
Background Information:
Salt marshes or coastal marshes are specialized coastal ecosystems 

that are the intermediaries between land and sea; that is, they are 
regularly flooded by salt water and, therefore, have species that are adapted to 
this type of flooding.  Various species of fish, shellfish, birds and mammals use 
the salt marshes for food, nesting or breeding.  Foxes, mink and muskrats are 
frequent foragers, as are great blue herons, black ducks, and gulls.  Sand shrimp 
(Corophium) are abundant in mud flats at the edges of Bay of Fundy salt marshes, 
attracting many commercial ground species during the winter.  Migrating shorebirds 
feed in salt marshes, in order to replenish their energy reserves for migration. 
The Black-bellied Plover and the Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs are some of the 
shorebirds that visit the salt marsh during migration. These shorebirds prefer salt 
marsh areas with little human disturbance.

Salt marshes are also important because they influence the productivity of nearby 
ecosystems by exporting dead plant matter to nearby bays or other water bodies, 
which eventually decomposes and feeds organisms.  A good example of this lies 
in the turbid waters of parts of the Bay of Fundy, where many organisms rely more 
heavily on the export of nutrients from the salt marsh than on productivity powered 
by sunlight (production of new material by photosynthesis) and the resulting 
increase in phytoplankton (tiny, free-floating organisms such as blue-green algae 
and diatoms, capable of photosynthesis).  Salt marshes and other wetlands are also 
important because they are able to buffer the impacts of storm surges and natural 
floods.

 

Curriculum 
Provide examples of 
problems that arise 
in the environment 
that cannot be 
solved using scientific 
or technological 
knowledge alone.

Predict what an 
ecosystem will 
look like in the 
future, based on 
the characteristics 
of the area and the 
long-term changes 
(succession) 
observed in the site.

Discovering a 
New Brunswick 

Salt Marsh

Summary:
Students role-play a town council debate to 
grant permission for a proposed summer resort 
beyond the 30 m buffer of a NB salt marsh.

Learning Objective:
Students will:

1.  learn about salt marsh habitat in New 
Brunswick.     

2.  understand the perspectives of different salt 
marsh users and beneficiaries.

3.  understand that not all environmental 
problems can be solved using scientific or 
technological knowledge alone -  
some solutions are political or social.

4.  learn how salt marsh habitat is affected by 
human activity.

5.  consider what the salt marsh will be like in 
the future, based on the decisions made by the 
town council.

Activity 5

Materials: Student copies of role-playing 
cards and an  
outline of debate format on chart paper 

Location: Indoors 

Time required: 2 class periods
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Unfortunately, the salt marsh is one of the most threatened ecosystems in New 
Brunswick.  Estimates suggest that over 65% of the province’s original coastal marsh area 
has been lost.  Early settlers built dykes on the salt marshes to create dry land for farming.  
In the past, salt marshes also were filled in to provide areas for commercial and industrial 
developments.  Currently there are provincial and federal policies that are intended to 
prevent the destruction of salt marshes, and environmental impact assessments (EIA’s) 
must be undertaken when there is a risk of significant wetland loss. 

This lively role-playing activity engages students in a realistic development on the edge 
of a New Brunswick salt marsh.  The proposed summer resort might be built just beyond 
the 30 metre buffer zone of the salt marsh, a buffer zone that is currently proposed under 
government regulations.

Although difficult, it is essential to present the view of all groups involved in an issue. 
Only by considering all perspectives can people work cooperatively to solve environmental 
problems. This activity encourages students to investigate the problems and benefits 
caused by human activity at the edge of a NB salt marsh.  It provides examples of 
problems that arise in the environment and that cannot be solved using scientific or 
technological knowledge alone.

Activity:
1.  Read this scenario to students:

    A summer resort company, Sand ’n Surf Inc., has asked the local town council 
for permission to develop an area of land just beyond the 30 metre buffer 
zone at the edge of a salt marsh, on the outskirts of a town in New Brunswick.  
The proposed land will be developed to create a summer resort for wealthy 
tourists.  Many residents are concerned about the resort plans and have asked 
the government for an opportunity to present their views about the proposed 
development in a debate.  At the end of the debate, the town council will vote 
on whether to allow plans to develop the area beyond the salt marshland buffer 
zone. If the development is approved, they will decide what guidelines Sand 
‘n Surf Inc. will have to follow.  One of the decisions the town council will 
make is whether the area should be zoned for commercial development or for 
environmental buffer zone purposes.

Explain to students that they will be asked to role-play one of the stakeholders that will 
be affected by the summer resort development, in a debate format.  The different groups 
involved in the debate are: naturalists, local business owners, land owners, a construction 
company, plants and animals of the salt marsh, environmentalists, the town council and 
Sand ‘n Surf Inc.  They will be expected to tell the town council whether they are in 
favour of the summer resort development and why, or why not.  It is important to explain 
that they may be role-playing a point of view with which they may not agree, and that the 
purpose is to present all points of view involved in deciding how the area adjacent to the 
salt marsh should be managed.  This activity can be elaborated by having students dress 
in character and design placards, slogans, etc.  Likewise, you could have students do some 
research on the group they will represent in the role-playing activity.  

2.  Divide the class into 8 groups. 

Give each a role-playing card and allow them time to review their positions.  Each group 



should prepare a written list of their main points.  While groups are discussing their 
positions, the town council group should write a list of the different stakeholders in 
the debate, whether they think each group will be for or against the resort, and what 
argument each group might present to support its position.

3.  When all the stakeholders are ready, ask each group to choose a 
representative for the debate.  

During the debate, each speaker indicates whether the group is for or against the 
summer resort proposal, and why (1-3 minutes).  Allow time for questions from other 
groups, or have an open question period in which any group may ask questions of any 
other group (10-15 minutes).

4.  Each group gives a brief summary statement (30 seconds each).

5.  The town council consults and makes a decision.

Discussion/Feedback:

•  Has your position changed because of the debate?  Why or why not? 

•  Can scientific or technological knowledge assist debate between different groups?

•  What will the salt marsh be like in the near future, based on the town council’s 
decision?  What will the salt marsh be like 20 years from now (consider this both 
with and without development)?

•  Did you agree with the position of the group you were asked to role-play?  Why or 
why not?

•  If you didn’t agree with your group’s position, how did it feel to present these 
opinions?

•  Should we consider the opinions of other groups, even if we don’t agree with their 
position?

•  Was the town council group’s role a difficult one? Why or why not?

•  Look at the fact sheets on the NB Species-at-Risk and consider which species are 
probable inhabitants of a salt marsh habitat.

Variations:

1.  If more roles are required, add two different citizen groups:

 a. Citizens’ Group for the Summer Resort Development
 You feel that the community will benefit from the project in terms  

of increased employment

 b. Citizens’ Group Against the Project
 You feel that the community will not benefit from the project, and are 

concerned about this large company coming into your community and the 
impact it might have on local businesses, as well as on the environment.



Construction 
Company
  You represent the 
largest construction 
company in the 
municipality.  If 
the land adjacent 
to the salt marsh 
buffer were zoned 
commercial, you 
would like to bid 
on the contract to 
build the Sand ‘n 
Surf Inc. resort.  You 
are in favour of the 
summer resort plan.

Local Business 
Owner
  You own a large 
bed and breakfast 
in the community.  
You are concerned 
that you will loose 
a large percentage 
of your business if 
the new summer 
resort goes ahead.  
On the flip side, you 
are also interested 
in the possibility of 
creating a business 
alliance between 
your local inn and 
the resort. 

 Animals and 
Plants of the 
Salt Marsh
  This salt marsh 
is one of the few 
places in the world 
where you can find 
your  
natural habitat. 
You believe that 
you have the right 
to shelter, food, 
clean water and 
space, and know 
that if the summer 
resort is built it will 
affect migrating 
shorebirds that 
frequent the nearby 
salt marsh.  You 
are against the 
proposed  
development.

 Landowner
Your family owns the 
land proposed for 
the summer resort.  
You are willing to sell 
this land to Sand ‘n 
Surf Inc. You believe 
that the company 
will give you a much 
better price if the 
land is zoned for 
development, rather 
than the amount 
you might receive 
in compensation 
if it is zoned as an 
extension to the 
salt marsh buffer.  
However you are 
also concerned about 
selling your land to 
a company that isn’t 
committed to your  
community. 

Environmentalist

 
You are 
environmentalists who 
have been involved in 
trying to protect the 
salt marshes and other 
ecosystems in the 
province.  In the past, 
you have seen cottages 
encroach on important 
salt marsh habitat.  You 
have seen one salt 
marsh in the province 
destroyed by industrial 
development.  You have 
lobbied the government 
to support your cause.  
You feel that the 
proposed building site 
should be zoned as an 
environmental buffer.

 Local Town 
Council
You are a newly elected 
town council and 
depend on the support 
of municipal residents 
for their future votes.  
Groups who wish to 
preserve the salt marsh 
are pressuring you.   
Other interest groups 
see the summer resort 
development as a 
source of employment.  
You will decide on how 
the area is to be zoned, 
based on the debate 
amongst the different 
interest groups.  At the 
end, you will decide 
if the land will be 
zoned as a buffer or for 
commercial purposes. 

 Sand ‘n Surf Inc.:
 The Resorts

  You have been in the 
tourism business for 
over 50 years and have 
provided thousands of 
jobs during that time.  
You are convinced that 
wealthy people are 
looking for a Maritime 
resort-style getaway.  
Your resort will 
greatly help the local 
community by providing 
jobs and other benefits.  
You want the area 
zoned for commercial 
development.  You 
promise to make as 
many of the jobs as 
local as you possibly 
can.

 Naturalists
 
 You are active 
members of a local 
naturalist club in your 
community.  You are 
avid bird watchers and 
know that the Black-
bellied Plover and the 
Greater and Lesser 
Yellowlegs are some of 
the shorebirds that visit 
the salt marsh during 
migration.  The Sharp-
tailed Sparrow also 
nests in the salt marsh.  
The summer resort 
could disturb these 
birds, even though it 
will be at least 30 m 
from the salt marsh. 

 Salt Marsh Debate Role-Playing Cards


