Materials:  None

Salt Marsh Step
Subject:  Science

Length:  10 minutes

Location:  Outdoors
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Objective:  To demonstrate one of the functions of the salt marsh.

Method:  Students will explore the marsh and feel the sponginess of the peat.

Background:  The salt marsh's half digested plant material (peat) acts like a huge sponge.  Peat builds up due to the slow decomposition rate.  The water saturation and fine sediment deposited by the tides leave little room for oxygen in the soils of the salt marsh.   The bacteria working in these anaerobic (no oxygen) conditions are less efficient than aerobic bacteria and so decomposition is slower.

As a walk in the salt marsh shows, this peat sponge holds the water.  It helps reduce flooding and freshwater pollution.  Normally fresh water is not considered a problem, but if you are a marine organism, fresh water is trouble.  When large amounts of rain fall in an area and nothing slows the drainage, the salinity in the estuaries drops too quickly for sessile organisms to adjust.  Moving organisms try to stay ahead of the freshwater wedge (freshwater is less dense and therefore stays toward the top), but this pushes them out to the ocean where there is no protection from predators.

The salt marsh prevents flooding and freshwater pollution by absorbing the water (reduced flooding) and releasing the water slowly (gradual salinity change).  The marine organisms will then have time to adjust to the salinity change and can stay in the marsh.

Procedure:
- Walk to the low marsh.  Have students stand in a close circle shoulder-to-shoulder.

- Discuss the peat build up and the sponge effect.  Explain that they will see evidence of this.

-Divide the circle in half without the students moving from the circle.  Explain that half of the circle will BOUNCE (not jump - it can damage the plants and the peat; repair in the marsh is often slow)  up and down 5 times.  The other half of the circle should be able to feel a vibration.

Reverse roles.

-Ask students what they felt.  Why?  (water in the marsh)

Evaluation:
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Ask students to define peat.  Why does it build up?  How does the marsh work like a sponge?  What does this prevent?  
