
Estuaries are Habitat 

SUBMERGED AQUATIC VEGETATION 
Also known as SAV, this habitat is an underwater garden for juvenile fish and small 

invertebrates and a barometer of water quality. Sea grasses and other underwater plants grow 
in the shallows of coastal sounds and estuaries. These plants cannot survive without clean, 
clear water. Sunlight can’t penetrate water that is clouded by sedimentation and nutrients. 

Over 150 fish and invertebrate species are known to use SAV as adults or juveniles, of 
which about 30 are important commercial fishery species. Hard clams, red drum, shrimp, blue 
crabs, gag grouper and weakfish are all dependent on SAV. Specific threats to SAV include 
boat prop damage, boat wakes, fishing gear and polluted stormwater runoff. 
 

SOFT BOTTOM 
This habitat includes mud flats, beaches, shoals and sand bars. Soft bottom acts as a 

storage area for nutrients, sediment, and chemicals, cycling them between the bottom and the 
water column, thus keeping the ecosystem in balance. Intertidal flats and sand bars buffer wave 
energy, reducing shoreline erosion. 

Bottom-dwelling algae and zooplankton provide a vast food supply for both young and 
adult fish. Soft bottom provides a hiding place for burrowing marine animals. Shallow soft bottom, 
especially adjacent to wetlands, is a primary nursery area for numerous fish and invertebrates. 

 
WATER COLUMN 

The water column is essential to aquatic life. What happens to our waters greatly 
influences the overall health of the fish and shellfish inhabiting them. Specific pollution threats to 
the water column include excessive sedimentation and turbidity, excess nutrients, bacteria, 
toxins, invasive species and alteration of the natural flow of water. Fish that are dependent on 
the water column for foraging include menhaden, bay anchovy, bluefish and river herring. 

Most of the water column habitat in North Carolina estuaries is very shallow, only a few 
feet, and is dramatically affected by daily tidal fluctuations. 
 

WETLAND 
Wetlands include swamps, lowlands, marshes, bottomlands and sloughs. They also play 

a vital role in recycling organic waste from both the water and the land. Riparian wetlands 
border vital nursery areas and filter pollutants from overland runoff, while protecting shorelines 
and producing detritus for export to other habitats. 

Tidal marshes provide nursery areas, refuge and foraging habitat for countless species 
including crustaceans, fish, birds, reptiles and mammals. Riparian wetlands comprise about 7% 
of North Carolina’s coastal watersheds. Since pre-colonial times, North Carolina has lost nearly 
half of its wetlands. 
 

SHELL BOTTOM 
Oyster beds and reefs are the dominant shell bottom habitat, but clam, scallop and 

mussel shells can also be found. Living shellfish on the shell bottom filter algae and bacteria 
from the water column. Water filtration by oysters, clams, and other shellfish clears the water 
column enhancing the growth of submerged aquatic vegetation. Shell bottom protects 
shorelines from erosion. 

Oysters and other shellfish attach to the hard surfaces of dead shells and at least 12 
economically important fishery species use shell bottom as a nursery. Larger benthic fish forage 
on and around shell bottom habitat. Small resident species find refuge and spawning sites 
among the shells. 



Estuaries are Habitat Activity 
There are five types of habitats that can be found in North Carolina estuaries. 

After reading about each habitat see if you can match these plants and animals to 

the habitat where they are found.  Cut out each card and glue them into the 

appropriate spot in the Habitat Chart. Some organisms may be found in more than 

one of the habitats, so add them anywhere they may be found. 
 

For more information about these habitats, visit http://www.ncfisheries.net/habitat/index.html  
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