
TIDAL FRESHWATER MARSH (SOUTHERN WILD RICE SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  The Southern Wild Rice Subtype covers fringing marshes and marsh zones dominated 
by Zizaniopsis miliacea.  
 
Distinguishing Features: The Southern Wild Rice Subtype is distinguished from all other 
subtypes by the dominance by Zizaniopsis miliacea or by the codominance of Zizaniopsis with 
species other than the dominants of other subtypes. It is distinguished from Interdune Ponds and 
other areas where Zizaniopsis may dominate by occurrence of lunar or wind tidal flooding or 
occurrence in association with other Tidal Freshwater Marsh or Tidal Swamp subtypes. 
 
Synonyms:  Zizaniopsis miliacea Tidal Herbaceous Vegetation (CEGL004705). 
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 Southern Wild Rice Subtype sometimes occurs in marsh mosaics in intertidal flats 
with either lunar or wind tidal flooding.  It also occurs along banks of tidal rivers and streams 
upstream of other Tidal Freshwater Marsh subtypes, adjacent to Tidal Swamp.   
 
Soils:  Most examples have organic soils, generally mapped as Dorovan (Typic Haplosaprist).  A 
few may occur on mineral soils such as Muckalee (Typic Fluvaquent).  Small patches bordering 
rivers are not distinguished in soil mapping; they generally are included in organic soil map 
units.   
 
Hydrology: Lunar or wind tides in oligohaline to fully fresh waters.   
 
Vegetation:  The tall herbaceous vegetation is dominated by Zizaniopsis miliacea, which may be 
moderate to very dense.  Many occurrences are nearly monospecific, others are fairly diverse.  
Associated species typically are those less tolerant of salt, including Boehmeria cylindrica, Elymus 
virginicus, Hypericum walteri, Peltandra virginica, Persicaria arifolia, Saururus cernuus, 
Persicaria punctata, and Mikania scanden.  Some examples have woody plants at low density, 
and those on river banks may have cover from plants rooted on adjacent higher areas.  Frequent 
woody species include Taxodium distichum, Acer rubrum, Alnus serrulata, and Rosa palustris.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G3G5.   It is somewhat unclear how extensive this subtype is 
in North Carolina.  The related association ranges from Virginia to Louisiana.   
 
Associations and Patterns:  This subtype sometimes occurs as small patches along the banks of 
tidal rivers, where it may extend upstream nearly to the beginning of tidal influence.  There it is 
bordered by Tidal Swamp and may be associated with the Broadleaf Pondlily, Narrowleaf 
Pondlily, or Mixed Freshwater Subtype. It may also occur in marsh mosaics with the 
Threesquare, Sawgrass, Cattail, Giant Cordgrass, and other subtypes.   
 
Variation: The two distinct settings where this subtype occurs are recognized as variants: 

1.  Riverbank Variant:  Occurs in upstream settings in small patches on the banks of tidal 
rivers, alone or with subtypes dominated by floating-leaf plants or forbs.  This variant 



usually is very low in species richness, sometimes containing no other species other than 
overhanging woody plants.   

2. Mosaic Variant:  Occurs in downstream settings in small to large patches in mosaics with 
other subtypes dominated by large graminoid plants, such as the Giant Cordgrass, 
Threesquare, and Cattail Subtype.   

 
Dynamics:  Dynamics of the Mosaic variant are similar to those of most other subtypes.  The 
dynamics of the Riverbank Variant may be somewhat different but are very poorly known.  
Presumably those patches can be expected to expand as rising sea level increases stress on the 
adjacent Tidal Swamps.  Being on the shoreline of narrower rivers, they may be subject to 
disturbance by wakes created by motor boats.    
 
Comments:  There is very little literature on this subtype, and very few CVS plots in North 
Carolina.  The riverbank variant has been overlooked or not described even in many qualitative 
site reports, and many patches are narrower than standard plot sizes.  Much of the description 
comes from recent observations by the author.   
 
Earlier versions of the 4th Approximation had a Wild Rice Subtype, dominated by Zizania 
aquatica, based on attribution of an association of that species to North Carolina.  Although 
Zizania occurs in Tidal Freshwater Marsh communities in North Carolina, and may dominate in 
Interdune Marsh communities, there appear to be no Zizania-dominated Tidal Freshwater 
Marshes in North Carolina.   
 
Alnus serrulata / (Zizania aquatica, Zizaniopsis miliacea) Shrubland (CEGL004627) is a 
shrubby tidal marsh association known from as near as the lower Waccamaw River in South 
Carolina, and might occur in North Carolina. It is unclear how distinct it is from this subtype. 
 
Rare species:  Oenothera riparia, Alligator mississippiensis.    
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