea level rise in the coming years, I 
think that the motivation to understand the conditions that lead to sediment accumulation in 
marshes will only get stronger.



3. Clean water (for animals and people)

Because marshes lie at the intersection of the land and the sea, they serve as a filter for things trying to 
move between the two. When it comes to runoff and pollution from the land, it’s a very good thing that 
they do. Simply having a marsh present can serve as an effective alternative to traditional waste 
treatment. Of course, the protection can go the other direction too – marshes played a critical role in 
keeping oil from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill from getting to higher elevations.
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Luckily for us, salt marshes keep working their magic even in the absence of accolades or 
appreciation. But greater appreciation is needed to help curb the decline of salt marshes around the 
world – estimated to be as much as 2% per year! We hope that this blog will help generate greater 
understanding and enthusiasm for the incredible coastal habitats that we are lucky enough to work in 
every day. Let us know how we’re doing!

4. A place to graze (for livestock)

Support for livestock grazing is an important role of marshes in some areas, including the U.K. Although 
it’s not a benefit commonly associated with marshes in this area, the decaying fence posts that extend 
out into some areas of St. Joe Bay suggest that it wasn’t too long ago that marshes were used for a 
simi-lar purpose here!

I could go on, but these and other benefits of marshes are described in greater detail in a recent review 
by Barbier and colleagues (which I referenced on this blog in May of 2011). Here is the table that they 
put together summarizing the monetary benefits that we derive from intact salt marshes:
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