
MARSH MADNESS
A Maine salt marsh in late winter barely resembles its summer splendor. Jagged chunks
of ice cover the marsh surface, and the verdant plants of summertime have long gone

dormant. Despite appearances, however, what you see in March is only a snapshot of a
vibrant community that is constantly growing and changing. Like a trusty perennial
garden, the salt marsh still functions through the long, cold, and dark winter days.

Marshes protect our coastlines, enrich coastal waters, and provide shelter and food for a
diversity of species. 

In the fall, marsh plants die back, becoming dry and brittle. Throughout the winter
months, they slowly break down and decay, helped along by storms and shifting ice
sheets. This organic matter is rich in nutrients and minerals, and is vital to both the

marsh and adjacent marine areas. Some of it stays trapped on the marsh surface and
helps build a new layer of peat, while the rest is swept out of the salt marsh on the tide,
transporting much needed nutrients out to sea. In the spring, these nutrients become
food for juvenile invertebrates and fish like mummichogs, who have spent the winter

sheltering in the marsh. Some birds even use the frozen marsh to rest or feed during the
winter, particularly northern species like snowy owls for whom Maine is at the southern

part of their range. 

Addison Marsh from the Addison Pier
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Winter storms are notorious for being brutal, but salt marshes help buffer the effects of
erosion and flooding year round. Peat, the thick layer of decomposing plant matter

characteristic of salt marshes, is spongy and capable of absorbing large amounts of
water. As the water drains, the marsh filters out sediment and pollution, leaving the

estuary clean and clear. Unfortunately, many of our marshes are at risk, having been
damaged heavily by agriculture in the last few centuries. Luckily, winter provides the

perfect opportunity for restoration work to happen. The frozen peat is able to support the
machinery needed to drain standing water and improve wildlife habitat, leaving more

places for endangered birds to nest and fewer for mosquitoes to breed. 

March brings with it a turning point. As the days begin to noticeably lengthen, and the
clocks spring forward once again, salt marsh enthusiasts begin prepping for the warmer
weather of spring. While it will still be a long time until our marshes are bright green, we

wait (not so) patiently for the grass to grow again. In the meantime, we will count the
days until migratory birds begin to arrive, knowing spring is just around the corner.

Marsh on the West Branch of the Pleasant River



UPCOMING EVENTS
Friday-Sunday, March 14th-16th: Eastern Maine Sportmsmen's Show, Field House at
University of Maine at Orono

Saturday, March 22nd: 8:30A.M.-4:00P.M.Eastern Maine Regional Opportunities for Ocean,
Timber and Soil (ROOTS) Conference, University of Maine at Machias
https://extension.umaine.edu/agriculture/eastern-maine-roots/

Saturday, April 26th: 11:00A.M.-3:00P.M., Mark your calendars for the 22nd
Annual DSF Smelt Fry! Visit our webpage: DSF Annual Smelt Fry . We're still
looking for sponsors and volunteers; call us at (207) 483-4336.
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