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Saltmarsh Sparrow: Distribution & Habitat
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Saltmarsh Sparrow: Nesting Ecology
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Saltmarsh Sparrow: Primary Threats
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Direct threats to 
nests/nestlings

Predatio
n

Nest 
flooding(Need a minimum 23-day window 

without flooding for a nest to 
succeed)
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Saltmarsh Sparrow: Strategies to Avoid Nest Loss
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• High elevation marsh (Spartina 
patens)

• Nest height in vegetation
• Domed nest architecture

Nest placement

• Short incubation 
time

• Rapid chick growth
• Early nest departure

Physical characteristics

Day 9

Day 0



Saltmarsh Sparrow: Primary Threats
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Primary drivers of Saltmarsh 
Sparrow decline

• Direct nest failure
• Decline in amount of nesting habitat

• Sea level rise outpacing marsh accretion rates
• Increased storm frequency, duration and 

severity
• Hardening around marshes
• Marshes abutting urban centers

Factors leading to 
decline



Saltmarsh Sparrow: Population Status
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(Correll et al. 2016) (Field et al. 2017)

Critical Minimum: 10,000 birds



Conservation Through Salt Marsh Restoration
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Saltmarsh Sparrow: Restoration Monitoring
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Saltmarsh Sparrow: Monitoring Techniques
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Method Metric Inference

Point counts

Occupancy, 
abundance,

species richness, 
Index of ecological 

condition

Occupancy confirmation
Abundance & change over time

No breeding confirmation
No breeding success

Passive 
observation of 

breeding 
behavior 

Food,  fecal sac, nest 
material carry; 

observation of recently 
fledged young

Breeding behavior
Breeding confirmation

Breeding success
No change in breeding success over time

Fixed effort 
mist-netting

# females and juveniles 
captured

Breeding confirmation
Positive correlation w/ breeding success, 
Change in breeding success over time

Nest searching
# nests,

clutch or brood size,
nest site vegetation

Breeding confirmation
Change in breeding over time

Change in breeding success over time*

Ef
fo

rt

+
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Rapid Survey Recommendation      (Sanchez 2022)



Water Levels VegetationElevation

Salt Marsh Pre-Restoration 
Monitoring Techniques
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Water Levels
▪ A critical component in any 

marsh restoration

▪ Deployment of 18 HOBO 
loggers across 4 sites in 2023
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• Timeline:  30+ day install, 
preferably May-August

• Install water loggers in key 
channels

• Data process (using 
HOBOware*)

• Collect reference 
measurements from the field 
to calibrate data

Methodology
CRBM 2

CRBM 1

CRBM 3

Image: Google Earth



----CRBM 1         ----CRBM 2           ----CRBM 3
NE Corner Mouth     SE Corner 



A Methodology for 
Salt Marsh Rapid 
Assessment

MarshRAM

(Kutcher et al. 2022)





Marsh RAM Vegetation Transects



Marsh RAM Vegetation Transects



(Tall Spartina alterniflora)



(Tall S. alterniflora)
High Marsh (Short S. alterniflora)





Combine Data

Total n = 
1,611 



Combine Data

-1.05 Sediment Elevation
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Highest S. patens

Mean S. patens

Mean Saltmarsh Sparrow nest height off ground(9 cm)

Day 1 Day 30

Minimum 23-day window required for successful 
nesting

Successful nesting 
unlikely



Summary
• Considering Saltmarsh Sparrows when 

restoring marshes will support the 
species

• Newly developed rapid monitoring 
techniques can determine 
post-restoration outcomes for 
Saltmarsh Sparrow

• Creating high marsh can benefit 
Saltmarsh Sparrows

• Combining data sources can help:
• Set TLP height targets
• Focus target areas of need

• SNEP can partner to support 
monitoring efforts for upcoming salt 
marsh restoration projects



Any Question’s
Learn More about us:
Alison Kocek:  Alison_Kocek@fws.gov

Jonah Saitz:  Jonah_Saitz@fws.gov
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