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Lowly cordgrasses do not make the headlines the way that Sudden Oak Death does, but some
cordgrasses represent a serious threat to the ecology of our estuary.

The Pacific cordgrass, a native of tidal marshes of Corte Madera Creek, is part of a web of life
where salt and freshwater meet and mix. Marshes like Creekside Park are the primary producers of food
for microscopic animals, small invertebrates, and fish and are feeding stations for hundreds of species of
birds, and other larger animals.

However, a non-native cordgrass is spreading rapidly and has begun playing havoc in the marshes
of our watershed, and a battle to control it is underway. The invader is a non-native marsh grass that was
innocently introduced in plantings at Creekside Park
almost 30 years ago. The species, Spartina densiflora,
or dense-flowered cordgrass, was brought to Marin
from Humboldt Bay in 1976-77 by a landscaper
working on Creekside who mistook the Humboldt
plantings for a variety of our native cordgrass,
Spartina foliosa. The visitor thrived too well in the
marshes, displacing native tidal marsh flora and
disrupting the creek’s natural composition. It grows at
a higher elevation than our native cordgrass,
outcompetes it and has now spread along the creek to
the bay. Researchers eventually learned that it was a
form of cordgrass native to the coast of Chile that was
very likely brought to Humboldt during the 19th
century in the ballast of a ship.
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