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The saltmarsh plant community exhibits distinct characteristics, comprising select succulents as well as 
grasses and sedges that tolerate saline conditions. The plants have a fairly high salt tolerance. The 
distribution of plant species is primarily determined by the duration and depth of their exposure to saline 
water. Freshwater is usually essential to allow germination and establishment of replacement plants. A 
saltmarsh is usually treeless and waterlogged for much of the year and is often disconnected from tidal 
inundation. A complex and species-rich saltmarsh supports algae, flowering plants, invertebrates and birds.  
 
Saltmarsh is impacted by rising sea levels, weeds, man-made modifications such as paths, walls, jetties, 
bridges, drains and channels, industrial pollution and urban development. Saltmarsh in Victoria is often 
regarded by the general public as useless and about 30% has been cleared for alternative land uses or 
access. 
 
In the greater Geelong area saltmarsh can be found at Thompson Creek estuary (Breamlea), Barwon River 
estuary (Barwon Heads, Ocean Grove, Lake Connewarre), Lake Murtnaghurt, Swan Bay (Queenscliff and 
Edwards Point), Salt Lagoon at St Leonards, Point Henry and Moolap Saltworks, Hovells Creek estuary and 
Limeburners Lagoon, Avalon Coastal Reserve. 
 
Mangroves grow in the intertidal mud on the seaward side and along tidal creeks of the saltmarsh zone in the 
Barwon River estuary and Hovells Creek estuary. In Victoria there is only one species of mangrove, Avicennia 
marina subsp. australasica White Mangrove. It grows from 1ï4 metres and provides important breeding 
grounds for the food chain. Sometimes sprouting seeds can be found on the sandy beaches but none have 
established. 
 
Note: In this publication only the native plants most likely to be found in saltmarsh have been listed. No weeds 
or introduced plants have been included.  
 
Illustrator: Lorraine Phelan 
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KEY to some saltmarsh species in the Geelong area: Shrubs, herbs, and grass or rush  
 
 
 

SHRUBS 
 

1 Stems leafy Go to 2 

 Stems leafless, succulent Go to12 

2 Leaves flat with recurved margins, small, 
narrow, dark green, flowers white or pink 

Frankenia pauciflora Southern Sea-heath 

 Not as above 3 

3 Leaves linear, fleshy 4 

 Leaves ovate or oblong, distant or overlapping 8 

4 Leaves more or less cylindrical 5 

 Leaves plano-convex 6 

5 Leaves blunt Wilsonia backhousei Narrow-leafed Wilsonia 

 Leaves with sharp points Salsola tragus subsp. pontica Prickly 
Saltwort 

6 Leaves mostly opposite Maireana brevifolia Short-leaf Bluebush 

 Leaves alternate 7 

7 Small shrub, leaves 1ï4 cm long, green-purple Suaeda australis Austral Seablite 

 Stems creeping, with erect branches. Leaves 
8-26 mm long, dull green or orange 

Hemichroa pentandra Trailing Hemichroa 

8 Small, prostrate 9 

 Straggling shrub 10 

9 Leaves closely overlapping, grey-green Wilsonia humilis Silky Wilsonia 

 Leaves ovate to circular, dark green Wilsonia rotundifolia Round-leaf Wilsonia 

 Leaves oblong.  Samolus repens Creeping Brookweed 

10 Leaves silvery, scaly on both sides 11 

 Leaves dark green above, scaly white below Rhagodia candolleana Seaberry Saltbush 

11 Tall shrub to 150 cm high, silvery leaves 1ï2 
cm long. Plants male and female. 

Atriplex cinerea Grey Saltbush 

 Straggling shrub, leaves 2ï6cm long Atriplex paludosa Marsh Saltbush 

12 Tall bushy shrub 13 

 Stems prostrate, with erect succulent branches 16 

13 Shrub usually <0.4 m high, succulent 14 

 Shrub usually >0.4 m high, succulent 15 

14 Succulent segments cylindrical, 5ï8 mm long. 
Many short lateral branches. Flowers in 3s, 
central bisexual, left and right male only. 

Tecticornia arbuscula  Shrubby Glasswort 

 Succulent segments to 5 mm long Tecticornia pergranulata Blackseed 
Glasswort 

15 Succulent segments globular or elongated, 
10ï15 mm long, 3 flowers all bisexual. 

Tecticornia halocnemoides Grey Glasswort 

16 Succulent segments less than 10 mm long, 
dark green or red, rarely glaucous, 3ï4 mm 
wide 

Salicornia quinqueflora Beaded Glasswort 

 Succulent segments greater than 10 mm long, 
glaucous or purplish, 4ï5 mm wide 

Salicornia blackiana Thick-head Glasswort 

 
 
 

  

HERBS 
 

1 Plants leafless, succulent Go to 2 

 Plants leafy Go to 3 
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2 Segments less than 10 mm long, dark green or 
red, rarely glaucous, 3ï4 mm wide 

Salicornia quinqueflora Beaded Glasswort 

 Segments greater than 10 mm long, glaucous 
or purplish, 4ï5 mm wide 

Salicornia blackiana Thick-head Glasswort 

3 Leaves divided, toothed or serrated 4 

 Leaves entire 6 

4 Mature plants higher than 20 cm. Usually on 
drier edges of saltmarsh. 

20 

 Not as above 5 

5 Small annual herb, leaves reniform and hairy Hydrocotyle capillaris Slender Pennywort 

 Leaves compound (3ï5 lobed), flowers white, 
borne in a dense head 

Apium prostratum Sea Celery 

 Leaves loosely sheathing, flat, narrow and 
more or less linear. Flowers yellow. 

Cotula vulgaris var. australasica  Slender 
Cotula 

6 Leaves alternate 7 

 Leaves opposite, or grouped together 13 

7 Plants creeping at ground level 8 

 Plants with ascending stems or branches 
(sometimes leafless) 

11 

8 Leaves rarely longer than 4ï5 mm, circular or 
densely hairy 

9 

 Leaves spoon-shaped or lanceolate, >4ï5 mm 
long 

10 

9 Leaves closely overlapping, grey-green, 
flowers bell-like, white 

Wilsonia humilis Silky Wilsonia 

 Leaves ovate to circular, dark green Wilsonia rotundifolia Round-leaf Wilsonia 

10 Leaves spoon-shaped, succulent, glossy 
green, flowers white and fan-shaped 

Goodenia radicans Shiny Swamp-mat 

 Leaves obovate or oblong, larger on the 
rosette than the stem, plant with rosette and 
creeping stolons 

Samolus repens Creeping Brookweed 

11 Leaves plano-convex, 8ï16 mm long, dark 
green 

Hemichroa pentandra Trailing Hemichroa 

 Leaves cylindrical 12 

12 Leaves blunt, dark green or yellowish Wilsonia backhousei Narrow-leafed Wilsonia 

 Leaves with sharp points Salsola tragus subsp. pontica Prickly 
Saltwort 

13 Leaves linear 14 

 Leaves broad 17 

14 Leaves 4ï10 mm wide 15 

 Leaves less than 3 mm wide 16 

15 Leaves triangular in section, clasping the 
stems, 10 mm wide at base 

Carpobrotus rossii  Karkalla 

 Leaves in false whorls, cylindrical, 4ï6 mm 
wide 

Disphyma crassifolium subsp. clavellatum 
Rounded Noon-flower 

16 Plants 1ï8 cm high, leaves tomentose at the 
stem apex. Annual. 

Angianthus preissianus Salt Angianthus 

 Plants 15ï30 cm high. Leaves glabrous with a 
membranous stipule at the leaf stem junction. 
Perennial. 

Spergularia sp. 

17 Leaves oblong, dark green, in a rosette, 5ï10 
cm long. Flowering stem 10ï40 cm high. 
Flowers yellow. 

Limonium australe Yellow Sea-lavender 

 Not as above 18 

18 Plant 2ï15 cm high. Leaves sessile, distant, 
3ï10 mm long. Flowers white. 

Sebaea albidiflora White Sebaea 

 Plants 10ï45 cm high. Stem leaves 1ï2 cm 
long. Flowers pink. 

19 

19 Flowers with entire or slightly bilobed stigma Schenkia australis Centaury 
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20 Leaves spathulate, distinctly petiolate, 
coarsely serrate 

Lawrencia spicata Salt Lawrencia 

 Leaves linear, toothed, at times pinnatifid, 
flowers yellow, radiate (4ï8 florets), grows to 2 
m tall 

Senecio pinnatifolius var. lanceolatus 
Variable Groundsel 

 Leaves 3ï5 lobed, flowers white, borne in an 
umbel 

Apium prostratum Sea Celery 

 
GRASS or RUSH  
 

1 Plants wholly aquatic  

 Plants never wholly aquatic Go to 2 

2 Plants growing in tufts 3 

 Plants growing singly or in a mat 12 

3 Leaf blades flat, but may be rolled together to 
appear cylindrical 

4 

 Leaf blades cylindrical 7 

4 Leaf blades broad 5 

 Leaf blades inrolled, bristly 6 

5 Plants densely tufted 0.5ï1 m high Gahnia filum Chaffy Saw-sedge 

 Stems triangular, loosely tufted from a rhizome Bolboschoenus caldwellii Marsh Club-rush 

6 Leaves with sharp points Austrostipa stipoides Prickly Speargrass 

 Leaves not sharp-pointed, inrolled, grey-green, 
0.2ï0.6 m high 

Puccinellia stricta Australian Saltmarsh 
Grass 

 Leaves not sharp-pointed, with recurved 
margins, radical. Plant 6ï30 cm high. 

Juncus revolutus Creeping Rush 

7 Plants low-growing, found on landward side of 
marshes 

8 

 Not as above 9 

8 Plants less than 3 cm high, small flowerheads 
dark brown. Ephemeral plant. 

Centrolepis polygyna Wiry Centrolepis 

 Plants 2ï10 cm high, perennial. Leaves small, 
setaceous. Flowerheads 1ï6 in a cluster, 
green-black in colour. 

Ficinia marginata Coarse Club-rush 

 Plants in large tufted masses, light green in 
colour. Flowerheads oval, 1ï5 and chestnut in 
colour. 

Schoenus nitens Shiny Bog-sedge 

9 Plants tall, coarse 10 

 Plants never more than 25 cm tall, usually in 
areas with standing water or tidal. Leaves soft. 

11 

10 Flowering heads globular, stems glossy green Ficinia nodosa Knobby Club-rush 

 Flowering heads loose, elongated, stems 
dingy grey-green. 

Juncus kraussii subsp. australiensis Sea 
Rush 

11 Perennial plants, fruits globular groups of 3 
carpels 

Triglochin striata Arrowgrass 

 Annual plants, fruits on a stalk 2ï10 cm high, a 
group of 3 carpels each with an apical mucro 

Triglochin mucronata Prickly Arrowgrass 

12 Leaves distichous on stem 13 

 Leaves (where present) alternate 14 

13 Ligule short, membranous, topped with a 
fringe of hairs. Inflorescence a loose spike of 
numerous small spikelets, lead-coloured. 

Sporobolus virginicus Salt Couch 

 Ligule minute, membranous, with two hair tufts 
at either end. Inflorescence short, branched. 
Spikelets large, straw-coloured. 

Distichlis distichophylla Australian Salt Grass 

14 Leaves reduced to scales, many on stem, 
stems cylindrical, grey-green 

Apodasmia brownii Coarse Twine-rush 

 Leaves may be absent, stems cylindrical, grey-
green 

Machaerina juncea Bare Twig-rush 
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 Not as above 15 

15 Large grasses of the seaward mudflats of 
marshes, ligule large, membranous. 
Inflorescence of large spikelets each 15 mm 
long. 

Sporobolus virginicus Salt Couch 

 Not as above 16 

16 Flowering stems to 50 cm high. Inflorescence 
a large loose panicle. Ligule membranous. Flat 
linear leaves. 

Lachnagrostis billardierei Coast Blown Grass 
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FAMILIES  
 

Aizoaceae Carpobrotus rossii Karkalla Leaves 3-angled 

Aizoaceae Disphyma crassifolium subsp. 
clavellatum Rounded Noon-flower 

Leaves round 

Amaranthaceae Hemichroa pentandra Trailing 
Hemichroa 

Leaves flat on one side and 
scooped on the other. Flowers in 
leaf axils, white with pink inside. 

Apiaceae Apium prostratum Sea Celery White flowers are in umbels 
opposite a compound leaf. Two 
varieties: prostratum has leaflets 6ï
15 times as long as broad, filiforme 
has leaflets 2ï3 times as long as 
broad. Corky fruit. 

Araliaceae Hydrocotyle capillaris Pennywort Leaves with 3 lobes. Doesnôt root at 
nodes. Branched from base. 

Asteraceae Angianthus preissianus Salt Angianthus Annual herb, 1ï8 cm high. Flowers 
are in compact heads with 
conspicuous transparent bracts. 
Cobwebby at the stem apex. 

Asteraceae Cotula vulgaris var. australasica Leaves loosely sheathing, flat, 
narrow and more or less linear. 
Flowers yellow. 

Asteraceae Senecio pinnatifolius var. lanceolatus 
Variable Groundsel 

Leaves linear, toothed, at times 
pinnatifid, flowers yellow. Outer 
involucral bracts have markedly 
narrower transparent margins than 
the inner bracts. 

Caryophyllaceae Spergularia sp. Two native species. S. marina 
flowers all year round and has pink 
flowers with a white base, S. 
tasmanica flowers in summer and 
has pale pink or white flowers. 
Seeds are important for 
identification. 

Chenopodiaceae Atriplex cinerea Grey Saltbush Leaf surfaces silvery. Sexes on 
same or different plants. Fruiting 
bracteoles ovoid. 

Chenopodiaceae Atriplex paludosa Marsh Saltbush Leaf above glabrous, mealy below. 
Sexes on separate plants. Fruiting 
bracteoles triangular. 

Chenopodiaceae Maireana brevifolia Short-leaf Bluebush Each flower has papery wings. 
Young leaves bead-like, mature 
leaves cylindrical and 2ï5 mm long. 

Chenopodiaceae Rhagodia candolleana Seaberry 
Saltbush 

Sexes on different plants. Red 
succulent berries in small clusters. 
Stems angled and ribbed, leaf often 
with one or two blunt teeth, shiny 
above and greyish and scaly below. 

Chenopodiaceae Salsola tragus subsp. pontica Prickly 
Saltwort 

Leaves narrow, pointed. The flowers 
are greenish-white and insignificant. 

Chenopodiaceae Salicornia blackiana Thick-head 
Glasswort 

Succulent with cylindrical segments 
5ï15 mm long 

Chenopodiaceae Salicornia quinqueflora Beaded 
Glasswort 

Succulent, segments 5ï20 mm long 

Chenopodiaceae Suaeda australis Austral Seablite Narrow succulent leaves, minute 
flowers, red berry to 2 mm, stems 
glabrous and red-tinted 
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Chenopodiaceae Tecticornia arbuscula Shrubby Glasswort Shrub to 2 m tall. Succulent 
segments up to 10 mm long. Older 
stems dry and woody. Flower spike 
to 12 mm long. 

Chenopodiaceae Tecticornia halocnemoides Grey 
Glasswort 

Shrub to 30 cm high. Succulent 
segments to 5 mm long. Seed 
important for identification. Flower 
spike to 3 cm long. 

Chenopodiaceae Tecticornia pergranulata Blackseed 
Glasswort 

Shrub to 80 cm high. Succulent 
segments to 5 mm long. Flower 
spike to 5 cm long. Seed important 
for identification. 

Convolvulaceae Wilsonia backhousei Narrow-leafed 
Wilsonia 

Flowers a white tube. Glabrous 
fleshy leaves up to 20 mm long. 

Convolvulaceae Wilsonia humilis Silky Wilsonia Short leaves are overlapping, 
concave and silvery hairy. 

Convolvulaceae Wilsonia rotundifolia Round-leaf Wilsonia Round flat leaves, green. Spreading 
hairs. 

Cyperaceae Ficinia marginata Coarse Club-rush Small tufted annual. Thin culms, to 
10 cm high. Leaf-blades shorter 
than culms, to 4 cm long. Spikelets 
1ï6 per inflorescence. 

Cyperaceae Ficinia nodosa Knobby Clubrush Closely packed culms to 90 cm high. 
Leaves reduced to sheaths. 

Cyperaceae Gahnia filum Chaffy Saw-sedge Leaves flat and scabrid on the 
edges. Inflorescence of numerous 
spikelets. 

Cyperaceae Bolboschoenus caldwellii Marsh Club-
rush 

Rhizomatous perennial. Culms 30ï
90(ï120) cm high. Flowers in 1ï3 
spikelet clusters on branches 1ï4 
cm long; nut lenticular with concave 
faces. 

Cyperaceae Machaerina juncea Bare Twig-rush Plants rush or twig-like to 60 cm 
high. Leaves absent. 

Cyperaceae Schoenus nitens Shiny Bog-sedge Perennial, with slender creeping 
rhizome. Culms erect, rigid, 
grooved, nodeless, 3ï37 cm high, 
0.5ï1 mm diam. Leaves with blade 
to 16 cm long; sheath red-brown, 
smooth or striate, shining. 
Flowerheads oval, 1-5 and chestnut 
in colour. 

Frankeniaceae Frankenia pauciflora Southern Sea-
heath 

Leaves flat with recurved margins, 
without a prominent med-vein. 
Flowers white or pale pink. 

Gentianaceae Schenkia australis Centaury Sometimes a basal rosette of 
leaves. Stems 4-angular at base. 
Flowers are sessile, pink. Style is 
not divided. 

Gentianaceae Sebaea albidiflora White Sebaea Grows to 20 cm. Few branches. 
White flowers in dense terminal 
clusters. 

Goodeniaceae Goodenia radicans Shiny Swamp-mat Glossy, hairless. One-sided flowers 
on 2 cm stalks. 

Juncaceae Juncus kraussii subsp. australiensis Sea 
Rush 

Tussock to 1.5 m high. Dark green 
stems, dark brown seedheads. 
Bracts are not very sharp. 
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Juncaceae Juncus revolutus Creeping Rush To 28 cm high, leaves with recurved 
margins. Inflorescence few flowered, 
the flowers spaced along the 
ascending branches 

Juncaginaceae Triglochin mucronata Prickly Arrowgrass Has a tuber. Only 2-3 fruits on the 
stalk, shaped like an inverted 
pyramid. 

Juncaginaceae Triglochin striata Streaked Arrowgrass Erect flowering spike to 30 cm, 
green flowers, egg-shaped fruit.. 
Narrow cylindrical or flat leaves. No 
tuber. 

Malvaceae Lawrencia spicata Salt Lawrencia To 120 cm high. Leaves alternate, 
on a petiole. also a rosette of 
leaves. Small pale yellow flowers 

Malvaceae Limonium australe var. australe Yellow 
Sea-lavender 

Starts as a rosette. Yellow flowers 
are arranged as a flat-topped 
panicle. This variety has a 
pubescent calyx. Grows to 45 cm. 
Angular branches are not winged. 

Poaceae Distichlis distichophylla Australian Salt 
Grass 

Perennial grass from creeping root 
stocks. Leaves in two distinct ranks 
with hair tufts on the ligule. 

Poaceae Austrostipa stipoides Prickly Speargrass Lemma with acute narrow lobes 
more than 1 mm long at apex; 
prickly-leaved, tufted, maritime 
grass or a wiry, rhizomatous grass. 

Poaceae Lachnagrostis billardierei Coast Blown 
Grass 

Annual to 45 cm. Glabrous. Loose 
flowers. Flat leaves. 

Poaceae Puccinellia stricta Australian Saltmarsh 
Grass 

Erect glabrous grass to 60 cm. 
bristle-like. Inflorescence a panicle 
as a tight spike.  

Poaceae Sporobolus virginicus Salt Couch Stems leafy, short leaves in two 
ranks. Ligule short, hairy. 
Inflorescence a spike. 

Primulaceae Samolus repens Creeping Brookweed A perennial with a rosette and long 
straggling runners. Variable leaf 
shape. Flowers on slender pedicels 
are pink or white. The fruit capsule 
often remains on the plant for over a 
year. 

Restionaceae Centrolepis polygyna Wiry Centrolepis Leaves to12 mm long, ± recurved, 
glabrous. Inflorescence borne on an 
axis to 45 mm long. Inflorescence 
units 1 per head-like cluster. 

Restionaceae Apodasmia brownii Coarse Twine-rush Male and female on different plants. 
Unbranched stems 30-100 cm long. 
Sheathing leaves to 7 mm long. 

 
Bibliography:  
VicFlora  https://vicflora.rbg.vic.gov.au/ 
Estuary Plants and Whatôs Happening to Them in South-east Australia, Geoff Sainty et al., 2012 
The Saltmarsh Plants of Southern Australia, Monash University, 1981 
Flora of the Otway Plain & Ranges, vol. 1 & vol. 2, Enid Mayfield 
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