
Be Alert to Introduced Species of Spartina! 
 
In 2001, The S.F. Estuary Invasive Spartina Project (ISP) conducted an extensive 
mapping effort to collect baseline data on four introduced species of Spartina 
(cordgrass).  Mapping results indicate the current combined population of introduced 
species of Spartina in the Estuary totals 470 net acres. (View or download the map 
at www.spartina.org). These salt tolerant, perennial cordgrasses are among the most 
menacing introduced species in the Bay due to their ability to alter both the physical 
structure and biological composition of tidal marshes, mudflats and the saline and 
brackish water reaches of creeks flowing into the Bay.  Restoration sites often pro-
vide abundant new suitable habitat and are especially susceptible to cordgrass inva-
sion. 
 

The Restoration Connection 
 
S. alterniflora, S. anglica and S. densiflora are known to have been purposefully in-
troduced into the Bay in the 1970's to establish vegetation at marsh restoration sites. 
Subsequently, over the past 25 years, both plugs of pure Spartina alterniflora and 
the hybrid S. alterniflora x S. foliosa have been repeatedly transplanted to new sites. 
Hybrid cordgrass is poised to convert 10,000-30,000 acres of unvegetated tidal flats 
to Spartina meadows (www.spartina.org). The Spartina invasion of restoration sites 
precludes the goal of restoring a self sustaining, native marsh system. The invasion 
of restoration sites has and will continue to lead to the further invasion of the Bay’s 
natural marshes and mudflats. 

 

What To Do 
 
• Be sure it’s native! The non-native S. alterniflora/hybrids can be very difficult to 

distinguish from the native S. foliosa. Don’t transplant or transport any non-
native. Verify your supplier’s seed or plugs. Species identification training and 
genetic testing for species confirmation is available. Contact the Invasive 
Spartina Project for information. 

• Protect the success of your project. If your projects or properties currently con-
tain introduced Spartina, begin controlling populations now. Waiting always 
means higher costs later and greater impacts from treatment efforts. 

• Mitigate. For your next mitigation project consider the removal of introduced 
Spartina.  Call the Invasive Spartina Project for more information.  

• Prevent unintentional dispersal by cleaning seeds from boats and boots. 
• Notify the San Francisco Estuary Invasive Spartina Project if you suspect that 

you have any non-native Spartina or other uncommon plants at your project site.  
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Net Acres of Introduced Spartina species by Bay Subregion (2000-2001 ISP data)

S. patens 0.58 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.58

S. anglica 0.00 0.00 0.09 0.00 0.00 0.09

S. densiflora 0.00 0.002 13.04 0.00 0.00 13.04

S. alterniflora/Hybrids 0.00 0.19 106.12 350.92 10.66 469.10
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Preserving native wetlands 

Spartina Alert 

Taller, more robust clone of introduced      
S. alterniflora surrounded by native 
cordgrass, S. foliosa. 

Spartina hybrid invasion of marsh restora-
tion site (Above and below). 

Inflorescence of native S. foliosa (left) 
compared to that of  the larger S. al-
terniflora/hybrid.  

S. densiflora clone on mudflats. 

Invaded Cogswell Marsh (1996-1998). 



Why is Introduced Spartina So Bad? 
 
• The S. alterniflora/hybrids act as an “ecosystem engineer” capable of altering the 

physical structure of the Bay.  When it invades lower marsh elevations, such as 
mudflats and channels, its tall dense stems slow the flow of water, which in turn 
increases the rate of sedimentation. A dense belowground network of rhizomes 
stabilizes the substrate which subsequently results in a rapid increase in the over-
all elevation of the marsh plain.  

 
• Spartina in San Francisco Bay is steadily converting the unvegetated tidal flats to 

cordgrass meadows. Continued expansion of the species will result in large scale 
loss of shorebird foraging habitat. Simultaneous conversion of habitat at other Pa-
cific coast estuaries due to Spartina invasions, such as Willapa Bay, Washington, 
will contribute to stress on populations of migratory birds on the Pacific Flyway. 
San Francisco Bay hosts more than one million shorebirds each year. 

 
• Elevated marsh plains, choked creeks and channels will increase flooding poten-

tial for Bay area communities and alter navigation routes in the Bay as Spartina 
continues to spread. 

 
• S. alterniflora may cause the local extinction of  S. foliosa, a common, dominant 

species, through genetic assimilation.  Hybrid Spartina, which exhibits the com-
petitive morphological and reproductive characters of the exotic parent, is cur-
rently out-competing both parent species for environmental, as well as reproduc-
tive resources. In the presence of the hybrids, the natives are being swamped with 
hybrid pollen and are thus contributing to the spread of hybrid seed.  

 
• Beach forming processes are altered as S. alterniflora/hybrids readily colonize 

open tidal flats near beaches and spits and alter patterns of sediment transport.  As 
Spartina populations expand, corresponding beach habitat is lost. In some cases 
loss of these habitats precludes species recovery efforts for species requiring spe-
cific beach habitats such as with California sea blite (Sueda californica). 

 
• Spartina spp. out-compete the Bay’s native species including native cordgrass, 

pickleweed, and endangered plants such as soft bird’s beak (Cordylanthus mol-
lis). Loss of pickleweed in the long term is expected to reduce habitat for the en-
dangered salt marsh harvest mouse ( Reithrodontymys raviventris).                   

 
Mechanisms of Spread 

 
Spartina spp. spread both by seed and vegetative means, via underground rhizomes 
or stems. A clone of S. alterniflora may spread laterally approximately 1.5 m in a 
year.  Spartina seeds or vegetative fragments are generally dispersed by floating on 
the tides. Millions of seeds are flushing out of San Francisco Bay to the outer coast 
every year with the tides and currents.  New clones have recently been discovered in 
Bolinas Lagoon, Drakes Estero, and Tomales Bay. Seeds may also be dispersed by 
human activities or transported by birds.  
 
 
The Invasive Spartina Project, administered by the California Coastal Conservancy, 
is a coordinated regional effort among local, state and federal organizations dedicated 
to preserving California's extraordinary coastal biological resources through the 
elimination of introduced species of Spartina (cordgrass). The project addresses all 
aspects of a regional control project including funding, research, outreach, monitor-
ing, environmental documentation and permitting, and training. The project both pro-
vides and seeks funding for the elimination of Spartina species.  
 
 
San Francisco Estuary Invasive Spartina Project      Debra Smith, Project Coordinator 
California Coastal Conservancy                                                510-526-4628  dbrsmt@aol.com 
1330 Broadway, 11th Floor                                                        
Oakland, CA 94612                                                                   Maxene Spellman, Project Manager 
                                                                        510-286-1015  mspellman@scc.ca.gov 
www.spartina.org 

Invasion of channel habitat may lead to 
increased sedimentation rates, clogging 
of channels, flooding and a loss of for-
aging habitat for the endangered Cali-
fornia clapper rail, Rallus longirostris. 

S. alterniflora and hybrid clones within 
native S. foliosa marsh. The S. al-
terniflora/hybrid complex is a threat to 
native flora, such as S. foliosa in the 
low marsh and Salicornia virginica in 
the high marsh, given their greater 
morphological and reproductive vigor . 
(Tiburon, 2001). 
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Federally endangered California clap-
per rail forage in channel habitat and 
nest in native pickleweed (Salicornia 
virginica) marsh, both of which may 
impacted by the introduced species . 

Coalescing clones developing into a meadow. 
Dense stands of cordgrass accrete sediment 
converting mudflats to a cordgrass meadow, 
raising the overall marsh plain. (Elsie Roemer 
Bird Sanctuary, Alameda Island, 2001). 

Invasion of mudflats will result in a 
loss of foraging habitat for numerous 
resident and migratory shorebirds and 
water fowl. 

S. patens in direct competition with the  
federally endangered soft bird’s beak, Cor-
dylanthus mollis mollis.  


