
Page 1

About Mangrove and Saltmarsh Ecosystems
Mangroves are defined as habitats consisting of “trees, 
shrubs, palms or ground ferns, generally exceeding one 
half meter in height, and which normally grow above 
mean sea level in the intertidal zone of marine coastal 
environments, or estuarine margins”1. Mangroves occur 
in tropical locations, with species diversity increasing 
with decreasing latitude. Mangroves are present in all 
states of Australia, excluding Tasmania. There are 48 
mangrove species in Australia which represent nearly 
50% of the world’s 80 recorded mangrove species. The 
highest latitude mangroves in the world are a stand of 
cold-tolerant Avicennia marina var. Australasica found 
at Corner Inlet, Victoria. The Daintree River estuary in 
North Queensland has the highest diversity of mangroves 
present within a single estuary in the world!

Saltmarsh habitats consist of plants such as sedges, rushes, reeds, grasses, succulent herbs and 
shrubs that can tolerate high soil salinity and occasional inundation with salt water. Saltmarsh 
areas have low vegetation, often interspersed with bare patches or salt pans2. Saltmarsh 
ecosystems are present in all coastal regions of Australia, except very high rainfall tropical 
locations, such as the Daintree Rainforest World Heritage Area, and cliff regions of the Great 
Australia Bight. There are 98 species of saltmarsh plants in Australia, with species diversity 
increasing with increasing latitude. Sub-tropical and Temperate coastal saltmarsh habitats 
are protected as an endangered ecological community under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act, 1999. 

The proportion of mangroves and saltmarsh habitats in the tidal zone is dependent on rainfall, 
with low rainfall areas having high rates of evaporation and salinity extremes, preventing 
mangrove growth. 

Tidal wetlands exist in sheltered low-energy estuarine tidal locations at the dynamic interface 
of marine and terrestrial environments. Tidal wetlands have high primary productivity, high 
connectivity and structural complexity that underpins their important role in protecting, 
maintaining and enhancing the ecological, economic, social and cultural values of coastal 
environments and communities. Some key ecosystem services provided by tidal wetland 
ecosystems include:

• Supporting coastal fisheries and marine biodiversity: Tidal wetlands are nursery 
grounds, habitats and food sources for many marine species. Healthy mangroves = healthy 
seafood stocks. Most of the seafood consumed in Australia depends on tidal wetlands for 
some part of its life cycle.

• Protecting coastal communities: Tidal wetlands provide a natural barrier that protects 
coastal habitats, infrastructure and communities from tsunamis, cyclonic winds and storm 
surge and sea level rise, with the structure of these habitats dissipating wind and wave 
energy. The root structures of mangroves and saltmarsh plants hold coastal sediments, 
preventing coastal erosion.
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• Maintaining and improving coastal water quality: 

Tidal wetlands trap, process and store nutrients, 
sediments and pollutants in land-based runoff from 
catchment agricultural, urban and industrial land-use. 
In this way tidal wetlands protect sensitive adjacent 
habitats like coral reefs and seagrass from poor water 
quality and maintain the recreational and aesthetic 
values of coastal waters. 

• Blue Carbon storage: Tidal wetlands are important 
habitats and can help limit climate change. High plant 
productivity in tidal wetlands driven by the saline 
environment efficiently traps atmospheric CO₂ in 
material which is buried (sequestered) below-ground 
in sediments by crabs or exported to the ocean via 
tides. The carbon stored in tidal wetlands is called 
‘blue carbon’. Mangroves are known to store five times more carbon than any other forest 
type and can trap CO₂ up to 40 times faster.

• Neutralising ocean acidification: Crab burrows in anoxic low-oxygen tidal wetland 
sediments filter tidal waters. Biogeochemical processes in the crab burrows increase 
the export of Dissolved Inorganic Carbon (DIC) and alkalinity to the surrounding ocean, 
increasing ocean pH. Tidal wetlands can reduce ocean acidification in waters up to 10km 
away.   

• Habitat for wildlife: Many mammals, bats, birds, insects and other fauna depend on tidal 
wetlands. Many people don’t realise that coastal wetlands are used by sharks, stingrays, 
crocodiles, dugongs, dolphins and even sea turtles. Saltmarshes are important habitats for 
migratory shorebirds that roost and feed in these areas. In Queensland, saltmarshes are 
habitats for the vulnerable water mouse (Xeromys myoides). 

• Urban greenspace: Green spaces are important for coastal cities and improve well-being 
and liveability. Mangroves along rivers provide natural relief from the concrete jungle as 
well as being sites for recreation. Saltmarsh habitats contain plants that turn vibrant colours 
due to photo-protective pigments. These areas are natural tidal gardens that have aesthetic 
value in urban environments. 

Although tidal wetlands are important, they are disappearing around the world faster than the 
Amazon Rainforest. 30% of tidal wetlands have been lost in the past 30 years, mainly due to 
conversion to alternate land uses such as shrimp aquaculture, agriculture, airports and ports. In 
Moreton Bay, near Brisbane, 60% of coastal saltmarsh has been lost since the 1950s. Pollution, 
altered freshwater and tidal flows, groundwater extraction, vehicles, grazing animals, feral 
animals and reclamation/conversion still impact tidal wetlands in Australia today and reduce 
their capacity to provide ecosystem services.Tidal wetlands are also at extreme risk from climate 
change. Sea level rise, altered rainfall patterns, and more frequent and severe storms will cause 
tidal wetland habitat loss. Human impacts to tidal wetlands reduce the capacity of tidal wetlands 
to respond to climate change. To improve tidal wetland climate change resilience, it is vital that 
we improve management of tidal wetlands and reduce human impacts where possible. We must 
also improve coastal planning to enable tidal wetlands to retreat landward as sea level rises to 
prevent ‘coastal squeeze’. 
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