
At the coast, streams and rivers meet the ocean. 
There are often lagoons, bays, sloughs and deltas 
that have two types of water, fresh and salty, the 
salt water coming from the ocean. The water often 
mixes becoming brackish, part salt water and part 
fresh water. 

The salt marsh is a transition habitat. It has some 
features of the ocean, some of the riparian, some of 
the bays and some of the inter-tidal beaches. This 
is a good habitat to learn about transition zones 
where different habitats meet and mix. The habitat 
shows how transitioning from land to ocean, from 
river and stream to inter-tidal zone can be 

dramatic, providing surprises about what species thrive and which use what places.  Ocean fish often 
spend time here going through a part of their life cycle. Salt marsh wetlands are a nursery for many 
species of ocean fish. In 1992 a scientific study done of the Tijuana River Estuary listed 34 species of 
ocean larva collected in the reserve.

Plants respond to the average amount of salt in the water. Cord grass grows in water that is almost 
all-salt water. Pickle weed grows at a little higher elevation where the water is a little less salty. Salt 
grass lives at a still higher elevation where there is even more 
fresh water than salt water. 

Southern California salt marshes are an important part of the 
Pacific Flyway of migrating birds. There are two seasons with 
increases of the shore bird population. In the winter months 
visitors from the North spend their time here fattening up on 
the fish and plankton populations of the marshes and the ocean. 
The second and third waves of migration occur in the spring and 

Salt Marsh



Sun: During much of the year, especially mornings, this habitat is shielded from the sun by a 
marine layer of clouds and water vapor.

Air: Mostly moist air comes from onshore breezes.

Earth: Sediments lay on the top surface of the soil base. Grains of fine soil are tightly packed 
into gooey silts and clays.

Water: Ocean salt water enters on the tides. Rainwater from storms wash into the habitat. 
Water varies from salty to fresh but most zones are brackish, a mix of salty and fresh water.

Time: Tidal action is controlled by the moon’s gravitational force (and to some extent that of 
the sun) and its rotation around the earth. There are two high tides and two low tides every 
day, and these vary in height seasonally. The overall tide cycle is 28 days, the number of days it 
takes for the moon to circle the earth.

Gravity: Without the movement of water by tides and floods the water would become stag-
nant. The flow of water is influenced by gravity. Most salt marshes have a nearly flat bottom so 
there is little flow without outside influence such as tides and storms.

Fire: This is one habitat where there is almost never a fire.

Goldilocks Ecology Factors



Visit the Habitat: All along the Southern California coast from the Mexican border to the 
Monterey Bay are saltwater marshes, sloughs and estuaries. Follow the coastal routes and look 
for the signs that indicate these special habitats. Do not forget to take binoculars.

Fool-Ya: Scrub Jay lives in chaparral. San Diego Fairy Shrimp live in fresh water vernal pools 
on the coastal mesas.
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