
 
TIDAL FRESHWATER MARSH (OLIGOHALINE LOW MARSH SUBTYPE)  
 
Concept: The Oligohaline Low Marsh Subtype covers the interior zones of oligohaline marshes 
that are dominated by often-diverse mixtures of shorter herbs such as Eleocharis fallax, 
Eleocharis rostellata, Sagittaria falcata, or Pontederia cordata. As defined, it is a diverse and 
highly variable association. 
 
Distinguishing Features: The Oligohaline Low Marsh Subtype is distinguished from almost all 
other subtypes by the dominance of the species named above or by a mixture of similar small-
stature herbs with no clear dominants.  The Estuarine Shoreline Lawn Subtype, also dominated 
by small-stature herbs, occurs on the edges of open water and is dominated Eriocaulon parkeri, 
Lilaeopsis chinensis, or Lilaeopsis carolinensis.   
 
Synonyms: Eleocharis fallax - Eleocharis rostellata - Schoenoplectus americanus - Sagittaria 
lancifolia Herbaceous Vegetation (CEGL004628).  
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Embayed Region Tidal Freshwater Marsh 
(CES203.259). Atlantic Coastal Plain Central Fresh and Oligohaline Tidal Marsh (CES203.376)? 
 
Sites: The Oligohaline Low Marsh Subtype occurs on intertidal flats in marsh complexes.   
 
Soils:  All known examples are on organic soils, most on Currituck (Terric Haplosaprist), a few 
on Hobonny (Typic Medisaprist) or other series.   
 
Hydrology:  Wind tidal areas with oligohaline water.  The occurrence of most patches in the 
interior of marshes, away from channels, presumably indicates reduced tidal exchange of water.  
Interior areas that trap water may have salt concentrated by evaporation, but interior areas that 
shed water may alternatively have salinity and nutrients diluted by rainfall.  However, some 
patches apparently may also be present on marsh edges as well.   
 
Vegetation:  This subtype is dominated by dense herbaceous vegetation which is shorter than most 
of the associated subtypes.  They may be dominated by beds of Eleocharis fallax, Eleocharis 
rostellata, or other species of Eleocharis, or by forbs such as Sagittaria lancifolia var. media, 
Pontederia cordata, Peltandra virginica, Osmunda spectabilis, or often have a diverse mix with 
no strong dominant.  Large herbs typical of other subtypes, such as Juncus roemerianus, Typha 
domingensis, or Scirpus pungens may be abundant but are not dominant.  Other abundant species 
may include Panicum virgatum, Sporobolus pumilus (Spartina patens), Galium obtusum, Mikania 
scandens, Centella erecta, and Hibiscus moscheutos.  Other frequent species include Hydrocotyle 
verticillata, Hydrocotyle umbellata, Iris virginica, Lythrum lineare, Juncus acuminatus, 
Persicaria punctata, Persicaria hydropiperoides,Persicaria arifolia, Ptilimnium capillaceum, 
Phyla lanceolata, Proserpinaca palustris, Cladium mariscoides, Lycopus rubellus, Pluchea 
foetida, Hypericum waltrei, Oenothera fruticosa, and Ludwigia alata.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  In North Carolina, this subtype occurs only in the 
northeastern corner of the state, with most occurrences in the Northwest River-North Landing 
River area and only one occurrence outside of Currituck County. The related association ranges 



from North Carolina north to Delaware, but it is questionable if it is comparable to the North 
Carolina subtype throughout this range.  Similar communities occur in adjacent Virginia and are 
somewhat more abundant there.   
.   
Associations and Patterns:  This subtype often occurs in the central part of mosaics with the 
Giant Cordgrass, Sawgrass, Needlerush, and Cattail, and Threesquare Subtype, and often grades 
particularly gradually into the latter.   
 
Variation: Examples are extremely variable in dominants, but no pattern has been discerned to 
the variation and no variants have been identified.   
 
Dynamics:  The dynamics of this subtype, as distinct from other subtypes, are obscure.  Frost 
(1989) in some site survey reports suggested that it depends on fire may be important for 
maintaining it against invasion by larger herbs that would suppress its distinctive flora and turn it 
into one of the other subtypes.  Fire is a likely natural occurrence in some extensive freshwater 
marsh complexes, where contiguous with flammable vegetation on adjacent areas.  Many of the 
good examples of this subtype have been burned in recent years to improve conditions for 
waterfowl hunting.  However, he indicated in other places that it was associated with low wet 
basins and might be being drowned by rising sea level, with a successional trajectory toward 
Freshwater Marsh Pool.   
 
Where patches occur in the interior of large marsh patches, the distinctive hydrology and nutrient 
dynamics in this setting may be crucial for maintaining the distinctive character of these 
communities.  As in the Threesquare Subtype, it is conceivable that concentration of salt by 
evaporation keeps this subtype in shorter vegetation and free of larger plants.  However, the 
higher diversity of plants, including many not tolerant of higher salt levels, suggests lower 
fertility associated with greater rainwater dominance is a more likely cause.   
 
Comments:  Five CVS plots and a large number of plots in adjacent Virginia have been sampled 
in it.  Frost (1989 – in Frost, et al 1989) described communities of this subtype in a number of 
sites around Currituck Sound.  This subtype as defined is broad, and includes complex variation 
from site to site and within sites. It is the most diverse of the subtypes, often with a high species 
richness, and may harbor rare species.  
 
Rare species:  Cladium mariscoides, Ludwigia alata, Eleocharis rostellata.  Aeschynomine 
virginica has been found in similar communities in Virginia and should could occur in this 
subtype in North Carolina.   
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