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Introduction

Coasts are living systems, constantly reshaped by wind, waves, tides, and the pulse of
storms. Along this dynamic edge, dunes and saltmarshes act as biological
infrastructure—capturing sand, attenuating waves, storing carbon, and providing
habitat for fish, birds, and invertebrates. The native plants that anchor these
landscapes have evolved to tolerate salt spray, shifting substrates, and periodic
flooding. By understanding their adaptations and ecological roles, we can design
restoration projects that work with, not against, coastal processes.

This book focuses on coastal dune and saltmarsh natives, and on the practical
techniques that help these species establish, spread, and perform. It synthesizes field-
tested methods for dune stabilization, saltmarsh revegetation, and living shorelines,
pairing them with clear decision frameworks. Whether you manage shoreline assets,
lead volunteer crews, or design with nature as a landscape architect, you will find step-
by-step guidance on site assessment, plant selection, construction logistics, and long-
term care. We emphasize solutions that are scalable, cost-aware, and rooted in local
ecology.

Effective restoration begins with reading the site. Elevation relative to tides, sediment
supply and transport, salinity gradients, and the presence of wrack, channels, and
pannes all shape what will succeed. Native plants are not interchangeable: dune
pioneers such as beach grasses trap wind-blown sand and build elevation; high-marsh
succulents tolerate longer droughts and higher salinity; cordgrasses knit low marsh
edges where currents are strongest. Matching species to microhabitats—then aligning
techniques with natural dynamics—turns plantings into self-reinforcing systems.

Living shorelines extend this thinking by integrating vegetation with low-profile
structures that reduce erosion while maintaining habitat and tidal exchange. Properly
sited, these approaches can outperform hard infrastructure in ecological value and,
over time, in resilience and cost. Still, there is no one-size-fits-all design. We present
typologies, suitability criteria, and examples that clarify when to use sand fencing and
brush bundles, when to restore hydrology, when to enlist oyster or mussel reefs, and
when strategic retreat or sediment augmentation is the wiser path.

People are as essential as plants. Restoration relies on partnerships among agencies,
tribes, municipalities, NGOs, private landowners, and volunteers. This book offers tools
for building those partnerships: safety and access plans, crew-friendly planting
layouts, stewardship programs, and monitoring protocols that empower community
scientists. We also address permitting pathways and policy contexts so that
compliance supports, rather than stalls, good design.

Finally, we treat projects as adaptive experiments. Clear objectives, baselines, and
metrics—paired with monitoring and predefined triggers—allow teams to learn and
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adjust as conditions change. We include guidance on using drones and remote sensing
to map vegetation and morphology, budget templates to forecast costs, and case
studies that candidly show what worked, what failed, and why. Our aim is to help you
restore and protect fragile coastal ecosystems with humility, rigor, and hope—growing
living shorelines that can keep pace with the future.

CHAPTER ONE: The Coastal Edge: How Dunes and
Saltmarshes Work Together

The coastal edge stitches land to sea with patterns that repeat at many scales, often
without fanfare. On a low spring tide, you can step across the foreshore and find dunes
rising like rumpled pillows behind a ribbon of saltmarsh that darkens where peat holds
water. The same winds that scour the dune face later comb cordgrass blades in the
marsh, while tides shuttle wrack, seeds, and nutrients between them. This reciprocity
is not decorative; it is structural. Dunes blunt wave energy before it reaches the marsh
edge, and marshes bleed hydraulic punch while trapping fines that dunes need to
prograde. Understanding how they trade tasks helps us see why piecemeal fixes so
often leak.

Coasts teach patience by erasing haste. Anyone who has watched a blowout expand
overnight knows that sand moves even when the air is still, creeping along footpaths
and across roads like a polite thief. Saltmarshes advance and retreat in subtler
rhythms, rising with sediment delivered on flood tides, sagging when flows slacken or
wakes chop edges. Plants mediate these exchanges by slowing flow, capturing
particles, and knitting soils with roots that die and refill with organic matter. The result
is a living machine that tolerates shocks better than most concrete solutions, provided
the parts remain in contact and the machine is allowed to respire.

Elevation sets the rules of engagement along this edge. Dunes crest above ordinary
tides but still drink salt spray, while low marshes spend more time submerged than
exposed and can choke if drainage falters. Between them lies a transition zone where
brackish pulses and freshwater lenses tussle, a place where plant choices pivot on
small differences in height that translate to large differences in stress. Misreading
these gradients invites costly mismatch, like planting marsh obligates on a dune face
that dries between storms or expecting dune grasses to thrive where tide gates keep
soils waterlogged.

Wave climate steers sediment like a conductor directs strings. Short, steep wind

waves push sand onshore in pulses that dunes hoard, while longer boat wakes and
ship waves comb marshes sideways, undercutting edges and carving runnels that
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spread like veins. When storms arrive, the choreography intensifies: surge overwashes
low dunes, and marsh platforms become conduits that redistribute energy inland.
Afterward, the system settles into repair, sending roots to stabilize slumps and stems
to trap new wrack lines that jump-start succession. Design that ignores this rhythm
tends to crack under pressure.

Tides are the metronome. Twice daily they flush salts, deliver plankton, and oxygenate
muds that would otherwise sour. In restricted harbors or behind aging bulkheads, tides
grow listless, and marshes pay the price with sulfide smells and poor recruitment. On
open coasts, robust tides keep channels scoured and ponds refreshed, but they also
demand respect at planting time; a crew that arrives at low slack may miss the
window before flood scours seedlings away. Learning to work with tidal cadence
means planting when water assists rather than removes, and accepting that some
sites need hydrologic tuning before plants can lead.

Salt spray is both tonic and torment. It suppresses competitors, preserves soil
structure by discouraging earthworms that destabilize dune soils, and delivers sodium
that some plants shunt into vacuoles or excrete through glands. Yet too much salt
lingers on leaves and scours cuticles, and repeated inundation can tip the balance
from adaptive to injurious. Native species survive by budgeting their salt like a careful
household budgets cash, storing, excreting, or excluding as needed, then leaning on
fungal partners to scavenge water when osmotic pressure climbs.

Sand movement is the currency of dunes. Pioneers invest in rhizomes and stolons that
pay dividends across seasons, holding loose grains until organic matter accrues and
moisture retention improves. Each captured dune ripple translates to higher elevation,
which buys breathing room against future storms and creates microsites for forbs that
cannot survive the windblown scouring of the fore dune. The process is recursive:
stability enables complexity, and complexity deepens stability, provided sediment
supply keeps pace and disturbance does not reset the ledger too often.

Marshes bank elevation differently, relying on mineral sediment plus peat to outrun
sea level rise. When currents drop load in slack water, fine particles sift onto stems
and lodge among roots, building the marsh platform millimeter by millimeter.
Meanwhile, belowground biomass turns over, adding organic matter that resists
compression and retains moisture like a sponge. If sediment supply falters, marshes
subside; if supply surges, they can accrete rapidly and shift from low to high marsh as
drainage improves. The balance is delicate, trackable with simple rods or sophisticated
sensors, and responsive to upstream land use and channel geometry.

Hydrologic pathways knit dunes and marshes into a single system. Overland flow from
dune swales can feed marsh creeks after rains, delivering freshwater pulses that dilute
salinity and flush sulfides. Conversely, marsh tides can inundate dune footslopes
during extreme events, depositing wrack and seeds that enrich dune flora and
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accelerate recovery. Block these exchanges with roads or berms, and both systems
fray; restore them with culverts or bridge spans sized for storm flows, and resilience
tends to rebound.

Vegetation feedbacks amplify these connections. Dune grasses slow wind at the
surface, causing airborne salts to settle onto marsh grasses downwind, subtly shifting
competitive balances. Marsh plants damp wave energy before it reaches dune toes,
reducing scouring that would otherwise undermine root plates. When dunes migrate
landward after storms, they may bury marsh edges, but those same marshes often
supply propagules that recolonize new dune swales, restarting the cycle. The
choreography is messy, overlapping, and productive.

Disturbance resets parts of the system without collapsing the whole. Blowouts form,
fill, and heal; creek banks slump and reform; wrack mats smother stems then feed
them. Each reset offers opportunities for recruitment if seed sources and transport
corridors remain intact. Overmanagement can sterilize these dynamics, producing tidy
but brittle shorelines that lack the adaptive capacity of messier, more diverse edges. A
wise approach leaves room for patches, gaps, and pulses that let natural processes do
the heavy lifting.

Human infrastructure tests the coastal edge. Boardwalks, groins, and bulkheads alter
currents, shadows, and sediment pathways in ways that cascade through dunes and
marshes. Even well-meaning stairs can concentrate foot traffic and create desire lines
that bypass vegetation. The edge responds by narrowing, steepening, or shifting its
net position until equilibrium reasserts itself, often at higher cost and lower ecological
function. Understanding these cause-and-effect chains helps us design interventions
that do not starve one system to feed another.

Climate change is tilting the balance. Rising seas lift baseline water levels, so marshes
need more sediment to keep their heads above water, and dunes must migrate inland
or grow taller to maintain their protective stature. Storms may intensify, bringing more
energetic waves and salt spray farther inland, testing the buffering capacity of both
systems. At the same time, precipitation patterns may shift, altering freshwater inputs
and salinity regimes in ways that favor some natives over others. The edge will adapt,
but the pace and direction of that adaptation will depend on sediment supply, space to
move, and the diversity of plant traits in the toolkit.

Observing the edge closely reveals its grammar. Tracks of crabs trace pulse flows,
lines of driftwood map flood extents, and subtle changes in grass color flag salinity
gradients and moisture stress. These clues help practitioners match species to
microsites, time work to tides, and avoid planting into zones where hydrology will soon
shift. Field literacy turns abstract concepts into actionable knowledge and reduces
costly missteps that can set projects back years.
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Communities shape the edge, too. Fishing access, cultural uses, and aesthetic
preferences influence where people allow sand to accumulate or marshes to spread.
Stewardship programs can harness local knowledge to detect change early and
mobilize crews when storms strike. When residents understand that dunes and
marshes work together to reduce flood risk and support fisheries, they often become
more tolerant of temporary messiness and more patient with restoration timelines.

Policy threads weave through the edge as well. Permitting pathways treat dunes and
marshes differently, reflecting their distinct regulatory histories and ecological values.
Understanding these distinctions helps teams sequence work so that marsh
restoration does not jeopardize dune permitting, and vice versa. It also clarifies which
activities need buffer zones, seasonal restrictions, or compensatory mitigation,
allowing projects to proceed without surprise delays.

The goal is not to freeze the edge in a single configuration but to sustain its capacity
to adapt. Dunes that can roll landward, marshes that can accrete vertically, and
connections that allow pulses and particles to move between them create a resilient
whole. Plants are the linchpin, but they need the right setting, timing, and care to
perform. By studying how dunes and saltmarshes work together, we learn to design
with their synergies rather than against their frictions.

On many shores, this synergy is visible in the way light catches dune crests at dawn
while herons stalk marsh channels below. The contrast is striking, yet the systems are
interdependent. One tempers wind while the other softens water; one builds elevation
from air while the other builds it from flow. Together they compress risk into
resilience, and they do it with quiet competence that belies the complexity
underneath.

Field crews who internalize this relationship begin to spot leverage points. A cluster of
wrack at the dune toe can be left to feed the system instead of being carted away. A
small breach in a marsh edge might be widened to improve flushing rather than
repaired with rock. Sand fencing set slightly farther back can encourage dune
migration without blocking marsh access. These fine adjustments accumulate into
projects that feel less like construction and more like cultivation.

The edge also offers lessons in scale. Local actions such as removing a single
boardwalk piling can restore tidal flow to acres of marsh, while regional sediment
deficits may require coordinated nourishment to keep dunes from starving.
Recognizing which problems are local and which are systemic helps allocate effort
where it matters most and avoids over-engineering solutions that create new
problems downstream.

Science supports this pragmatism. Studies of sediment transport, root tensile strength,
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and salt tolerance thresholds provide guardrails for decision-making, but they rarely
prescribe exact recipes. Instead they offer ranges and probabilities that let us hedge
our bets. By pairing this knowledge with observation and iteration, we can steer
projects toward durable outcomes without demanding perfect foresight.

Finally, the coastal edge reminds us that working lands require working ecologies.
Fisheries, recreation, storm protection, and cultural values all lean on the same dunes
and marshes that botanists study and managers map. Restoring these systems is not
an aesthetic indulgence but a practical investment in risk reduction and resource
stability. The plants that thrive there are specialists in toughness, and the practices
that help them succeed are specialists in leverage.

As we move into the rest of this book, we will unpack the specifics of wind and waves,
species and strategies, tools and timelines. But the foundation remains this: dunes
and saltmarshes are not separate puzzles to be solved in isolation. They are partners
in a shared enterprise of buffering, building, and breathing along the edge. Keep that
partnership in mind, and the details that follow will fall into place as parts of a
coherent whole rather than isolated chores.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.
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