
         
 
 
 
 
ESTUARINE BEACH FOREST 
 
Concept: Type covers communities of chronically disturbed shorelines of freshwater or 
oligohaline estuaries, with vegetation that is more open than Tidal Swamp, Estuarine Fringe Pine 
Forest, or Tidal Freshwater Marsh. These communities likely are not frequently flooded by tides, 
though they are wet, but are more influenced by storm waves. 
 
Sites:  Shorelines of estuaries, subject to period wave action or disturbance.   
 
Soils:  Soils may be quite variable, consisting of material present before being exposed to the 
estuary by erosion, potentially reworked and increasingly wet.  Many or most may be organic or 
organic-rich soils.   
 
Hydrology:  Generally saturated or with a permanent water table near the surface because of low 
elevation, but not frequently flooded by lunar or wind tides.   

Vegetation:  Potentially highly variable in structure and composition, but consisting of open to 
sparse, young or older trees, along with shrubs, vines, and herbs that include both wetland 
species and weedy species. More information is needed on the range of vegetation.  A plot 
sampled in the best known example, at the mouth of the Roanoke River, had an open canopy of 
Acer rubrum and Acer negundo, with smaller amounts of Nyssa biflora and Taxodium distichum.  
However, a later visit to the same vicinity, several years after a hurricane, found only a few 
young trees, along with an overall composition that was different in many ways.  This site has 
extensive cover of vines, with Nekamias (Ampelopsis) arborea dominant, and Parthenocissus 
quinquefolia, Muscadinia rotundifolia, Smilax rotundifolia, Clematis crispa, and Berchemia 
scandens abundant.  In the plot, Sicyos angulata also was abundant.  Sambucus canadensis was 
the most abundant shrub.  Herbs include Laportea canadensis, Boehmeria cylindrica, Impatiens 
capensis, Elymus sp., Saururus cernuus, Onoclea sensibilis var. sensibilis, Viola spp., 
Dichanthelium sp., Rumex verticillatus, Commelina virginica, Persicaria punctata, Peltandra 
virginica, Physalis sp., Xanthium strumarium, and a wide variety of others, all at low density.  
Other examples may be quite different.    
 
Dynamics:  These communities are subject to significant natural disturbance by wind, wave 
action in storms, and potentially salt intrusion in storms.  Trees may seldom live long, though the 
plot contained a few trees up to a foot in diameter.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G2, but with substantial uncertainty.  Potentially present on 
any exposed estuarine shoreline, but apparently very rare.  It may be confined to places with 
minimal or no lunar tide, limiting its global range to northeastern North Carolina and adjacent 
Virginia.  The NVC attributes it solely to North Carolina.   
 
 



Associations and Patterns:  Examples grade inland to Tidal Swamp, Estuarine Fringe Pine 
Forest, or potentially to upland communities. In the best known example, the offshore side is 
bordered by sparse trees rooted in the water.   
 
Distinguishing Features: This type is distinguished by occurrence on a chronically disturbed 
estuarine shoreline, and having vegetation that is more indicative of severe disturbance than any 
other estuarine community type. This includes an open canopy or young trees, and species 
composition that includes many weedy or disturbance-loving species. 
 
Variation:  This community is defined conceptually, and examples may vary substantially in 
vegetation structure and composition, both among sites and temporally at a single site.  Variation 
reflects that accidents of establishment of species after natural disturbances, but also reflects that 
seed rain from adjacent communities.  Species composition may vary with the setting, associated 
with brownwater or blackwater rivers or with isolated estuarine shorelines.   
 
Comments: This is one of the least well known communities in the 4th approximation, yet its 
environment and vegetation appear to justify its recognition. It was initially defined and added to 
the NVC on the basis of a single plot.  It may be that no other example with that particular 
vegetation will be found, but a conceptual community, based on the distinctive environment and 
more general characteristics of the flora, seems appropriate at least for the present.    
 
Synonyms: Acer rubrum / Sambucus canadensis / Ampelopsis arborea - Sicyos angulatus Forest 
(CEGL004698). 
Ecological Systems: Southern Atlantic Coastal Plain Tidal Wooded Swamp (CES203.240). 
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