
ave you ever wondered what happens where a 
river or stream flows into the ocean? When 

fresh water meets saltwater in a protected bay or inlet, 
a partially enclosed body of water called an estuary 

often forms.  

Let’s take a closer look at estuaries and learn why they 
are important.



orseshoe crabs forage 
on top of, or slightly 

burrowed into, the sand 
or soft mud of estuaries, 
eating worms, mollusks and 
crustaceans.  They are so well 
adapted for life in the ocean and 
estuary that they have hardly changed 
in more than 300 million years. 
Horseshoe crabs were here long before 
dinosaurs! 

A horseshoe crab sheds 
its carapace, or hard outer 
shell, as it grows, much as a 
snake sheds its skin. People 
often mistake the molts they 
find on the beach for dead 
horseshoe crabs.

are Cool!

Horseshoe crabs are more 
closely related to arachnids, 

such as spiders and 
scorpions, than to true 
crabs. Their unusual blue 
blood is used in hospitals 
to detect bacteria on some 

medical equipment. 
Ten eyes 

are located 
all over the 

horseshoe crab’s 
body. It has 

ten legs.



This large, long-legged wading bird finds an 

abundance of small prey in the shallow waters of 

an estuary. Its long neck and bill quickly dart out 

to capture fish and crabs.  

Lobsters migrate from the ocean to visit the 

estuary in the spring. These night feeders 

scavenge for worms, mussels, crabs and 

detritus. They return to the ocean in the fall.

Smooth cordgrass is the dominant plant 

of salt marshes in New England. Dense 

mats of roots hold the wet soil in place.  

Large areas of cordgrass protect the shore 

from waves and provide food and cover 

for many shorebirds and mammals.

Oysters can tolerate dramatic changes in water temperature and salinity. They 

filter food from the water. Temperature, salinity and food availability greatly 

influence their growth. A drop in the oyster population is often one of 

the first signs that the health of the estuary may be in trouble. 

Thousands of species of birds, mammals, fish and 
other wildlife depend on estuaries as places to 

live, feed and reproduce. Waterfowl stop to rest and 
feed in estuaries during their long migrations. Much 
of the seafood we eat, including shrimp, oysters 
and striped bass, depend on estuaries at some time 
during their lives. Because so many marine species 
rely on the sheltered waters of estuaries for their 
young, estuaries are often called 
“nurseries.”

Great Blue Heron

American Lobster

American Oyster

Smooth 
Cordgrass



Many factors are threatening the health of 
estuaries. More than half of our country’s 
population lives in coastal areas. People 

continue to build homes and businesses on the 
edges of estuaries. Pollution runs into rivers and 

streams, which flow downstream into estuaries. 
Also, flooding is a danger as the climate warms 

and sea level rises. 

Can you think of ways you can help our 
important estuaries?

• Spread the word – pollution hurts our 
  estuaries.

• Use less electricity and conserve 
       water.

• Have fun exploring coastal areas, but 
    be sure to leave them clean.

stuaries help the environment in many ways. Rivers are 
often polluted from passing through farms and cities. 

When water slows as it passes through wetlands such as 
swamps and salt marshes, many of the pollutants are filtered 
out. They are trapped by the plants, creating cleaner water, a 
benefit for both people and wildlife. 

Wetland plants and soils act as natural buffers between 
land and the ocean. They absorb flood waters and soften the 
impact of storm surges. The buffer protects wildlife habitat 
and the homes of people who live near the water from storm 
and flood damage. Salt marsh grasses and other plants also 
help prevent shoreline erosion.

New Hampshire’s largest estuary, Great Bay, is fed by the tidal waters of 
the Piscataqua River. This estuary has a variety of diverse habitats, including 
eelgrass beds, mudflats, salt marsh, rocky shores and upland forest and fields.

Learn more about estuaries by visiting the Great Bay Discovery Center in 
Greenland, N.H., the education headquarters of the Great Bay National Estuarine 
Research Reserve. There you can see exhibits about the Great Bay Estuary and the 
amazing creatures that call it home. A boardwalk extends into the salt marsh to give 
visitors a closer look. Visit greatbay.org.

Learn more about estuaries at: estuaries.noaa.gov
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The NH Fish and Game Department receives Federal Assistance from the US Fish 
& Wildlife Service, and thus prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, 
national origin, disability, age, religion and sex, pursuant to Title VI of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title II of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, Title IX of the Education Amendments 
of 1972, and the Age Discrimination Act of 1975. If you believe you have been 

discriminated against in any program, activity or service, please contact or write to:

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service l Division of Wildlife and Sport Fish Restoration

4001 N. Fairfax Drive, Mail Stop: WSFR – 4020, 

Arlington, Virginia 22203, 

Attention: Civil Rights Coordinator for Public Programs

N.H. Fish and Game Department, Public Affairs Division
11 Hazen Drive, Concord, NH 03301 l 603-271-3211 

WildNH.com
Support for this issue of Wild Times provided by the 

Wildlife Heritage Foundation of New Hampshire, the official 
non-profit partner of the New Hampshire Fish and Game Dept., 

the Wildlife and Sport Fish Restoration Program 
and Great Bay Discovery Center

Wild Times for Kids is published once a year by the New Hampshire Fish and Game Department. 
Multiple copies are available for schools and youth groups upon request. Send your request to:
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Help Crabby complete the crossword puzzle by reading the stories in this issue for the answers. Then, write down 
the letters that are in the boxes with stars and unscramble them to discover what the animal is in the background.

Crabby’s

Unscramble the letters and write the 
answer here:

_ ________  ____

Answers:

HORSESHOE  CRAB

Decaying plants are called _______ .

Cordgrass is abundant in the salt _______ .

_________ runs into nearby rivers and 
streams, threatening the health of estuaries.

This plant forms underwater meadows in subtidal 
areas.

The amount of salt in the water of an estuary is 
called ________ .

Many _______ species rely on the sheltered 
waters of estuaries for their young.

The color of horseshoe crab blood.

A drop in this shellfish’s population is often one of 
the first signs that the health of the estuary may 
be in trouble.

A horseshoe  ____  sheds its hard outer shell as it grows.

Clams, worms and mud snails feed on these tiny microscopic plants.

Smooth ___________ is the dominant plant of salt marshes in New England.

A partially enclosed body of water where fresh and saltwater meet.

Rockweed holds tightly to rocks along the  ________ .

Wetland plants and soils absorb flood waters and soften the impact of storm 
surges, acting as a ________ that protects wildlife habitat and homes of people.

Rockweed is the most common  ______ in the estuary.

An estuary often forms when fresh water meets saltwater in a protected 
bay or _______ .
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