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ABSTRACT _

SEAHLOOM. E.\V. and WIEDEMANN, A.M., 1994. Distribution and effects of Ammuplnla breinligulato
Fern. (Amerirun heachg rass) (111 the foredunes of the Washington coast. Journal of ('()a.~tal Ilesearrh,
10(1).178-188. Fort Lauderdale (Florida}, ISSN 0749-1J208.

Since the turn of the r-enturv, the foredunes on the west coast of North America have become dominated
by Amrnoph iia arvn aria due to extensive sand stabilization plantings. Ammophila breoitigulata was
planted less extensively than A nrnwna. However, A brn'illgulatn has come to singularly dominate the
foredunes of Washington in the southern half of the state and its range extends north along the entire
coast. By comparing the dist riuution of current A brcl1ilij.!ulata and A. ar<>nana communities with historic
shorelines. it was found that t.his, invasion oc-curred in the last 50 year!' and the locus of the invasion was
determined. A comparison of foredunes dominated hv A. brroilusulnt a with existing A. arcnaria foredunes
shows that this colonization has had minimal impact on the species diversity' of the dunes. but it has
resulted in a loweriug of the mean height of the foredune crests.

ADDITIONAL INDEX WORDS: Ammophila arenarta, dum' morphology, introduced epecies, coassot
plant ('mnmunitlPs

INTRODUCTION

Ammophila breviligulata Fern. (American
beachgrass) is native to the East Coast and Great
Lakes Region of North America (BALDWIN and
MAliN, 1983; GLEASON and CRONqUIST, 1963;
OLSON, 1958a,b; HITCHCOCK, 1950; COWLES, 1899),
and it has been intensively studied within this
native range (MAUN and BAYI<:, 1989). It is a pi­
oneer species adapted to dynamic coastal dune
systems where it is, typically, the major dune
building plant species present (DISHAI<:L!, 1984;
DUNLOI' and CHOW, 1985). It rapidly becomes se­
nescent when dune areas stabilize and is then
rapidly replaced by other species (DISHAELI, 1984;
VAN DEI{ VALK, 1975; EUJHED and MAliN, 1982).

Ammophila arenaria (L.) Link (European
beachgrass or marram grass) is a native of Europe
similar to A. breuiligulata in its adaptations to
the coastal dune ecosystems. A. arenaria has been
widely planted on the west coast of North America
for dune stabilization since the early 1900's. It has
become naturalized along nearly the entire coast­
line (BARBOlJI{ and MA.JOR, 1988; HITCHCOCK et
al., 1969; HITCHCOCK, 1950) and if, a dominant
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feature in the coastal ecosystem, replacing many
of the native communities in the foredune habitat
(P i\VLIK, 1983).

Because of the overwhelming success of the A.
arenaria plantings, there has been little use of A.
breuiligulata for dune stabilization on the west
coast. Accordingly, very little information on the
status of A. breoiligulata on the west coast of
North America is available. A review of this lit­
erature and the collection history leads to the
conclusion that A. breuiligulata exists on the west
coast only as persistent remnant populations
(MAliN and BAYE, 1989; BARBOUI{ et al., 1975;
BARBOUR et al., 1976).

The only sizable planting of A, breuiligulata
that has been recorded was a part of the Warren­
ton Dunes Stabilization project on the Clatsop
Peninsula in Oregon near the mouth of the Co­
lumbia River. The Soil Conservation Service un­
dertook this project in 1935; and up to that time,
it was one of the largest dune stabilization pro­
jects in the western United States. A nursery was
established at Warrenton, Oregon, and 1,214 ha
were progressively stabilized with a variety of spe­
cies including A. breuiligulata (SCHWI<:NDIMAN,
1977). A. breuiligulata from this nursery was also
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planted at the south end of the Long Beach Pen­
insula at Ilwaco (Figures 1, 2).

At present, the densest populations of A. brevi­
ligulata are located between the mouth of the
Columbia River and Westport, 75 km to the north.
In this area, A. breviligulata is almost singularly
dominant on the foredune, the first dune land­
ward of the beach. The dominance of A. breoili­
gulata decreases beyond these boundaries to the
north and south. This distribution pattern indi­
cates that the Clatsop and Ilwaco plantings were
the likely source of the naturalized populations
of A. breviligulata now found on the Washington
and Oregon coastal dunes.

The primary dispersal mechanism of A. brevi­
ligulata is through waterborne rhizome fragments
(MA\lN, 1984), and the dominant current on the
southern Washington coast is the northward long­
shore current (PHIPPS. 1990). If the source of the
A. breviligulata invasion was the Clatsop and Il­
waco plantings, the longshore current would have
rapidly spread rhizome fragments along the ac­
creting shoreline of the Long Beach Peninsula
allowing A. breviligulata to colonize the beach
and replace A. arena ria as the dominant dune
forming species.

If this scenario were the case, it should be pos­
sible to locate the transition from one Ammo­
phila species to the other. Since both species
have extremely low vegetative and sexual repro­
ductive rates in stabilized dune areas (OLSON,
1958a), it is unlikely that there would have been
significant invasion by either population in the
highly stable backdune areas. WILLIS (1963)
found that even fertilization could not stimulate
senescent Ammophila populations to the point
of expansion.

If there is no invasion in the backdune areas
and the transition zone is stable, then the border
between the two communities actually represents
the location of the historic shoreline or foredune
crest when A. breviligulata replaced A. arenaria
as the foredune's dominant grass.

The timing of the introduction of A. brevi li­
gulata was determined by comparing the A. breo­
iligulata/A. arenaria transition zone to the lo­
cation of historic foredunes as determined from
a chronological sequence of aerial photos. The
southern portion of the Washington coast is char­
acterized by a broad band of sand beach and dunes
as far north as the Copalis River (470 08' 00" N
Lat). These dunes are examples of the parallel
dune system described by WmDEMANN (1984) as

50 km
'------l

Figure I. Map of the area surveyed for the distribution of
Ammophila br~[1ili/iu/ata and Am moplula arenaria. Tbe 10­
ration of Figure 2 is shown as an inset.

typical of prograding shorelines in this area. North
of this point the rocky headlands are close to the
beach and prevent any major dune formation
(Figures 1 and 2).

The objectives of this research were threefold:
to determine the source, location, and time period
of the major introductions of the exotic species
A. breviligulata; to establish the current range
and habit of A. breviligulata on the Washington
Coast; and to determine if the A. breviligulata
and A. arenaria foredunes differ significantly in
structure or plant species diversity.

METHODS

Study Sites

The quantitative fieldwork for the determina­
tion of the source and timing of the introduction
of A. breviligulata and the characterization of the
current Ammophila dunes took place on the fore­
dunes of the Washington Coast from North Head
near the state's southern border at the mouth of
the Columbia River (460 17' 30" N Lat) north to
Westport (460 52' 30" N Lat). In addition, the
distribution of A. breviligulata was surveyed along
the western and northern coastlines of Washing­
ton as far east as Port Angeles and the north half
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Figure 2. Map of the Long Reach Peninsula, and the site of
the quantitative dune morphology and population studies.

of the coast of Oregon as far south as Sand Lake
(Figures 1 and 2).

The Introduction of A. breviligulata

The localization of the A. breviligulata/A. ar­
enaria transition zone on the Long Beach Pen­
insula at 17 transects was mapped onto a 1:12,000
scale aerial photograph series taken on 31 July
1988, one month prior to the time the measure­
ments were taken. Initially, 21 transect locations
were chosen at one mile intervals beginning at the
Seaview beach access and running north to Lead­
better Point, however, four locations were elimi­
nated due to human disturbances in the backdune
area.

The historic foredune position was determined
using a series of historic aerial photos (1949, 1964,
1970, 1974, and 1982). The location of the fore­
dune for each of these years was determined at
each transect and mapped onto the 1988 photo
series. It was then possible to measure the dis­
tance to the east or west that each historic dune
lay from the A. breviligulata/A. arenaria tran­
sition zone (Figure 3).

Field Sampling
The quantitative fieldwork on dune shape and

vegetative characteristics was completed between
July and October of 1988. A second series of 34
transects, 19 on the Long Beach Peninsula and
15 between Cape Shoalwater at the north edge of
the mouth of Willapa Bay and Westport, were
selected randomly. In addition, several transects
were established on the specific dunes where A.
arenaria was dominant. None of these transects
coincided with those used for the historic shore­
line study.

The foredune profile was mapped by measuring
the height at 5 m intervals (survey stations) along
a 50-75 m transect (depending on foredune width)
running perpendicular to the foredune. This pro­
file was used to calculate the slope, length, and
height of the west face of the foredune. The tran­
sect started at the lower limit of the vegetation.
This point was given an arbitrary elevation of zero
m. The dune crest height was measured indepen­
dently, if it did not coincide with one of the survey
stations. In addition, the following data were col­
lected at these survey stations within a 20 by 50
em rectangular quadrat placed perpendicular to
the transect line and centered on each survey stake:
(a) the total number shoots of each species of
Ammophila in the quadrat; (b) The width of the
second lowest live leaf at a point 2 cm distal from
the ligule on the culm nearest the southeast corner
of the quadrat; (c) the number of Ammophila
inflorescences in the quadrat; and (d) the c; cover
(using the 1-10 Domin Cover Class scale) within
the quadrat of all plant species, vegetative litter,
and bare ground.

A. breviligulata and A. arenaria generally oc­
curred in discrete stands, and were readily dis­
tinguishable in the field on the basis of ligule
length, inflorescence morphology, phenology, and
foliar characteristics (SEABLOOM, 1991). Speci­
mens of both species from a number of represen­
tative locations in Washington and Oregon were
deposited in the University of Washington Her­
barium, Seattle, Washington.

Because the transect profiles varied widely, each
transect was divided into four habitat zones to
facilitate comparative analysis (Figure 4). This
zonal approach permits the comparison of the dis­
tinct environments present on each foredune by
correcting for the specific profile of each foredune.
The beach (Zone I) extends from the seaward line
of vegetation east to the seaward toe of the dune;
the windward slope (Zone II) extends from this
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Figure a. Location of the transition between the Ammophilu breoiligulatt: and Ammophila arrnaria communities in relation to
the locations of six historic foredunes on the Long Beach Peninsula.
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Figure 4. Four Zones of the coastal foredune.

point to just past the crest of the foredune; The
leeward slope (Zone III) extends from the limit
of high sand accretion just past the foredune crest
to the landward toe of the dune; and the backdune
(Zone IV) includes all of the area east this point.

The vegetative and dune profile data were com­
pared between dune zones using an ANOVA fol­
lowed by a Fisher's Test for Least Significant Dif­
ferences to locate the sources of the detected
variance. An ANOVA was also used to compare
A. breviligulata and A. arenaria populations. The
Simpson and Shannon indices were used to com­
pare species diversity between dune zones and
Ammophila communities (BROWEl{ and ZAn,
1977).

RESULTS

The Introduction of A. breuiligulata

In 0.76 of the transects, the transition between
A. breviligulata and A. arenaria dominated stands
occurred between the location of the 1964 and the
1974 or the 1970 and 1974 shorelines. In all but
one transect, the transition zone was bounded by
the 1941 and the 1974 shorelines. This one vari­
ation occurred because there was no information
available prior to 1964 at that location (Figure 3).

Current Range and Habit of A. breviligulata

Within its current range on the west coast, A.
breviligulata occupies two distinct habitats. First,
it is the dominant vegetation on the foredunes in
the quantitative study area which ranges from

North Head at the southern end of the Long Beach
Peninsula to Westport, where it is present in near­
ly monospecific stands in Zones II, III, and IV
(Figures 1 and 5). On the dune systems north of
Westport both species of Ammophila alternate as
the dominant foredune species. The only sizable
unmixed A. arenaria foredune community locat­
ed in Washington was at Twin Harbors State Park
south of Westport where five acres was planted
in 1981 as part of a cooperative project between
the Soil Conservation Service and the Washing­
ton Parks and Recreation Commission. This pop­
ulation now covers about 3 km of coastline.

The second niche A. breviligulata occupies is
the area between the shoreward toe of the fore­
dune and the lower limit of vegetation (Zone 0.
In this area, it creates hummocks, usually less
than 2 m in diameter, along with a number of
native hummock forming species, including Am­
brosia chamissonis (silver bursage), Cakile eden­
tula (American searocket), and Abronia latifolia
(yellow sand-verbena).

In this more marginal habitat, A. breviligulata
can be found along the entire Washington coast
as far north as Shi Shi Beach and south to Sand
Lake in Oregon, although its frequency decreases
markedly at the northern and southern limits of
this range. A. brevi ligulata can also be found scat­
tered on sand bars and spits in Willapa Bay and
Grays Harbor, although this habitat is dominated
by the native Elymus mollis (American dune­
grass) (Figure 1).
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the plant communities in these three Units was
not found to be significan tly different (Figure 7).

The percent cover of live A. breviligulata plants
and vegetative litter increases markedly from the
beach to the dune , but remains const ant on the
entire foredune (Figure 8A,F). Stem density
reaches its maximum on the seaward slope of the
dune in Zone II (Figure 8B ) and flowering occurs
almost ent ire ly in Zone I (Figure 8e). Leaf width
also appears to be an indicator of the vigor of the
individual plants since it diminishes stead ily with
increasing distance from the beach. The width
remains equivalent in Zones I and II but dr ops
consecutively in Zone III and aga in in Zone IV
(Figur e 8D) . The presence of bare ground in the
transects dr ops as the cover value of A. brevi li­
gu lata increases and th e individual vigor of the
plants is declining (Figure 8E) .

This decrease in the vigor of the Ammophila
stands was paralleled by an increase in species

Figure 6. Co mparison of t he mean height. slope , an d lengt h
of t he west face of the foredunes in the three Geog ra phic Uni ts
on th e Lo ng Beach Peni nsul a .

2

3

4

6 ,----------------------,

Figure 5. Compa rison of the dominance of Ammophi la brevi ­
ligulata an d Ammophila arena ria in each of th e four Dune
Zones as indicated by th eir respective cover of live plants av ­
eraged over the enti re popula tion of sa mples.

Neither species of Ammophila was located along
the northern edge of the Olympic Peninsula, but
A. breuiligulata is pr esent at Port Townsend and
both A. breuiligulata and A. arena ria are present
in the San Juan Archipelago (Figure 1).

Field observ ations of the A. breviligulata pop­
ulation on the Long Beach Peninsula distin­
guished three d istinct geographic units on th e ba­
sis of dun e shape and vegetative characteristi cs.
The South Unit extends from North Head to Long
Beachand is characterized by a low foredune with
minimally developed beach plant communities
characterized by Caki le edentula. The Cent ra l
Unit extends from Long Beach, north to Ocean
Park and has a low A. breviligulata foredune
somewhat similar to the southern Unit; however,
Zone I in thi s Unit has a well developed vegetative
community dominated by Ambrosia chamissonis
withCakile edentula and Abronia latifolia as as­
sociated species. The North Unit extends from
Ocean Park north to Leadbetter Point and has a
steep foredune of A. breviligulata with little or
no beach vegetation (Figure 2).

An ANOVA com parison of these three geo­
graphicunits showed that the ir foredunes differed
significantly in height of the crest , length of the
windward face, and slope of the windward face .
In all three parameters, the only equivalency was
between the height of the dunes in th e South and
Central Units (Figure 6). The species div ersity of
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Figure 7. Compar ison of the Simpson and Shanno n Specie s
Diversity Indi ces of eac h of the four Dune Zones betw een the
three Geographic Units on the Long Beach Peninsula.

d iversity in th e stable backdun e areas as com­
pared to th e high deposit ional environme nt of
Zones I an d II (Figur e 9).

Comparison of A. breuiligulata and A. al'ellaria

Foredunes

A compari son of the foredune communities
dominated by A. breviligulata versus those dom­
inated by A. arena ria showed eq uiva lent spec ies
diversity indices in a ll the Zones except Zone II
(F igure 10). In thi s Zone , A. arenaria foredune
communities have a slightly higher speci es diver­
sity th an th e A. breviligul at a dominated fore­
dunes. Both the Simpson and the Sh annon in ­
dices show thi s difference at the same confide nce
level.

The overall ste m density betw een the Am­
mophila species was compar ed over the entire set
of samples. All of the sa mples with density valu es
of zer o were excluded from thi s comparison . This
was done in ord er to compare mean stem den sity

within a stand ra ther than the imp ortance of the
species in th e study ar ea as a whole. The stem
density was significantly (P = 0.012 ) grea te r for
A. arenaria (203 stems/m-) than for A. breoili­
gu lata (79 st ems/rn -).

Comparing th e means of th e three dune sha pe
parameters for the ent ire population of foredun es
show ed th at the population of A. arenaria dun es,
which had a mean elevation of 4.52 m, were sig­
ni ficantly tall er than the A. breviligulata dune
which had an overa ll mean of 2.82 m. However,
while the A. breuiligulata dunes were only 67%
as long as the A. arenaria dunes, the ANO VA
fail ed to detect a differ ence between the two pop­
ulati ons (P = 0.147). The slope of the windward
face of the dunes associated with both species of
Ammophila was nearly identical and there was
no difference detected in th e ANOV A (T abl e 1).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The curr ent locus of A. breoiiigulata on the
west coast su pports th e conclusion th at the col­
onization source was th e Cla tsop and Ilwaco
plantings which began in 1935. This conclusion is
in acco rd with the timing of th e coloni zati on of
the Long Bea ch Peninsula foredunes as deter­
mined by examining the distribution of A. brevi­
ligulata and A. arenaria in rela tion to the locati on
of historic shorelines. These findings indicate that
A. brevili gulata replaced A. arenaria as the pri­
mar y foredune colonizing species between 1941
and 1974, and it is most likel y th at the majority
of the coloni zati on occur red in the ten year period
from 1964 to 1974 (Figur e 3).

The maximum st em density in Washington
populations (F igure 8B) occurs in a similar suc­
cessio nal stage and within the ran ge of valu es giv­
en for stands along Lake Michigan, which range
from 110 to 150 ste ms/rn- and the cover valu es of
50 to 59 '1() (KRAJNYK and MAuN, 1981; OLSON,
1958a). However, flower ing occurs alm ost ent irely
in Zone I in Washington (Figur e 8C) while on
Lake Erie flowering reaches its peak in th e ado­
lescent growth ph ase when ste m density is the
highest (K RA,JNYK and MAuN, 1981). This is
equ ivalent to Zone II where the flowerin g rates
were low for the Wash ington populations (Figure
8C).

While th e overa ll C;" cover of A. breviligulata
shows a marked increase from the beach to the
dune, the cover values rem ain relatively constant
on the foredune proper in Zones II , III, and IV
(Figure 8A). How ever , the vigor of th e individual
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plants diminishes as indicated by decreasing leaf
width and depressed vegetative and sexual repro­
duction (Figure 8B,C,D). A. breoiligulata main­
tains a constant high cover value as the dune ma­
tures by replacing stands comprised of highly
vigorous and reproductive individuals with scat­
tered senescent plants interspersed in dense mats
of litter (Figure 8E and F).

This is typical of East Coast populations where
stands in areas with heavy deposition have high
individual vigor with patchy distribution, and
those populations in stable or erosional areas have
a more even distribution of less vigorous plants
(DrsRAELI, 1984).

Thus, the overall ecology of A. breoiligulata on
the west coast in its range as an exotic resembles
that within its native range, with its vigor highly
dependent on sand deposition and with this de­
pendence manifesting itself in a series of succes­
sional changes reflecting a gradual decline in the
reproductive vigor of the stand and its constituent
individual plants. This decline allows other spe­
cies to invade the senescing Ammophila com­
munity, increasing the species diversity (Figure
9). This successional pattern of the west coast
populations of A. breviligulata is analogous to the
growth phases described in the Great Lakes Re­
gion (ELllH~;1l and MALIN, 1982; KHA.JNYK and

Journal of Coastal Research. Vol. 10, No. I. 1994
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Figure 10. Comparison of th e mean S im pson a nd Shannon
S pecies Diver sity Ind ices for t he Am mophilo breoiligul ot« and
Ammophi la orenoriu popul ati ons in each of th e fou r Dun e Zones
over the total pop ulat ion of samples. Unde rlined Dune Zones
a re equiva lent a t (\ = 0.0.,>.

M AUN, 1981) , an d in North Carolina (VA N D ER

V ALl', 1975) with the exception of th e location of
th e high est ra tes of sexual reproduction .

It is likely th at the replacem ent of A. aren ari a
by A. breuil igulata in th e role of foredune colo­
nizer had little effect on the overa ll sp ecies di­
versity. The onl y significan t difference between
th e A. breuil igulata popul ation and th e A. ar­
enaria population was in Zone II whe re both th e
diversity indi ces sh owed th at A. areriaria had a
sligh tly higher diversity. It is likely that thi s is a
result of th e pr evalence of the A. arenariail.ath­
y rus [a p oni cus (ma rit ime pea) association in thi s
zone. L . ja po nicus is one of the few plant species
which can maintain a moderately high cover value
in Ammophila dominated du nes , and it is not as
common in the A. breuiligulata dominated dunes
as it is in th ose dominated by A. arenaria.

Although there was little difference in species
diversity between the foredunes of th e two Am­
mophila spec ies, th e sha pe of the foredune as-

soc iated with each sp ecies was significantly dif­
ferent. The differenc e to tal crest height was the
only mea sure of dune sh ape which this st udy was
able to detect. Howev er , the mean lengths of the
windw ard face of th e two populations appear to
be qui te d ifferent, and it is likely th at th e failure
to disc ern a differenc e in th e length of th e wind­
ward face represents a Type 1 error due to the
limited availa bility of A. arenaria foredu nes in
the study site (n = 6) (Tabl e 1).

The grea ter heigh t of th e A. arena ria dun es is
probably attributabl e to two fact ors. Fir st , it has
a higher sand trapping potential created by a
high er st em density th an A. breuiligulata ; and,
secondly, its leaves are more persi st ent in the win­
ter du e to th eir mor e erect growth and tighter
inr ollin g. The highest levels of sa nd movement
occur as a result of high winter wind s (WIEDE­

MANN, 1984), and the more persistent leaves of A.
arenaria allows th em to conti nue entra pping sand
during this period when poten tial deposit ion is
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Table 1. Comparison of the nH'Qn,..: of three dune charact ors
uf Ammophila hreviligulata and Ammophila arenaria [ore­
dunes.

Parameter

Crest height
Distance to crest
Slope (height: length)

Ammophila
hreL'iliRulata

2.817 III

]:,.6:\7 III

0.261

Ammophila
arena ria

4.fiHi III

2:U:JO III

0.25~l

Signi­
ficant
at a -

o.o I

Yes
No
No

the Washington Department of Ecology; they were
utilized for the field supplies, aerial photographs,
and travel expenses.

I would like to thank A. Wiedemann, as head
of my graduate committee for his interest, sup­
port, and careful reviewing of this research from
inception to final draft. Additional thanks go to
A. Greenberg, C. Harrington, C. Ivey, D. Miller,
M. Witter, and L. Zemke for assistance in the
field.

the highest. A. breuiligulata's leaves tend to die
back and become flattened into mats early in the
winter where they are quickly buried by sand de­
position.

MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS

The conservation of native plant communities
is not affected differentially by either species to
a degree which would warrant use in management
strategies. Both species of Ammophila depress
species diversity to a very high degree and are a
serious threat to the existence of diverse native
plant communities. However, the species' effects
on dune shape do have management implications.

The difference in the shapes of the Ammophila
dunes affects structural and esthetic characters
of the foredune. The lower A. breuiligulata dune
maybe more susceptible to breaching during storm
or flood events. If this is true, then the introduc­
tion ofA. breoiligu lata may have placed the coast­
al communities of southern Washington at a high­
er risk to flood or erosion damage. Conversely,
local residents may appreciate more visual access
to the beach when their houses are located behind
an A. breoiligulaui dune. This may result in a
lowered incidence of illegal dune grading which
immediately increases the risk of a damaging flood
event, and causes a funnelling of wind which can
causeweathering on neighboring structures. It may
be that an unbreached A. breciligulato dune may
provide a better balance between protecting
coastal communities and allowing visual access to
the beach than a tall dune which is regularly
breached by illegal grading.
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