
 

 

INVASIVE 
SPARTINA 
PROJECT 

 Description: Rhizomatous perennial salt tolerant grass, forming dense turf or sod with fine, matted, decumbent stems, of-

ten in “cowlicks”.   

 Leaf blades strongly involute (inrolled), green in color, and 0.5-2 mm in width.  

 Culms (stems): Stems  reach heights of 15-80 cm. 

 Inflorescence is 5-22 cm in length, with 1-4 (2-13) spikes.  The spikes are 1-8 cm long and ascend or diverge from the 

stem. The flowers are colorless.  Flowers in late summer. 

 Tidal range: It grows in the middle and upper salt marsh zones, but in the Carolinas it has been found colonizing the sand 

dunes, swale grasslands, sand flats, and coastal scrublands. In its native range mean higher water (MHW) typically deline-

ates the boundary between S. patens and S. alterniflora (Bertness, 1991). 

    __________________________________________ 

 Spartina patens is now found in marshes of Benicia State Recreation Area.  S. patens is native to the upper reaches of salt 

marshes along the Atlantic Seaboard and Gulf coast of the United States.  It has now been introduced in British Columbia, 

Washington, Oregon, California, China, and the Mediterranean (Frenkel and Kunz 1984, Frenkel 1987, Spicher and Josse-

lyn 1985). 

S. patens distribution (2001) 

Delicate inflorescence of S. patens. (Above). 
 
 
Close up of S. patens inflorescence. Note open spikes with branches sepa-
rated and ascending. 

Patch of S. patens in a meadow of Salicornia 
(pickleweed) at Benicia State Recreation Area, CA. 
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Potential impacts of introduced 

Spartina patens to the  

native ecosystem: 

 
1. Competition with native marsh species 

within the upper intertidal area such as 

Salicornia virginica (pickleweed) and 

Distichilis spicata (salt grass).  

2. Invasion of the pickleweed  zone may  

negatively impact habitats of the en-

dangered California clapper rail 

(Rallus longirostris) and the salt marsh 

harvest mouse (Reithrodontomys 

raviventris). 

3. Competition with rare plant species of 

the high marsh such as Cordylanthus 

mollis.  

S. patens may be confused with other marsh grasses such as Distichilis spicata (Salt grass), as well as other native grasses found 

in upper reaches of marshes. Superficial differences include the open or dense, few to many flowered spikes of the salt grass 

compared to the separated and ascending branches of the S. patens spikelets. 

Left: Interface between native Spartina foliosa (left) and S. 
patens (right). 

Above: Endangered California clapper rail 
forage in channel habitat and nest in native 
pickleweed (Salicornia virginica) marsh, 
both of which may be impacted by the 
introduced species. 

The introduced cordgrass 
threatens the native plant diver-
sity due to its competition with 
other marsh plants such as 
Cordylanthus mollis (above), 
Salicornia virginica (above), 
and Distichilis spicata (above). 
 
 
 
 
 
S. patens surrounded by native 
Scirpus (below). 

The introduction of 
Spartina patens is a 
threat to the survival 
of the  rare plant 
Cordylanthus mollis 
(left). 

Left: Native 
Distichilis spi-
cata, salt grass 
(right), and 
brightly flow-
ered brass but-
tons (left). Salt 
grass, may be 
confused with 
Spartina patens.  
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Include the following information: 
• Spartina Species 
• Location (GPS coordinates if possible or 

drawing on topo map) 
• Approximate size of plant/clone or 

population 
• Date seen 
• Your name and contact information 

Please let us know if you find any  
non-native Spartina species  
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