
 

 

WHAT LIES BELOW…. 
Our estuaries are unique environments with diverse habitats for a range of plants and animals, such as 
birds, fish and shellfish, specifically adapted for life at the sea’s margin. Each habitat, like pieces of a 
puzzle, fit together to maintain the health of the estuary as a functioning ecosystem.  

 

 

 

SALTMARSHES  
 
A saltmarsh is a community of plants that can tolerate high 
soil salinity and occasional saltwater inundation as rising 
tides enter the estuary.  
 
Saltmarshes are extremely significant habitat, and 
sometimes underappreciated and thought of only as 
swampy, smelly places where mosquitoes breed. 
 
They provide important shelter, nesting and feeding for a 
variety of bird life, and are vital nursery areas for juvenile 
fish species, such as bream and mullet, and the common 
galaxias who deposit their eggs in the saltmarsh 
vegetation.  
 
Saltmarshes are considered an estuary’s kidneys acting as a 
filtration system for sediment, pollution and nutrients. 
They can also assist in controlling floods and erosion.  

 

 

 

SANDBANKS AND MUDFLATS 

Habitats with no vegetation, such as mudflats and sand 
flats, are the most common estuary habitats. These 
environments are generally exposed at low tide and 

completely immersed at high tide.  

 
At low tide, birds including many migratory wading species, 
probe the sand and mud with their beaks in search of 
benthic (bottom dwelling) organisms including worms, 
small crustaceans and molluscs. During the rising tide, 
whiting forage for invertebrates such as crabs and yabbies. 
Fish such as flounder, flathead and sharks can also be 
found here on the sandy bottoms.   
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Pied Oyster catcher feeding on mudflats 

The Common Galaxias 
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RIPARIAN VEGETATION 
Riparian estuarine vegetation refers to the plant 
communities growing along the estuary’s fringes or edges.  
 
Riparian vegetation may include mangroves, rushes and 
sedges. Well vegetated estuaries provide important 
habitats for fish, crabs, birds and other animals, providing a 
transition zone between land and water. Estuaries 
contribute large amounts of organic matter and play an 
important role in the overall food chain. Small aquatic 
animals eat this matter, and in turn provide food for larger 
fish and other animals. Riparian vegetation filters 
sediments and contaminants and recycling nutrients, 
helping to maintain water quality. They also protect and 
maintain riverbanks from wave conditions and storm surge 
events.  
 

SEAGRASSES 
Just below the surface you can find seagrass meadows 
similar in look to lush green grasslands on land. They 
typically grow in shallow, clear water up to three-metres 
deep.  

Seagrasses are the only flowering plants that can live 
underwater. The most common species found in Victoria 
are the genus Zostera, Heterozostera and Halophila. 

Fish, fiddler rays, prawns, swimmer crabs and other 
commercially and recreationally important fish live 
amongst seagrass as it provides particularly valuable 
nursery, feeding and shelter areas.  

Like other estuarine vegetation, seagrasses remove and 
absorb nutrients including chemicals and pollution from 
the water helping keep it clean and clear, and are 
important indicators of the health of a marine 
environment. 

Seagrass beds have also been identified as important areas 
for carbon sequestration in more recent times. Known as 
blue carbon sinks, studies have demonstrated they are able 
to capture and store more carbon from our atmosphere, 
and for longer periods of time, than their terrestrial forest 
counterparts.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MAN MADE STRUCTURES  
Habitat is not always natural. In some areas along our 
estuaries, there has been a large decline in estuarine 
habitat due to clearing or reclamation of areas for 
development or recreational purposes. As a result, 
organisations such as catchment management authorities 
have been placing man made in-stream habitat structures 
back into the waterways.    
Examples may include a range of objects including the box 
like structures known as fish hotels. These structures aid in 
restoring native fish habitats and promoting biodiversity 
where natural snags, e.g. wood debris are missing or in 
short supply.  
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A cuttlefish at home in the seagrass 

OPEN WATER 
Fish living in an estuary’s open waters provide food for birds 
such as terns, gulls and cormorants, and mammals including 
dolphins also frequent these areas.  

Many of these species are easily recognised and observed, 
the majority of life inhabiting the open water of estuaries 
goes completely unnoticed by the casual observer.  
Estuarine waters are teeming with life, but most of this is too 
small to be seen with the naked eye. Small microscopic plant 
and animal life, collectively known as plankton, provide the 
basis for the estuarine food web and its productivity.  
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A fish hotel being installed in a waterway 

 


