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Keeping Our Beaches Healthy
Geoff Peach, Lake Huron Centre for Coastal Conservation

(Note: Although this article, which appeared in the Lake Huron E-News, and is used with permission of the author, was written with Lake Huron in mind, it applies equally well to our Lake Erie shorelines – Bernie Solymár, Biosphere Reserve Coordinator, LPWBRF)


Dune grassland systems on the Great Lakes are one of the most vulnerable ecosystems in the nation. They are also rare coastal features as they amount to only 1.5 per cent of Ontario’s Great Lakes coastline. These rare gems however, are ecosystems with high quality beaches that are the most attractive locations for beach goers.
  
“It’s important to understand the ecological significance of these features and what impacts we can have on them,” says Geoff Peach, Coastal Resource Manager. “Minimizing our impacts can mean leaving behind some of the old practices that have led to dune degradation.”
 

Dunes are appreciated around the world for the value they provide as shore protection, habitat to rare plants and animals, providing high quality recreational beaches and reducing risk of E. coli bacteria exposure.  “The New Zealanders have a saying. No vegetation, no dunes. No dunes, no beach,” said Peach. “There is a direct connection between healthy dunes and healthy beaches, degraded dunes and degraded beaches.”
 
Conserving these ecosystems ensures that we continue to have high quality beaches to enjoy. Landowners along the shoreline should encourage the development of a “buffer” in the form of a stabilized, undisturbed, vegetated sand dune system. This will help to increase the volume of sand available to build sand bars during erosion events, as well as, protect the properties behind.
 
Sand dunes act as a long-term sand store to build sand bars during major erosion events. The general pattern is one of swift erosion by large waves during storms and a gradual return of sand to the beach of the eroded material during quiet, gentle wave periods.
 
Existing native dune vegetation provides a seed bank of plants for future generations, which maintains the natural biodiversity of the lakeshore. Native dune grasses, especially Marram grass (Ammophila breveligulata), facilitate dune growth by trapping windblown sand and preventing it from eroding out of the beach system.
 
The long, deep and expansive root systems of native dune plants help to minimize sand losses from dunes caused by wave attack during severe erosion events, and from wind erosion, particularly during the storm season in fall and winter.
 
The varying of height and density of native dune species provides a good buffer to minimize wind effects. Native dune vegetation can withstand burial by wind-blown sand, a common occurrence in active dune areas. It provides habitat and corridors for a wide range of insects, birds and other wildlife, as well as, enhances the natural appearance, overall character and environmental quality of the beach and dune areas.
 
Non-native invasive species are a real problem in dune areas and can alter the entire ecology of the dunes by displacing native dune vegetation due to their ability to grow aggressively, smother native dune species and compete for available nutrients. It is important that native vegetation is not disturbed, as disturbed soil provides ideal conditions for invasive plants to flourish.
 
Keeping our lakeshore as natural as possible has a wide range of benefits ecologically, economically and aesthetically. To promote dune conservation and the use of native plants, the Lake Huron Coastal Centre has recently released its “Dune Planting Guide” available to interested individuals at www.lakehuron.ca.  

 

