
poisoning caused by decomposing lettuce. This colourless gas can attack the nervous and 
respiratory systems inside human body. Fears about sea lettuce were first raised as early at the 
1970s, after wild animals including boars appeared to succumb to the fumes, along with horses 
and pet dogs. 
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Biodiversity Issues 
The research article and news article below bring into question the feasibility of creating an 
effective and biodiverse new salt marsh in the UK, based on an important case study in Abbotts 
Hall, Essex. 

Limited vegetation development on a created salt marsh associated with over-
consolidated sediments and lack of topographic heterogeneity 

Brooks, K.L, Mossman, H.L, Chitty, J.L., Grant, A. 

Estuaries and Coasts, Vol. 38 (1), January 2015: 325-336 



 https://phys.org/news/2012-09-manmade-marshes-poorer-life-
natural.html?fbclid=IwY2xjawH7NWpleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHWW7UJ-KH1ZZGSr0mn89yERaCD6FWmcrOV1S072v_PRWgpa0Q4-
W48_XAQ_aem_9BIzHKeAsJrIwnctrrgj4g 

 

Researchers at the University of East Anglia studied an artificially created salt marsh and 
compared it with a natural salt marsh. They found that created salt marshes host 
significantly less plant life than natural salt marshes and are often sparsely vegetated and 
dominated by only a few plant species.   Many of the plants common to natural salt marshes, 
upper salt marsh species such as sea lavender, thrift, sea arrowgrass and sea plantain, are rare 
or non-existent in artificially created salt marshes and a small number of plant species 
dominate the new habitat e.g. Salicornia (Glasswort) and Suaeda (Seepweeds). As such, 
created salt marshes do not match the ecological characteristics of natural salt marshes 
due to sparse vegetation. Likewise, invertebrates are also slow to develop in created salt 
marshes, particularly in high tidal areas. 

The researchers noted other studies which argued that artificial salt marsh has reduced 
biodiversity and lower usage by fish due to its uniformity. Low lying sites and anoxic 
sediment and anoxic soil appear to promote maritime perennials rather than natural salt 
marsh plants. Topographic uniformity, high elevations, low water and sedimentation 
levels are viewed as contributing to the high failure rate of vegetation on created salt 
marsh. 

A managed coastal realignment scheme, Abbotts Hall in Essex was surveyed by the 
researchers. Drainage channels had been attempted a second time after the first attempt had 
failed to create conditions for saltwater incursion and for vegetation so there was significant 
bare ground.  Seven years after the saltmarsh had been created, vegetation was sparse and 
consisted of mainly two species; Salicornia and Suaeda. High marsh plants that might be 
expected in a natural salt marsh were missing in the created salt marsh. Interestingly, 
Spartina anglica was only found in the created salt marsh and not in the natural salt 
marshes. The poorly vegetated areas had high sediment shear strength, low water and organic 
carbon content and very flat topography. These characteristics occur frequently on the upper 
parts of created marshes. 
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Phys Org article 

https://phys.org/news/2012-09-manmade-marshes-poorer-life-natural.html 

A media article in Phys Org summarises the above research, which found that artificially 
created salt marshes are poorer in plant life and biodiversity than natural salt marshes.  The 
research found that created salt marshes hosted less plant life than natural salt marshes and 
were often dominated by only a few plant species. 

Professor Alastair Grant of University of East Anglia and co-author of the study stated that 
artificially created salt marshes are not biologically equivalent to natural salt marshes: 


