
Background Information: Biological Communities
Since the retreat of the glaciers, approximately 10,000 years ago, forces of nature have 
shaped New Brunswick’s landscape.   These forces have created a tremendous variety of 
ecosystems and communities, and have resulted in the native biodiversity that we see 
today.  In the study of endangered species, it is important to consider that habitat loss 
is one of the main reasons for species becoming at-risk.  Six selected New Brunswick 
biological communities will be discussed in greater detail:

1. Coastal wetlands
2. Beach/dune
3. Bog
4. Rich hardwood forest
5. Old spruce-fir forest
6. Rivers

Coastal Wetlands*
* Species in bold are species at risk (SAR)

Coastal wetlands, typically called salt marshes, are found along New Brunswick’s 
coastline.  Coastal wetlands develop near the mouths of rivers, in bays, and 
in other areas affected by the tide, but are protected from the full force of the 
surf.  These marshes are typically vegetated by grasses and other plants that can 

tolerate the salt water that occasionally covers them.  Some saltwater marsh species 
include:

Plants	 Animals

Saltwater	Cordgrass	 Black	Duck
Saltmeadow	Cordgrass	 Osprey
Black	Grass	 Great	Blue	Heron
Sea	Lavender	 Greater	and	Lesser	Yellowlegs
Gulf of St. Lawrence Aster (SAR)	 Maritime Ringlet Butterfly (SAR)
Bathurst Aster (SAR)	 	

Beach/Dune

Beaches are the most dynamic and changing feature of our coastline.  They are 
stretches of seashore covered by sediments, gravels and rocks.  The wind and 
the waves are the main forces that shape these beaches.  Dunes associated 
with beaches are hills or ridges of sand, shaped by the wind and storm surges.  
Lagoons and salt marshes are often found in the sheltered areas behind dunes.  
In general, the beaches and dunes of New Brunswick are most extensive in the 
Northumberland Strait where the coast is low-lying and there is a large supply of 
sediment.  Some beach/dune species include:
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Plants	 Animals

	Beach	Pea	 Herring	Gull	
Beach	Wormwood	 Spotted	Sandpiper
Sea	Rocket	 Surf	Clam
Beach	Grass		 Sand	Shrimp
	 	 Piping Plover (SAR)

Bog

Bogs are post-glacial depressions or blocked channels that have been slowly filled 
in by plant material that has only partially decomposed.  They are nutrient-poor 
wetlands that receive their nutrition almost exclusively from rainwater (sea spray 
may provide some nutrition and wind may deposit some material). The vegetation 
found in bogs is predominantly sphagnum moss, along with a variety of slow-
growing shrubs, insect-eating plants and other vegetation that has adapted to 
nutrient poor conditions.  Some of these bog species include:

Plants	 Animals

	Pitcher	Plant	 Southern	Bog	Lemming
Sundew	 Arctic	Shrew
Cotton	grass	 Palm	Warbler
Cranberry	 Bog	Elfin
Southern Twayblade (SAR)

Rich Hardwood Forest

Early settlers recognized the prime agricultural potential of the rich hardwood forest 
soils along the Upper St. John River, and began clearing these stands on a large 
scale.  Today, only small patches of relatively undisturbed rich hardwoods remain; 
most of these are on steep slopes or stony soils, unsuitable for farming.  These 
patches constitute habitat for a host of species that have become uncommon in 
New Brunswick.  Some rich hardwood forest species include:

Plants	 	 	 	 	 						Animals

	Bloodroot	 	Ovenbird
Maidenhair	Fern	 	Hairy	Woodpecker
Butternut	 	Chipmunk
Canada	Violet	 	Goshawk

Old Spruce - Fir Forest

This forest type is especially characteristic of northern New Brunswick.  Large 
diameter trees, numerous standing dead trees, and woody debris on the forest 
floor characterize old spruce-fir dominated forests.  Forests provide vital ecological 
services by maintaining the oxygen carbon dioxide balance in the air, moderating 
climate, filtering water, regulating water flow, stabilizing and fertilizing soils and 
providing homes for wildlife.  Some typical species of the old spruce/fir forest 
community include:
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Plants	 Animals

	Balsam	Fir	 Ruby-crowned	Kinglet
Black	Spruce	 American	Marten
White	Spruce	 Black-backed	Woodpecker
Red	Spruce	 Lynx (SAR)

Rivers

Rivers, or riparian ecosystems, include the waters that flow through the rivers and 
the lands that are affected by these waters.  The low-lying areas next to rivers have 
typically developed into wetlands (i.e. marshes with cattails or bulrushes) or even 
floodplain swamps (with silver maple or red maple and ferns).  In spring, the water 
from melting snow and rain often causes rivers to overflow their banks, leading to 
flooding and sometimes scouring of the river shores.  When the spring floods (or 
freshet) have run their course, the shores of the river are exposed again, along with 
the plants that have adapted to this seasonal disturbance.  

Many animal species have also adapted to these changing habitats, including the 
wood turtle and dragonflies.  In the rivers, are fish, aquatic plants, algae, and a 
myriad of invertebrates such as freshwater mussels and dragonfly nymphs.  Many 
species depend on the nutrient rich rivers and their shores for food and other 
habitat requirements.  

Plants	 Animals

Blue-joint	Grass	or	Blue	Node	 Wood	Turtle
Willows	 Atlantic	Salmon
Bald	or	Red-stemmed	Spike-rush	 Eastern	Pearlshell	(freshwater	mussel)
Yellow	Loosestrife	or	Swamp-candles		 American	Eel
Tapegrass	or	Water	celery	 Caddisfly
Floating-leaf	Pondweed	 Blacknose	Dace
Anticosti Aster (SAR) Harlequin Duck (SAR)
Furbish’s Lousewort (SAR) Bald Eagle (SAR)
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