
Overview: Distribution, Abundance,  
Environmental Setting, Ecological Processes
Coastal Plain Marsh is an extremely rare wetland commu-
nity that occupies the littoral zones and open shores of sand-
bottomed seepage ponds and lakes, mostly on outwash or 
glacial lakebed landforms in south central Wisconsin. The 
community is named for the presence of plants that are 
significantly disjunct from their core ranges in the Atlantic 
Coastal Plain of the eastern United States. Some, but not all, 
occurrences of this community are associated with the bed 
of extinct Glacial Lake Wisconsin. Others occur a little far-
ther to the south and east in the Central Sand Hills Ecologi-
cal Landscape. While there are similarities to Inland Beach 
and Emergent Marsh communities, the distinctive biota has 
been deemed worthy of conservation attention. The conti-
nental distribution of the Coastal Plain Marsh is limited to 
the Upper Midwest and includes parts of Wisconsin, Indi-
ana, Michigan, and Ontario, but at all of these locations, the 
distribution of the community is local. 

Periodic water level fluctuations due to annual and decadal 
precipitation variability maintain the conditions needed to 
ensure that suitable habitat conditions for some of the sensi-
tive and specialized biota are sustained over time. The exposed 
shorelines and substrate of the adjacent shallows may be com-
posed of nutrient-poor sand or sand covered by a thin layer 
of peat or muck. Lenses of fine-textured materials (silts and/
or clays) may underlie some occurrences of this community, 
producing a “perched,” perpetually high, water table. 

Most of Wisconsin’s documented occurrences are in the 
south central part of the state, especially in the Central Sand 
Hills and Central Sand Plains ecological landscapes. Some 
of these are associated with the bed of extinct Glacial Lake 
Wisconsin. Seepage ponds and lakes in the outwash sands 
of northwestern Wisconsin deserve additional scrutiny as 
some of the same unusual plants present in the Coastal Plain 
Marsh, including several Atlantic Coastal Plain disjuncts, 
have also been found there. 

Historically, the adjoining upland vegetation was com-
posed of fire-driven natural communities such as savannas, 
woodlands, and forests of oak or pine. These burned periodi-
cally, but much of this vegetation has now either grown up 
into dense forests due to fire suppression activities or been 
cleared for agricultural and residential uses. 

While the plant assemblages that presently define this 
community typically occur on the shores of natural ponds 
and lakes, they are sometimes found in anthropogenically 
created habitats such as ditches, borrow pits, flooded logging 
trails, and in various rights-of-way in the same sandy land-
scapes. Where the substrate has been scraped and exposed 
and the water table is at or very near the surface, some of the 
plant species associated with Coastal Plain Marsh may be 

present. In the absence of further disturbance, coarser, more 
common and widely distributed plants eventually take over. 

Community Description: Composition and 
Structure
The floristic composition comprises a mix of species associ-
ated with various wetland communities, including marshes, 
fens, bogs, and prairies. For an overview of the Atlantic 
Coastal Plain disjunct species, see Reznicek (1994). Vegeta-
tion is sometimes noticeably zoned, usually by water depth 
and degree of inundation. 

Graminoids, including sedges, rushes, bulrushes, and 
grasses, are prominent and often among the dominant 
plants in Coastal Plain Marsh. Among the important sedge 
genera are Carex, Cyperus, Eleocharis, Fimbristylis, Lipocar-
pha, Rhynchospora, and Schoenoplectus. Among the other 
vascular plants characteristic of the community are grass-
leaved goldenrod (Euthamia graminifolia), tooth-cup (Rotala 
ramosior), Canadian St. John’s-wort (Hypericum canadense), 
lance-leaved violet (Viola lanceolata), and slender yellow-
eyed grass (Xyris torta). Orchids, such as grass pink (Calo-
pogon tuberosa), rose pogonia (Pogonia ophioglossoides), 
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Locations of Coastal Plain Marsh in Wisconsin. The deeper hues 
shading the ecological landscape polygons indicate geographic 
areas of greatest abundance. An absence of color indicates that the 
community has not (yet) been documented in that ecological land-
scape. The dots indicate locations where a significant occurrence 
of this community is present, has been documented, and the data 
incorporated into the Natural Heritage Inventory database.



Shallow sand-bottomed ponds and adjoining open wetlands are 
components of the rare coastal plain marsh community. Rare plants 
are also present. Brockway Ponds, Jackson County, Central Sand 
Plains Ecological Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.

The coastal plain marsh community is notable for its unusual herba-
ceous flora, which may include a number of strikingly disjunct spe-
cies. Brockway Ponds, Jackson County, Central Sand Plains Ecologi-
cal Landscape. Photo by Thomas Meyer, Wisconsin DNR.

and club-spur orchid (Platanthera clavellata) are present at 
some sites and sometimes occur in large populations. Plants 
associated with boggy peatlands are also components of the 
Coastal Plain Marsh and include narrow-leaved sundew 
(Drosera intermedia), round-leaved sundew (D. rotundifolia), 
and small cranberry (Vaccinium oxycoccos). Species associ-
ated with prairies, such as thick-spike blazing-star (Liatris 
pycnostachya), wood lily (Lilium philadelphicum), and black-
eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta), are sometimes present. 

Shrubs and saplings will invade the uppermost margins of 
the community, but their tenure in natural situations is usu-
ally short as the upper zone will become inundated during 
periods of high water. Among the woody plants found along 
the upper margins of the community are steeplebush (Spiraea 
tomentosa), white meadowsweet (S. alba), black chokeberry 
(Aronia melanocarpa), red osier dogwood (Cornus stolon-

ifera), huckleberry (Gaylussacia baccata), and ninebark (Phy-
socarpus opulifolius). 

Rare plants (some of them characteristic of the more intact 
occurrences) include white colic-root (Aletris farinosa), twin-
ing screw-stem (Bartonia paniculata), yellow screw-stem (B. 
virginica), cross-leaf milkwort (Polygala cruciata), Virginia 
meadow-beauty (Rhexia virginica), bushy aster (Symphyotri-
chum dumosum var. strictior), netted nut-rush (Scleria reticu-
laris), whip nut-rush (S. triglomerata), dwarf umbrella sedge 
(Fuirena pumila), Englemann’s spike-rush (Eleocharis engel-
mannii), long-beaked bald-rush (Psilocarya scirpoides), and 
northern prostrate club-moss (Lycopodiella margueritae).

Wading birds such as herons and egrets, shorebirds, and the 
Blanding’s turtle (Emydoidea blandingii) are among the ani-
mals associated with Coastal Plain Marsh. Among the notable 
invertebrates are tiger beetles, orthopterans, and odanates.

Conservation and Management Issues
Maintenance of hydrological integrity for the sites supporting 
Coastal Plain Marsh is essential if they are to remain viable. 
Periodic water level fluctuations within a range of elevational 
and temporal variability are necessary if the light and mois-
ture-demanding disjuncts and other specialists are to success-
fully persist in the presence of strong competitors. Attempts 
to stabilize water levels for recreational or commercial rea-
sons can devastate or destroy the community. Excessive 
groundwater withdrawals are potentially a significant threat, 
and the siting and impacts of high capacity wells need careful 
study, analysis, and monitoring. Seepage lakes and ponds are 
vulnerable to degradation when they receive excessive inputs 
of sediments and nutrients. 

Grazing has resulted in trampling, rutting, and compac-
tion of the shorelines of some occurrences of this sensitive 
natural community at some sites within its south central Wis-
consin range. On public lands, ATVs, other ORVs, mountain 
bikes, and horses have damaged fragile shoreline habitats, 
enabling the spread of invasive species.

As noted in the Overview, subsets of the distinctive plant 
assemblages associated with this type—including some of the 
rarities—may occur temporarily in ditches and borrow pits, 
within power line or other rights-of-way, and on abandoned 
skid landings or logging roads where mechanical disturbance 
has exposed saturated sands in areas with high water tables 
and removed whatever vegetation had been present. The con-
servation significance of such sites is unclear. In the short 
term, these inadvertent “accidents” can maintain a suite of 
unusual and sometimes colorful species that would other-
wise be rare in the local landscape. Long term, it is possible 
that these sensitive disturbance-dependent pioneers will 
be replaced by aggressive weeds or less specialized wetland 
natives, especially where herbicide use has been employed as 
a means of “controlling” vegetation. To my knowledge, this 
phenomenon has not been reported away from the Central 
Sand Hills or Central Sand Plains ecological landscapes. 



Additional field work is needed to better characterize 
Coastal Plain Marsh community composition, structure, and 
function over time. More sites should be searched for via the 
use of remote sensing technology, focusing on the Central 
Sand Hills Ecological Landscape in south central Wisconsin. 
A sampling of lakes and ponds in northwestern Wisconsin 
with similar physical and functional characteristics should 
also be undertaken. 

Additional Information
Additional information may be found in the natural com-
munity descriptions for Inland Beach, Emergent Marsh, 
Northern Sedge Meadow, Southern Sedge Meadow, Interdu-
nal Wetland, and Calcareous Fen. The U.S. National Vegeta-
tion Classification association most closely corresponding to 
Coastal Plain Marsh is CEGL005108 Inland Coastal Plain 
Marsh (Faber-Langendoen 2001). 
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