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Site Description 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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)  [1] 
 
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)[5] 
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. [5]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.  [6]     
 
Salicornia is found across the Essex Estuaries, although it is a difficult genus to identify to species level with the 
problems arising mainly from great phenotypic plasticity and the inbreeding nature of the plants, which tend to 
form numerous distinctive local populations. [7] 
 



 
 

Feature Description  

 

Salicornia and other annuals colonising mud and sand; Glasswort and other annuals colonising mud and sand  
Salicornia. Is a woody herbaceous annual found inhabiting the extreme intertidal range of saltmarshes and is 
widespread throughout most of England and Wales.  [8]  
 
Other annual species associated with this type of habitat which dominate this area of saltmarsh include 
glasswort (Salicornia spp.), annual sea-blite (Suaeda maritima) and sea aster (Aster tripolium). This form of 
saltmarsh vegetation is widely distributed throughout coastal areas of the EU.  
 
In the UK there are over 2,300 ha of Salicornia and other annuals colonising mud and sand, and it is widespread 
in the saltmarshes of England and Wales. [5] However, the area of the habitat type is restricted in Scotland and 
Northern Ireland because of a lack of new sediment for saltmarsh development.  This assemblage of pioneer 
saltmarsh plants colonise intertidal mud and sandflats in areas protected from strong wave action and is an 
important precursor to the development of more stable saltmarsh vegetation. [9] 
 
Salicornia preferentially develops in the lower reaches of saltmarshes where the vegetation is frequently 
flooded by the tides, and can also colonise open creek sides, depressions or pans within saltmarshes, as well as 
disturbed areas of upper saltmarshes.[10] However, associated pioneer saltmarsh communities are not always 
clearly demarcated on the ground. They can occur as mosaics, or as transitions, with other pioneer 
communities.  
 
Current estimates of saltmarsh area in the UK is approximately 3,514 km². One fifth of this occurs in East Anglia, 
8% of this is in the Essex Estuaries SAC Equating to 3500ha. [11, 12] 
 
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 
(Dicentrarchus labrax) and Grey mullet (Chelon labrosus), Dab (Limanda limanda), Plaice (Pleuronectes platessa)  
& Sole (Solea solea) all exploiting the warm shallow sheltered creeks which have a high nutrient value.[13]  
 
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. [2] 
 
Most up to date data on the  status of  Essex colonising saltmarsh communities in the UK under article 17 of the 
Habitats Regulations is stable, although it is accepted that there has been a decline is area of saltmarsh since 
designation in 2000. [14] 

 





Deterioration of saltmarsh in Essex  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The conservation advice package published by English Nature in 2000 sites several reasons for potential 
deterioration of area including changes in tidal currents as a result of managed realignment, smothering 
from storm washed sediment and wave action.  
 
A study by Hughs (1999) [15] on saltmarsh creeks in Tollesbury, Essex suggests that bioturbation and 
herbivory of the infaunal polychaete Neris diversicolor. All of which may have an effect but it has long been 
accepted that the majority of saltmarsh erosion is due to coastal squeeze. [16]   
 
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. [5]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 [17]estimated loss in 
the South East of England to be approximately 40ha y-1 .  
 
Records of Salicornia spp. in Essex are numerous and date back to the 1980’s and include Hullbridge, South 
Woodham Ferrers, Wallasea Island, Blue House Farm on the Rivers Crouch & Roach, Cudmore Grove, 
Fingringhoe Wick, Howlands Marsh, Hythe Lagoons, Barrage Marsh, Skippers Island on the River Colne, and 
Tollesbury Managed Retreat, Orplands Managed Retreat, Heybridge Gravel Pit, Hogmarsh, Abbotts Hall, Copt 
Hall, Mayland and Old Hall Marshes on the River Blackwater. [18]There are limitations with the data, records 
describe the feature as established or common but do not give a spatial extent, it is therefore difficult to 
ensure that there is no net loss of this feature.  
 
Designations for this species include JNCC Vascular Plant red data list and the community is given UK 
Biodiversity Action Plan habitat Status.    
 



Sub-Features 
 
 
 
Glasswort (Salicornia spp.):  
 
Glasswort is a primary coloniser and is usually found on the seaward edge of marshes. It is also able to colonise 
on other areas of bare mud in the saltmarsh where it will eventually be out-competed. There are a number of 
different Salicornia species which all occupy different niches within the saltmarshes.   
This species has been recorded in 29 different locations across Essex (Essex Wildlife Trust Records) between 
1979 and 2010, with the majority of records dating from 2000.  
 
Locations include; Hullbridge on the Crouch, South Woodham Ferrers, Wallasea Island, Cudmore Grove, Blue 
house farm, Fingringhoe Wick, Howlands Marsh, Tollesbury, Hythe lagoons, Hogmarsh Island, Abbotts Hall 
Farm, and the Dengie.  
  
Annual sea-blite (Suaeda maritima) :  
 
Annual sea-blite is found at slightly higher elevations that glasswort but also often forms a mixed community. It 
is also able to colonise bare mud on saltmarshes, including where there are salt pans or on the edges of creeks 
as well as on the seaward edge of the marsh. This species has also been recorded in 29 different locations 
across Essex (Essex Wildlife Trust Records) between 1979 and 2010, with the majority of records dating from 
2000. Locations include Wallasea Island, Gunners Park, Cudmore Grove, Hullbridge, Skippers Island, Strood 
Channel, Fingringhoe wick, Colne Point, Abbotts Hall Farm, Skippers Island, Howlands Marsh, Tollesbury Wick, 
Goldhanger and Copt Hall.  
 
Sea aster (Aster tripolium):  
 
Sea aster occurs in a distinct zone above glasswort and annual sea-blite, but still in the lower marsh. This 
species has been recorded in 37 different locations across Essex between 1976 and 2010 with the majority of 
records dating from 2000. [18] Locations include Battlesbridge, Gunners park, Hullbridge, Wallasea island, 
Cudmore Grove, Fingringhoe Wick, Colne Point, Blue House Farm, Tollesbury Howlands Marsh, Bradwell, 
Goldhanger, Mayland, Mundon, Copt Hall and Old Hall 
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