
Salt Marsh Restoration FAQ 

 
 

The natural hydrology of the salt marsh was intentionally and significantly changed by early 

settlers to maximize the production of salt hay. The creation of berms, drains and trellised areas 

was widespread and complex, spanning generations of farmers and different landowners until 

the salt marsh hay industry slowed significantly in the early 20th century. The berm and ditch 

systems were largely left untouched and continued to change the flow of water on the marsh.  

The long-term impacts were so significant that the marsh has not been able to recover over the 

course of the last 100+ years, so organizations are working to restore key marsh processes.  

1.​ What is salt marsh restoration? 

Salt marsh restoration is an effort to restore a more natural flow of water through the marsh 

system by reconnecting stagnant areas to tidal exchange, and closing some of the man-made 

ditches to mimic salt marsh conditions pre-agriculture.  Restoration of a more-natural tidal flow 

allows regrowth of vegetation where die-off, due to waterlogged conditions and persistent 

megapools, has occurred. Restoration of this important habitat will create a marsh that is more 

resilient to sea level rise and storm events.  

2.​ Why is it necessary? What would happen if the marshes were left alone? 

In some cases, a significantly altered ecosystem will not return to its natural state without careful 

intervention. Some ecosystems may even continue to decline in function over time, causing 

losses to valuable core benefits of the ecosystem. Additionally, disturbed ecosystems are not as 

resilient to stressors such as severe weather, floods or invasive species. In the case of salt 

marshes, rising sea levels threaten the longevity of these systems unless we act to improve 

marsh health - because an unhealthy marsh will not be able to keep up with sea level rise. 

3.​ What are megapools and why are they harmful? 

Megapools are large pools of standing water that are typically caused by human disturbance to 

the marsh drainage system. These pools tend to expand over time, causing vegetation die-off, 

subsidence or sinking of the marsh platform, and loss of habitat. Natural pools on salt marshes 

are smaller, form naturally, and fluctuate in size rather than continually expand.  

4.​ Why were these areas selected for restoration? 

These areas were selected for restoration because they are ecologically significant, and owned 

and managed by conservation organizations. Additionally, the project marshes are surrounded 

by undeveloped uplands which will allow for salt marsh migration as climate change and sea 

level rise progress, so we want the current marshes to be healthy! The project area marshes 

represent about one-third of the total salt marsh area in the upper York River west of Scotland 

Bridge, so restoration of these areas will have a significant impact on the marsh ecosystem. 

5.​ Will the restoration work have any impact on water quality on the York River/how are we 

minimizing impacts to waterways, wildlife, ecosystem? 

Degraded marshes, megapools, and eroding shorelines can be sources of sediment, causing 

impacts to water quality. Restored marshes will better trap and retain sediments and naturally 



store and filter water during storms. Restoration activities are designed and timed to have 

minimal impacts on wildlife and existing vegetation. Most on the ground work takes place in fall 

and winter to avoid peak seasons for bird nesting and native marsh plant growth. Any heavy 

machinery used on the marsh will be supported by weight dispersal mats, which put less 

pressure on the marsh than a visitor traveling on foot. When channels are dug to reconnect 

pooled areas to tidal channels, the peat and sediment removed is reused to close other 

channels, or create nesting mounds on the marsh surface for salt marsh sparrows. No native 

materials will be removed from the site in the course of restoration activities.  

6.​ Who are the partners and what are their roles? Who is conducting the work? 

York Land Trust (YLT): Landowner, implementation team member 

York River Stewardship Committee: Funded restoration planning, implementation team member 

Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve: Assistance with salt marsh monitoring and 

implementation plans 

USFWS Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge: Landowner, implementation team member 

Maine Coast Heritage Trust: Implementation project manager and contributor to restoration 

implementation 

Northeast Wetland Restoration: Restoration Plan and Implementation Contractor 

Funds for the implementation phase of the project are provided by the Maine Natural Resources 

Conservation Program and Maine Coast Heritage Trust. 

7.​ Who was consulted/what organizations have reviewed and approved the project? 

Project staff have engaged Maine Department of Environmental Protection, the Army Corps of 

Engineers, and the Town of York’s Code Enforcement Office to ensure that the project meets 

federal, state and town environmental standards. The project has also satisfied rigorous 

standards to receive state funding from the Maine Natural Resource Conservation Program..  

8.​ Where is the project taking place and for how long? 

The project is taking place on 132 acres across York Land Trust and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

lands on the upper York River. The project area on YLT’s lands spans multiple preserves including 

the Near Point Preserve, Smelt Brook Preserve, and First Parish parcels.  

Pre-implementation monitoring will take place over the summer of 2026 and continue 

subsequent summers until 2029, and then alternate summers through 2034 to ensure the long 

term success of the project.  

The implementation of restoration work will occur in fall and winter of 2026/2027. Baseline 

condition monitoring will occur in the summer of 2026, and after implementation happens, we 

will continue to monitor for seven years  to make sure the site recovers as expected and that we 

meet our project goals.  

9.​ How will the project impact bird habitat on the salt marsh? 

In the near term, project activities are being carefully planned and conducted in order to avoid 

disturbing sensitive bird habitat during nesting season. Staff from MCHT have conducted surveys 

for endangered Salt Marsh Sparrows and their nesting sites that are threatened by rising sea 

levels. Part of the restoration involves creating new nesting mounds on the marsh platform. 

Additionally, we have deployed “Audio Recording Units” to capture shorebird use of different 

parts of the marsh, and will track their abundance and diversity over time.  



10.​Will this project get rid of all of the pools on the marsh? 

The restoration goal is not to drain all pools. The goal is to restore tidal connectivity to marsh 

areas, such as the megapools, that have been cut off from tidal flows needed to sustain healthy 

marsh systems. After restoration is complete, the surface of the marsh will still have smaller 

pools. 

 
 

 


