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Introduction  

The Essex Estuaries European Marine Site lies on the East coast of Essex, in the South East of England. The 
European designation covers an area of approximately 472km2. It is made up of four estuaries; Colne, Blackwater, 
Crouch and Roach as well as open stretches of coast the Dengie, Foulness and the Maplin sands.  
 
The Essex Estuaries contributes to the essential range and variation of estuaries in the UK as the best example of a 
coastal plain estuary system on the British North Sea coast. Above high water the majority of the Essex Estuaries 
SAC is bounded by seawall defences, the majority of which have been constructed using clay excavated from the 
immediate area. This method creates an associated linear pond called a borrowdyke, ranging salinities and water 
temperatures in these borrowdykes supports a range of interesting associated species including Lagoon sea slug 
(Tenellia adspersa)  
 
Essex Estuaries contains amongst others a designation for saltmarsh and its associated plant communities. 
Saltmarshes are areas of upper intertidal habitat vegetated with salt tolerant plants found on low energy coastlines 
where deposition levels are high. They are important habitats of high biological diversity, utilised by both marine 
and terrestrial species. They are documented as important nursery grounds at high tide supporting juvenile fish 
species including Bass and Grey mullet, Dab, Plaice & Sole all exploiting the warm shallow sheltered creeks which 
have a high nutrient value.  
 
At low tide waders including red shank (Tringa tetanus), Curlew (Numenius arquata) godwits (Limosa limosa) and 
(Limosa lapponica) utilise the exposed mud feeding on infaunal and epifaunal communities. The presence of 
seawalls and rising sea levels result is a process known as coastal squeeze. This erosion of the intertidal area is a 
significant consideration in the Essex Estuaries SAC. [2-4] Cooper(2001)  published a study quantifying the loss of 
saltmarsh in the Essex Estuaries between the years of 1973 and 1998. The Study showed that during the 25-yr 
period, 1000 ha of salt marsh were lost in Essex, primarily due to coastal erosion, representing a 25 % loss of the 
total salt-marsh area originally present in Essex in 1973. This was furthered in 2004 by a study looking at saltmarsh 
loss over a 50 year period, the study conducted by Hughes & Paramour (2004)  estimated loss in the South East of 
England to be approximately 40ha y-1 .  
 
Today the Essex Estuaries SAC contains approx. 3500ha of saltmarsh equating to approximately 8% of the national 
total. There are several completed managed re-alignment sites within the Essex Estuaries including Abbotts Hall, 
Tollesbury Wick and several in progress at Fingringhoe and Wallasea island in an attempt to address the loss. Once 
complete this will increase the area of intertidal habitat by over 600ha.   
Some areas not impounded by sea walls such as Lee over sands, Colne Point, Mersea stone, Bradwell cockle spit 
and foulness, climax communities include assemblages of Shrubby Sea blight (Suaeda vera) Common Sea-lavender 
(Limonium vulgare) and Sea Holly (Eryngium maritimum) inhabiting stable sands and shingle 
 



Feature Description 
 
Atlantic Salt meadows develop when halophytic vegetation colonises soft intertidal sediments of mud and sand in 
areas protected from strong wave action, found in large sheltered areas such as inlets, estuaries.  
  
A wide range of species are represented within the designation of Atlantic meadows The vegetation varies with 
climate and the frequency and duration of tidal inundation. but the presence of certain and notable saltmarsh 
communities must be present, notably  Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Saltmarsh Grass (Puccinellia maritime)  Sea 
Arrow (Triglochin maritime)  Red fescue (Festuca rubra) Sea rush (Juncus maritimus) Sea Purslane (Halimione 
portulacoides) Sea wormwood (Artemisia maritime), Marsh Sedge (Blysmus rufus) and Slender spike rush 
(Eleocharis uniglumis), these communities are typically found on the mid to upper zones and are representative of 
older marshes and their associated increased elevation [8] and where tidal inundation is less frequent. They are 
often the established community on saltmarshes that are not impounded by sea walls where the saltmarsh has the 
opportunity to rise with the natural elevation of the surrounding land.    
  
Nationally Atlantic Salt Meadows are often located in large areas of the south-east, south-west and north-west of 
England, and south Wales and covered over 29,000 hectares in 2000. Within the Essex Estuaries SAC Atlantic salt 
meadow are categorised as the most frequently encountered saltmarsh habitat in the Essex Estuaries covering 
3376 hectares (approximately 33 square kilometres) in 2000 which representing over 10 per cent of the UK 
resource.  
  
In 2000 the majority of the Essex Estuaries saltmarsh was mapped as Atlantic salt meadow (totalling 1033 
hectares). The most notable area of this saltmarsh type is the 7.5 km stretch of open coast on the Dengie and is the 
largest continuous expanse of saltmarsh between Lowestoft and Dungeness.  
  
The western shore of the Colne Estuary, at Fingringhoe and the Geedon saltings as well as large areas on Northey 
Island, Lawling and Mayland Creeks and Tollesbury Fleet have a large extent of saltmarsh abutting the land. Records 
of each of the qualifying plant species in combination and therefore achieving Atlantic Salt meadow status are 
found at Abbotts Hall Farm, Colne Point, Fingringhoe Wick, Tollesbury Managed Retreat, Skippers Island, Strood 
Channel, Northey Island and Wallasea Island all of which are not impounded by sea walls and therefore are less 
likely to be impacted by saltmarsh erosion particularly by coastal squeeze. Copt Hall, Cudmore Grove, Goldhanger, 
Lauriston Farm, Blue House Farm, Hogmarsh, Howlands Marsh, Hullbridge, Lion Creek, Mayland and South 
Woodham Ferrers, also contain records of the specific species assemblage.  
  
These records do not include extent but do note that they are common or established at each of the locations. 
These locations are impounded by seawalls and therefore likely to suffer erosion, degradation and loss as a result 
of coastal squeeze. Managed realignment, undertaken as a form of sustainable coastline management at Abbotts 
Hall and Tollesbury wick are showing signs of regenerating upper level Atlantic salt meadows with a transition to 
grassland in places. 

Additional factors likely to impact on the health of the 
Atlantic saltmarsh feature include;  
 
Physical loss through abrasion due to wave action both 
natural but more specifically wake waves from boats 
causing erosion and undermining marsh stability 
competition with non-native species such as Spartina 
anglica which is a vigorous grower and can outcompete 
other saltmarsh species creating a monoculture  
Essex Estuaries has been categorised as hypernutrified, 
Hypernutrification is the term given to increased 
phosphorus and nitrates entering the estuary through 
Sewage and agricultural run-off and has the capacity to 
cause excessive growth of filamentous algae which can 
smother large areas of saltmarsh and mudflat. There is 
evidence of excessive algal growth in several locations 
around the estuary, normally associated with an 
effluent outfall.  

 





Sub-features 
Low marsh communities  

Comprise of a zone of transitional vegetation between the pioneer saltmarsh and the low marsh areas 
consisting of common saltmarsh grass (Puccinellia maritima), glasswort (Salicornia spp.), annual sea-blite 
(Suaeda maritima) and sea aster (Aster tripolium). This transitional zone grades into a common saltmarsh 
grass community (Puccinellia maritima), in the low marsh, which forms dense tall swards often 
intermingled with sea aster (Aster tripolium), sea purslane (Atriplex portulacoides), sea plantain (Plantago 
maritima) and greater sea spurrey (Spergularia media). Within this community, sea lavender (Limonium 
vulgare) and sea arrow-grass (Triglochin maritima) can become locally dominant. Sea lavender may form 
extensive dense swards and sea arrow-grass is possibly a secondary coloniser of bare patches of mud 
within this marsh. Common cordgrass (Spartina anglica) can occur and this is of conservation importance in 
terms of the potential negative impact it may have on pioneer and low marsh communities. Saltmarsh grass 
also occurs in a co-dominant association with sea purslane. 
 
 

 
Mid Marsh Communities  
 
Sea purslane communities (Atriplex portulacoides) are characteristically a mid-marsh community but also 
occurs on the edges of rills in the low marsh. Sea purslane often occurs exclusively but can occur as a co-
dominant with common saltmarsh grass (P.maritima). It contains several species found in the latter 
community and grades floristically with it.  
 

 



Upper marsh communities  
 
Sea lavender/sea thrift (Limonium vulgare/Armeria maritima) community forms a distinctive community with a 
varied, short, dense sward dominated by flowering plants, associated with salt pans. The presence of sea thrift 
distinguishes this community as upper marsh. Although described as a sub-community of common saltmarsh 
grass marsh (Puccinellia maritima), this species rarely comprises more than 10% of the sward.  
 
Sea arrow grass (Triglochin maritima), sea plantain (Plantago maritima), sea purslane (Atriplex portulacoides) 
and glasswort are all constant within the sward. There may also be algal mat cover and scattered plants of 
greater sea spurrey (Spergularia media) and annual sea-blite (Suaeda maritima). This community is not 
common in the UK but does cover large areas in East Anglia. In the Essex Estuaries it can be found on the 
Blackwater, Colne and Roach estuaries.  
 
As tidal inundation becomes less frequent, an upper marsh common saltmarsh grass (Puccinellia maritima) 
with red fescue (Festuca rubra) or sea couch grass (Elytrigia atherica) community develops. Where red fescue 
is more abundant in this community, saltmarsh rush (Juncus gerardii) and sea rush (Juncus maritimus) may 
occur. An upper marsh sea purslane (Atriplex portulacoides) community also occurs forming a dense dwarf 
shrub layer generally excluding other species [7]  
  
A variety of upper saltmarsh types occur in discrete patches on the highest area of the upper marsh. Sea walls 
have artificially foreshortened the saltmarsh in most of the European marine site and these communities 
generally have a very restricted distribution along a narrow strip either growing at the base of sea walls or on 
the sea walls. In a natural situation, in the absence of sea defences, they would occur more frequently and 
more extensively.  
 
The golden samphire (Inula crithmoides) community has an affinity with upper sea purslane marsh (Atriplex 
portulacoide), occurring on sandy spits and bars. It also occurs with drift-line vegetation dominated by sea 
couch grass (Elytrigia atherica). In Essex, golden samphire is almost at the northernmost range of its 
distribution, its main distribution being in continental Europe. The sea wormwood (Artemisia maritima) in 
Essex, is most commonly found as  fringe vegetation along the foot of sea walls, above the sea purslane 
(Atriplex portulacoides) upper marsh, prior to a transition into the drift-line community dominated by sea 
couch grass (Elytrigia atherica). 
 
A sea rush (Juncus maritimus) community occurs in clumps at or above the high-tide mark of spring tides, but is 
not abundant in the Essex Estuaries. It is associated with red fescue (Festuca rubra), sea milkwort (Glaux 
astate) and saltmarsh rush (Juncus gerardii).  The saltmarsh rush (Juncus gerardii) community occupies a 
position above the upper saltmarsh grass (Puccinellia astate) zone, above mean high tide levels, in association 
with upper marsh sea purslane (Atriplex portulacoides), sea rush (Juncus maritimus) and sea plantain (Plantago 
astate). Notable locations in the Essex Estuaries European marine site include Old Hall marshes, Langenhoe 
marshes and Brightlingsea. It often forms a discontinuous zone in contact with sea lavender/sea thrift marsh 
(Limonium vulgare agg/Armeria astate).  
 
 
Drift-line community  
 The sea couch grass (Elytrigia atherica) community is only covered by the highest tides and may be confined to 
a narrow strip around the tidal limit or form extensive stands in the upper marsh. As this community is part of 
the vegetation which terminates the saltmarsh at its upper limit, it forms mosaics with species which are 
mostly confined to the base of sea walls or growing on the seaward face of the embankment, for example: sea 
wormwood (Artemisia astate), golden samphire (Inula crithmoides), spear-leaved orache (Atriplex astate), 
grass-leaved orache (Atriplex littoralis), lesser sea spurrey (Spergularia marina) and common scurvy grass 
(Cochlearia officinal 
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