
stuaries are sheltered from big 

waves and strong winds. Daily tides 

mix fresh and salt water. The amount of 

salt in the water, or its salinity, changes 

with the tides and the amount of fresh 

water that flows into the bay. Twice daily, 

estuaries flood during high tide and drain 

when the tide goes out. At first glance, it 

might seem there wouldn’t be much that 

could survive the constantly changing 

conditions. Surprisingly, estuaries are one 

of the most productive ecosystems in the 

world. 

An Estuary Is…
made up of a variety of life zones. These 

zones have evolved based on how often 

they flood, salinity of the water and the 

kind of bottom, or substrate, 

that is in that part of 

the estuary. Each zone 

supports plants and 

animals adapted to live 

in the specific 

conditions found 

there. 

EE ZONES FOUND IN THE GREAT BAY ESTUARY

SALT MARSH
Not many plants can tolerate having their roots in wet, salty soil.  Salt marsh hay and cordgrass are the 
exception – they are abundant in the salt marsh. The marsh “muck” is created from decaying grasses 
that have accumulated over time. The detritus, or decaying plants, feeds insect larvae and crustaceans 
at the bottom of the food chain. Salt marsh plants create places where small animals can hide and feed.
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MUDFLATS
Exposed at low tide, mudflats 
may look empty, but millions 
of microscopic plants, like 
diatoms, coat the gray mud 
surface. Clams, worms and mud 
snails feed on the tiny plants.  
In turn, they get snapped up by 
grazing shorebirds, like herons.  
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FOREST EDGE AND 
SALT SPRAY ZONE
Trees and shrubs form the forest edge. 
Forest and field creatures like deer, 
raccoon, turkey, rodents, 
raptors and songbirds 
make their homes 
here.  

ROCKY SHORE
Rockweed is the most common seaweed in 
the estuary. These brown algae hold tightly onto 
rocks along the shoreline, while their fronds 
float with the tides. Dead, decaying seaweed 
becomes food for other plants and animals, like  
periwinkles.   PERIWINKLE SNAIL

SUBTIDAL AREAS
Eelgrass beds form underwater meadows 
in shallower water near tidal channels. Long, 
floating eelgrass leaves trap sediments and 
nutrients, and shelter young fish, shrimp 
and crabs. Ducks and geese favor the leaves 
and seeds, while wading birds and striped 
bass feed on fish hiding in the grasses. 

           STRIPED BASS


