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Artificial topography changes 
the growth strategy of Spartina 
alterniflora, case study with wave 
exposure as a comparison
Hualong Hong1, Minyue Dai1, Haoliang Lu1,2, Jingchun Liu1, Jie Zhang3, Chaoqi Chen4,  
Kang Xia4 & Chongling Yan1,2

This paper reports findings about the growth of Spartina alterniflora (Loisel.) near an engineered 
coastal protection defences to discover the potential influences on vegetation growth from the artificial 
topography. Impacts of the artificial topography on the sediment element composition were detected 
by comparing the fixed effects caused by artificial topography and wave exposure using linear mixed 
models. Surficial sediments under the impacts of artificial topography contain elevated levels of 
biogenic elements and heavy metals, including C (and organic carbon), N, S, Al, Fe, Mn, Cu, Zn, As, Cd, 
Cr, Ni, and Pb. The results showed that element enrichment caused by artificial topography reduced the 
vegetation sexual reproduction. Contrary to the potential inhibition caused by direct wave exposure, 
which was due to the biomass accumulation limit, the inhibition caused by artificial topography was 
related to the transition of growth strategy. The contents of Cu, Mn, N, Ni, S and As in the sediments 
were critical in considering the relationship between the change in the sediment element composition 
and the alteration in the plant growth. Our study emphasizes the importance of rethinking the 
impacts of coastal development projects, especially regarding the heterogeneity of sediment element 
composition and its ecological consequences.

Located in a marine-terrestrial interface, salt marshes are an ideal location to explore the phenomenon of plant 
zonation. Coupled with different food sources1 and vegetative physiological impacts on the niche2,3, plant zona-
tion provides a wide range of habitat for diversiform species. The homeostasis of other organisms, such as soil 
microbes4, would be broken as consequences of the disorder of plant zonation. Plant zonation is also one of the 
crucial factors in intertidal ecosystem functions, such as carbon dioxide fluxes5 and biogeochemical processes6, 
which dictates the value of coastal ecosystem services7. The complex of plant zonation is described as a compre-
hensive integration from a number of ecological factors8. As a subject drawing long-term attention, the causes 
of plant zonation at the intertidal zone are usually explained by a series of drivers varying from physical stresses 
such as flooding9,10, salinity10,11 and nutrient shortage12, to biological interactions such as competition for light13 
or nutrients14,15, as well as top-down control by herbivores16.

The effect of sediment element composition on intertidal vegetation growth is important for plant evolu-
tion and persistence17–19. As an important resource for synthesis of amino acid20 and some other important 
metabolites21 in plants and influencing plant physiological function22, nitrogen is considered as a major nutrient 
that limits the primary production of coastal vegetation23. Nitrogen enrichment has a positive impact on inter-
tidal vegetation growth by increasing biomass production24, leaf biomass ratio25 and salt tolerance26. Moreover, 
some mineral elements such as Cu, Ni and Mn are also involved in plant metabolism by forming active sites for 
enzymes (for example, superoxide dismutase27 for reactive oxygen species scavenging and cytochrome c oxidase28 
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for photosynthesis). The disparity of element content further alters both the floral nutritional strategy and relative 
competitive advantage12,29, which might lead to an increase of ecological diversity for various organisms30.

Resulting from the distinct spatial distribution of environmental factors in the intertidal zones, plant zonation 
has a harmonious balance after a long-term evolution of intertidal ecosystem. However, humans might begin a 
new movement in the evolution process at the coastal zone with the rapid development of the coastal engineering. 
Reclamation activity occurs all around the world31,32, and its history can be dated back to more than 1000 years 
ago33. China has an even longer reclamation history. The Hanhai seawall in Jiangsu Province was built in 767AD. 
The original purpose of reclamation was to prevent inundation of seawater. However, today, large and increasing 
areas of the intertidal zones are occupied under the pursuit of extra land. Wetlands are converted into land for 
agriculture or industry, and the natural species-rich habitats are lost during this process. Reclamation reduces the 
biomass of plants34 and threatens their survival, and the reclamation at some critical regions might even cause 
global consequences35. The environmental consequence of reclamation also includes interruption of natural sed-
iment transportation36, slowdown of the tidal flow37, decrease of C and N sink34,38, and increase of heavy metal 
mobility39.

Contrary to the ability to evoke a large transition in the intertidal zones, the knowledge about the profound 
influences caused by coastal construction on the complex ecosystem is faltering and sometimes ignored40. Several 
studies have focused on the environmental consequences of coastal reclamation and seawater flooding, and the 
block of tidal exchange was mostly considered in these studies34,39,41–49. However, the change in sediment element 
composition caused by artificial topography and its ecological consequences still need to be revealed. There is 
also some evidence implying that element discrepancy and physical stress are the drivers underlying the natural 
intertidal zonation pattern12, but empirical research is too sparse to illuminate the potential impact of artificial 
topography.

The recent coastal development projects of China cause changes in the patterns of sedimentation36, and have a 
complex influence on the distribution of species40,50. This also highlights the importance of exploring the potential 
ecological consequences caused by artificial topography. The present article presents a case study on a semi-open 
abeyant seawall, where construction was halted, which would causes a semi-open topography finally leading to 
accumulation of biogenic and mineral substance. The purpose here is to: (i) monitor element composition alter-
ations in the sediment as a response to artificial topography; (ii) reveal the transition of plant growth under the 
interference of artificial topography; and (iii) probe the possible mechanism actuating the vegetative response to 
element composition changes under the influence of artificial topography.

Results
Effects on the sediment element composition.  The effects of seasons and sites on the sediment ele-
ment composition were extracted by linear mixed models (LMMs) (Fig. 1). The results of analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) and post hoc analyses can be found in Table S1. The contents of the elements, except P, were higher at 
the sites near the seawall (EA) compared to the control (CL), while there were no or slight differences between 
the sites under wave exposure (WE) and control (CL). Apart from the effects of the abeyant seawall, season was 
also a factor that had significant effects on the accumulation of elements such as S, N, Ni and Fe. The interaction 
between EA and season was also notable for C and organic carbon (orgC) (Table S1a,b). P contents in the sedi-
ment were stabilized across the sites and seasons.

Effects on the vegetation growth.  We investigated the density as well as the mean height, basal diameter, 
and aboveground biomass per ramet through the growth of S. alterniflora (Fig. 2). The growth of S. alterniflora 
usually starts in March and ends in November at Rudong. The results of ANOVA and post hoc analyses are pro-
vided in Table S3. The height, basal diameter, and aboveground biomass were all influenced by artificial topogra-
phy and season (Fig. 2). However, the effect of artificial topography on these three traits is enhanced in the middle 
of the growth season of S. alterniflora compared to the other two seasons (Table S4b–d). Season is the only control 
factor of the density, while the variation between sites might also have an impact manifested as random effects 
(Table S4a). We also included the traits relating to leaf development (i.e., the mean leaf thickness, green leaf count 
and leaf biomass per ramet) into the monitoring. Leaf thickness and leaf biomass were increased by EA, which is 
similar to the patterns of basal diameter. However, the post hoc results reveal that the effects of EA on these three 
traits were not significant at the end of growth season (Table S4c,e and g). Both seed setting and leaf falling were 
downward as responses to EA and WE. Although it needs further data in a wider region since the fluctuation of 
these two traits hampers the comparison between levels, the site-level comparing based on linear models still 
shows that EA caused the decline of seed setting rate (Table S7).

Transition of the growth strategy.  Density-ramet growth trade-off is one of the key relationships that is 
used to understand plant energy use strategies. Here, we found that both wave exposure and element accumula-
tion played key roles in this trade-off. As shown in Fig. 3, a similar development strategy (i.e., the common pat-
tern of ramet biomass increased in the summer and the ramet density increased in the autumn) was found among 
different groups. However, the deviation of growth traits was different between groups (Table S4). In spring, the 
standard deviations of the ramet mean aboveground biomass at the CL and WE sites were lower than the standard 
deviations of the ramet density. In summer, the standard deviations of the ramet density at the EA sites were lower 
than the standard deviations at the CL or WE sites (Table S8). Note that compared to the control sites the potential 
reduction in the seed setting rate at the EA sites (Fig. 4) did not turn into an increase in the ramet density (con-
sidered as asexual reproduction).

The difference of the height structure among sites is shown in Fig. 4. Under the effects of EA, the height struc-
ture tended to be inverted compared to the CL and WE sites in summer. EA also increased the proportion of 
relative higher ramets in autumn, regardless of whether ramets underwent seed setting or not.
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Control factors on the ramet growth.  The RDA result is visualized in Fig. 5. Distribution of the twelve ele-
ments in the current study could explain 55.8% of the total variation in the growth traits of S. alterniflora, 55.4% of 
which could be explained in the first two RDA components. The RDA suggests that 6 elements, i.e., Cu, Mn, N, Ni, 
S and As, were critical in considering the relationship between the change in the sediment element composition and 
the alteration of the growth of S. alterniflora. The indicators more relevant to ramet growth, i.e., mean ramet height, 
mean ramet basal diameter and mean ramet aboveground biomass, were positively correlated with each other, while 
they were nearly fully independent of the ramet density, which is more related to the population growth. All of the 
six elements selected by RDA were positively related to the ramet growth, while only N and As were positively corre-
lated to the ramet density and S seems to be a negative control factor in ramet asexual reproduction.

Robust linear models between growth traits and elements screened out by RDA (Fig. 6) reveal the detailed 
patterns of the alterations of growth traits, which are mostly in accord with the RDA result. One interesting aspect 
ignored by RDA is that, although the contents of elements were globally positively correlated to the ramet growth 
traits, some of them, including N, S, Cu, Mn, and Ni, showed different and even opposite trend within the group.

Discussion
Waves provide the energy source to generate the physical and chemical gradients in coastal regions51. The exist-
ence of the semi-open abeyant seawall enhanced the accumulation of both the biogenic elements and heavy 
metals in the S. alterniflora wetland. Some previous studies on intertidal zone element distributions concluded 
that the colonization of S. alterniflora induced the accumulation of both organic matter52–55 and mineral ele-
ments56,57. Moreover, orgC and clay mineral might have accumulation trends along a time sequence of salt marsh 
development58. However, our results showed a greater accumulation of element concentrations (Table S3), which 
might be caused by the seawall, compared to a previous study in 2010 when the seawall did not exist57. As rein-
forcement to our demonstration, the relationship between element contents and distance from the seaward edge 
of vegetation (Fig. S3) clearly shows that the sediment element composition at the EA sites were deflected to the 
common spatial distribution trends at intertidal zones. This indicates that the existence of artificial topography 
has also promoted element accumulation. Under the effect of artificial topography, tidal dynamics were reduced 
and the accumulation of both clay minerals (indicated by increasing Al contents59) and plant litters (indicated by 
increasing orgC60) would be the reason for element enrichment (Fig. S2).

Although some studies have indicated that the pore water circulation regimen is more important than the sed-
imentary environment in the intertidal biogeochemical process61, our results emphasize that it is also important to 
take the sedimentary environment into account when considering the interactions between the land and the ocean. 
The present study, in accord with some previous research62–64, reveals that the change in the sedimentary and trans-
port process has important roles in the distribution of the element contents at multiple scales and locations.

Figure 1.  Fixed effects on the element composition of the sediments. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 
Blue represents direct wave exposure (WE) and green represents sites near the semi-open abeyant seawall (EA).
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The eutrophication caused by the artificial topography increased the abundance of the ramets with an ele-
vated height (Fig. 4) in the present research, which is consistent with some other results reported by peers12. The 
increase in the nutrient supply, especially N and Cu, might be the reason for the growth promotion. It needs to 
be noted that the gather of plant litter seems to be the only cause for N fertilization, while the Cu accumulation 

Figure 2.  Fixed effects on the ramet growth traits of Spartina alterniflora. Bars represent 95% confidence 
intervals. Blue represents direct wave exposure (WE) and green represents sites near the abeyant seawall (EA).

Figure 3.  Seasonal switch of the trade-off between ramet density and mean ramet aboveground biomass. The 
horizontal and vertical bars represent the standard deviations and the black paths trace the development of 
traits throughout the growing season.
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was caused by a synthetic effect including the plant litter and sediment transportation, as indicated by the result 
of multiple linear regressive analysis (Table S6). The growth-promoting effect of N on S. alterniflora is well estab-
lished65. S. alterniflora is a plant with a relatively higher N demand. It is, therefore, not surprising that the increase 
in the nitrogen caused a more flourishing population. In the presenting study, the facilitating of metals, including 
Cu, Mn and Ni, has also come to light. The facilitating effects of metals on S. alterniflora should be due to the 
formation of enzyme active site, which needs the participation of correct metals. This is in accordance with a 
previous study on mangroves66, another phytogroup growing in the intertidal zones, showing that iron limits 
the seedling growth of five plant species living in the intertidal zone. This could be explained by the uptake of 

Figure 4.  Comparison on the height structure of the Spartina alterniflora population between sites. Bars 
represent means ± standard errors.

Figure 5.  Visualization of cross-seasonal control factors of growth based on RDA results. The horizontal and 
vertical bars represent the standard errors of sample RDA loadings.
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element during the vegetation growth and implies the possibility of element limit to the ramet growth. It is also 
possible that the structure of herbivores could shift the population structure of the vegetation16. However, in the 
presenting research, no distinct trace of this top-bottom control could be found. No evidence of gnawing was 
found during our field work, and the EA did not increase the number of withered leaves throughout the growing 
season (Fig. S7). In summary, the heterogeneity of the elements seems to be the dominant factor controlling the 
population structure at the EA sites in this research.

The presenting study emphasis that the complex interaction between halophyte growth and sediment ele-
ment composition might be one of the key factors controlling the plant growth strategy. The sediment element 
composition is criticial for intertidal vegetation evolution and persistence with numerous of studies throwing 
light on this field17–19. The relation between the content of plant growth promoting elements and plant growth is 
a contradiction entity. On one aspect, the availability of these elements, relieves the stress of nutrition demand 
and also alleviates some physical stress by supplying the resource to form resistant material. Globally, the contents 
of these elements are positive related to the growth of plant22, especially at the intertidal zone under nutrient 
limitation. However, the impacts of these elements take place by assimilation into plant tissue and remove from 
sediments67. The result of this process, opposite to the global pattern, is that the increase of plant biomass is cou-
ple with decrease of plant growth promoting elements. This different correlation between group and global level 
emphasizes that it is the sediment element composition that mainly affects the vegetation growth, rather than 
that the plant uptake mainly influences the sediment element contents under the effect of artificial topography.

However, from the evidence revealed by the height structure and allometric growth, the promotion of ramet 
growth might not be a positive impact on the persistence of S. alterniflora. As a response to EA, the growth 
or development of the lower ramets might be under extreme inhibition, which could explain the reduction in 
the abundance of lower ramets throughout the growth season (Fig. 4). Moreover, EA increased the seed setting 
threshold for ramets, with the result that part of the relatively high ramets were kept in the vegetative growth stage 
as an effect of EA, whilst most parts of the ramets with a similar height proceeded to sexual reproduction under 
natural conditions (Fig. 4).

A higher intraspecies competition condition caused by EA by the way of increasing nutrient supply, might 
be the reason for this phenomenon. Eutrophication removed the limit on the nutrient demand, but the energy 
coming from solar radiation was still the controlling factor for population structure13. As an effect of EA, ramets 

Figure 6.  Scatterplot matrix of the correlation between growth traits and elements selected by the result 
of cross-seasonal RDA. Black (across groups) and colored (within groups) lines represent the significant 
correlation between growth traits and sediment element contents.
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had to grow higher to ensure that they received enough light for photosynthesis. Additionally, the allometric 
relationship between aboveground biomass and height (Fig. S8) shows that the biomass increased faster than the 
height following the increase of ramet height, and this might be due to the hollow-cylinder-like structure of the 
S. alterniflora, and the fact that basal diameter and height increased together (Fig. S8). Intraspecies competition 
for light leads to higher ramets, which might make it difficult for the S. alterniflora population to achieve enough 
energy to trigger sexual reproduction.

By controlling the energy use strategy and impacting both the expansion rate and competitive advantage, the 
population dynamics are a key factor for the survival of one species68. Both WE and EA impact the growth traits 
of S. alterniflora compared to the CL sites. A reduction in the seed setting rate was found at WE and EA sites 
(Fig. 2c), whereas WE reduced the mean ramet biomass whilst EA promoted the vegetative growth. The mecha-
nism underlying this pattern seems to be different between WE and EA; the former might be controlled by whole 
plant growth, whereas the latter might be controlled by growth priorities since the ramet height and biomass at 
the EA sites was greater than the CL ones. Seasonal fluctuations in the density–ramet biomass relationship (Fig. 3) 
revealed that the vegetation development strategy shifted from ramet biomass to density fixing in summer at the 
EA sites.

Changes in asexual reproduction strategies were also involved in response to the integrated effect of waves. 
In spring, there was extreme variation in the ramet density with a similar average ramet aboveground biomass, 
which implied that the main controlling factor of the density-ramet biomass trade-off was density rather than 
ramet growth. However, the plant density remained the main controlling factor at the WE and CL sites, whereas 
at EA sites the population growth was controlled by ramet growth to some extent. At these sites, the density was 
decreased and fluctuated within a narrow band in summer. However, the aboveground biomass of the ramet 
exhibited a significant increase and fluctuated within a wide range, indicating that at this stage the population 
tended towards ramet growth rather than a density increase. A sudden drawdown of the ramet density also sug-
gested an intense competition between ramets. In autumn, the ramet density increased but the average ramet 
biomass decreased, probably due to the growth of young ramets.

Based on the above evidence, we detected double effects of waves on intertidal vegetation growth at a salt 
marsh with artificial topography. First, the waves induced element enrichment through the sedimentation of 
biogenetic debris and mineral substances. Vegetation colonization and topography is an important factor for 
this accumulation process. Although artificial topography caused by the coastal development and direct wave 
exposure both have negative effects on the sexual reproduction of S. alterniflora, the mechanisms behind this 
phenomenon might be different. The inhibition caused by direct wave exposure was due to the biomass accumu-
lation limit, while the inhibition caused by artificial topography was likely to be related to the transition of growth 
strategy triggered by the eutrophication. Moreover, ramet and population growth trait alterations were detected 
in response to element fractionations. An RDA based model suggests that Cu, Mn, N, Ni, S and As were critical 
in considering the relationship between the change in the sediment element composition and the alteration of the 
growth of S. alterniflora. These integrated effects of waves should be taken into consideration in the planning of 
coastal development.

Methods
Site setting.  Investigation was performed at a semi-open abeyant seawall located at Rudong. Rudong is at 
the northeast edge of the Jiangsu Province, China (Fig. S1). The annual mean air temperature is 15 °C and pre-
cipitation is 1042 mm at Rudong. A majority (55–80%) of the precipitation occurs in the monsoon season from 
June to September. The bay has the feature of non-regular, semidiurnal tides. The seawall was constructed in 2010 
according to information provided by local inhabitants and satellite images obtained using Google Earth. Due 
to the long-period that has passed since its construction, the direct impact of the construction on both the com-
position of the surficial sediment elements and growth of local vegetation could be reduced. Spartina alterniflora 
(Loisel.) was first introduced in the 1980s for seawall protection and silting promotion. After that, the continuous 
reclamation processes led to a loss of possible distribution zones for the native species. S. alterniflora was almost 
the only plant species present around the abeyant seawall, although a small amount of Suaeda spp. was fragmen-
tarily distributed in the high marsh (Fig. S2).

As shown in Fig. S1, eight study sites with three plots in each site were established at the north-east edge of 
Rudong. Sites were divided into 3 groups. Three control (CL) sites were set at the mid and high marsh to represent 
the normal growth of S. alterniflora and two element accumulation (EA) sites were set before (EA1) and after 
(EA2) the seawall at approximately 150 meters apart to study the effect of artificial topography on the growth of 
S. alterniflora. It is well known that tidal flooding might cause growth differences and the halophytic population 
at the pioneer zone suffers plenty of stress from this. To take this tidal flooding derived effect into consideration, 
three direct wave exposure (WE) sites were set at the pioneer zones of the S. alterniflora population to investigate 
the stress on the vegetation growth by physical factors. This investigative strategy will help to reveal the actual 
roles of artificial topography and tidal transportation with the setting of CL and WE sites to clamp the effect 
related to the conventional zonation-drivers. Then, the effect of artificial topography might be identified in com-
paring the difference between EA and WE with CL as the background.

Field survey.  Data were collected in 2013 in the months of April, July, and November to estimate the general 
effects of artificial topography more comprehensively. The plant Spartina alterniflora sprout and seed at April and 
November, respectively and the aboveground biomass of S. alterniflora is highest at July69. The response of plant 
growth might be different at different stages, so the seasonal investigation is of great help on the description of 
complex response of plant. At each site, three 0.5 × 0.5 m2 plots were randomly selected with a spacing of more 
than 20 meters to avoid spatial autocorrelation. At each plot, all the aboveground parts of the vegetation with 
a height more than 5 cm were harvested sequentially to obtain the ramets. Every a certain number of ramets 
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collected, the last ramet was selected and stored carefully. The number was determined by the ramet density in 
the plot. By this process, a subsample of 10–15 ramets was selected to avoid bias. Ten growth traits were collected 
throughout the survey. Ramet height, basal diameter, leaf number, and leaf thickness were measured in situ and 
the weights of the leaves and stems were acquired after the samples were rinsed well in a field laboratory. In total, 
the growth traits of 1354 ramets were measured. Surficial sediment samples at a depth of 0–10 cm were synchro-
nously collected for element composition determination. After collection, the samples were immediately stored 
at 4 °C, transported to the laboratory and then stored at −20 °C prior to analysis.

Element contents of sediment.  Sediment and plant tissues were freeze-dried. Then, all samples were 
ground to a powder in a Wiley mill and passed through a 100-mesh sieve. The total carbon, nitrogen, and sul-
phur concentrations of the samples were directly analysed using an elemental analyser (Vario EL III, Elementar, 
Germany). Sediment samples were then treated with 1 M HCl to remove carbonate70. The unhydrolysed C con-
centrations obtained using the elemental analyser was categorized as the orgC. Total phosphorous concentrations 
of the sediments were analysed using a spectrophotometric method after acid digestion with a mixture of H2SO4/
HClO4 for sediment71. The contents of Fe, Al, Mn, Cr, Ni, Cu, Zn, As, Cd, and Pb were determined using ICP-MS 
(Agilent 7700x, Agilent Technologies, USA) after pressurized acid digestion with a mixture of HNO3/HCLO4/HF. 
All chemicals used in the digestion were of reagent grade quality, and distilled deionized water was prepared with 
a Millipore water purification system (Barnstead, USA). Certified reference materials (GSD-12) were used for the 
assessment of validity and references between batches.

Statistical analyses.  R (version 3.3.1) was used for statistical analyses. Linear mixed models were per-
formed using R package lme472 with brief Shapiro-Wilk tests of normality performed using R basic package stats. 
The models were automatically chosen with the Akaike information criterion as the criterion. Candidate fixed 
factors included group and season, while the site and the seasonal disturbance within site were considered as 
potential random factors. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed using R basic package stats and package 
car (version 2.1–4) to analyse the spatio-temporal significant differences (p < 0.05) of both vegetation growth 
and element composition and the Tukey’s test was performed using R package lsmeans (version 2.25) for multiple 
comparisons. R package merTools (version 0.3.0) was then used to extract and visualize the fixed and random 
effects. Levene tests were performed to compare variances for growth traits between groups using R package car.

Plot-level ramet density, mean ramet height, mean ramet basal diameter and mean aboveground biomass were 
chosen as growth targets based on the ramet-level growth PCA results (Fig. S3) and cross-seasonal availability. 
Sediment element composition was chosen as the environment factor. The results from the foregoing Detrended 
Correspondence Analysis suggested a model derived from Redundancy Analysis (RDA) based on the linear 
model was more suitable for the depiction of the relationship between growth traits and element composition73. 
Due to the annoying distorted pattern of the gradient of the certain element caused by the growth trends between 
different seasons (Fig. S4), data of the growth traits needs to be detrended using Eq. (1) in advance to remove the 
ostensible seasonal growth trend:

E Growth Growthln( / ) (1)i i CL=

where Ei means the growth promotion effect; Growthi is the value of one certain growth trait at one plot; and 
GrowthCL means the mean of the same growth trait of all the plots in the CL group at the same season. The com-
puting method for the pretreatment of the data was confirmed by comparing this algorithm to the 
(index-background)/standard_deviation algorithm (Fig. S5). Logarithmic transformation will achieve a more 
homogeneous sample distribution pattern. RDA was performed using R package vegan (version 2.4–1), and vis-
ualized using R packages ggplot2 (version 2.1.0).

Data of the growth traits and element composition then underwent a further linear model fitting. The ele-
ments were selected based on the RDA result. To avoid interference from outliers (Fig. S6), robust linear regres-
sion using R package MASS (version 7.3–45) was chosen as the fitting algorithm, and visualization was performed 
using R package ggplot2 (version 2.1.0).

Data availability.  The data reported in this article are partially available in the Supplementary information, 
and metadata can be acquired directly from the corresponding author C.Y. on request.

References
	 1.	 Ju, R.-T., Chen, Y.-Y., Gao, L. & Li, B. The extended phenology of Spartina invasion alters a native herbivorous insect’s abundance 

and diet in a Chinese salt marsh. Biol. Invasions 18, 2229–2236 (2016).
	 2.	 Koop-Jakobsen, K., Fischer, J. & Wenzhöfer, F. Survey of sediment oxygenation in rhizospheres of the saltmarsh grass - Spartina 

anglica. Sci. Total Environ. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2017.02.147 (2017).
	 3.	 Toyama, T. et al. Accelerated biodegradation of pyrene and benzo[a]pyrene in the Phragmites australis rhizosphere by bacteria–root 

exudate interactions. Water Res. 45, 1629–1638 (2011).
	 4.	 Yoshitake, S. & Nakatsubo, T. Changes in soil microbial biomass and community composition along vegetation zonation in a coastal 

sand dune. Aust. J. Soil Res. 46, 390 (2008).
	 5.	 Moseman-Valtierra, S. et al. Carbon dioxide fluxes reflect plant zonation and belowground biomass in a coastal marsh. Ecosphere 7, 

e01560 (2016).
	 6.	 Zheng, Y. et al. Sulfate reducer and sulfur oxidizer respond differentially to the invasion of Spartina alterniflora in estuarine salt 

marsh of China. Ecol. Eng. 99, 182–190 (2017).
	 7.	 Zedler, J. B. & Kercher, S. InAnnual Review of Environment and Resources 30, 39–74 (2005).
	 8.	 Odum, W. E., Odum, E. P. & Odum, H. T. Nature’s Pulsing Paradigm. Estuaries 18, 547 (1995).
	 9.	 Pennings, S. C., Grant, M.-B. & Bertness, M. D. Plant zonation in low-latitude salt marshes: disentangling the roles of flooding, 

salinity and competition. J. Ecol. 93, 159–167 (2005).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2017.02.147


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9SCIEnTIfIC Reports | 7: 15768  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-16122-w

	10.	 Cui, B.-S., He, Q. & An, Y. Community Structure and Abiotic Determinants of Salt Marsh Plant Zonation Vary Across Topographic 
Gradients. Estuaries and Coasts 34, 459–469 (2011).

	11.	 Engels, J. G., Rink, F. & Jensen, K. Stress tolerance and biotic interactions determine plant zonation patterns in estuarine marshes 
during seedling emergence and early establishment. J. Ecol. 99, 277–287 (2011).

	12.	 Levine, J. M., Brewer, J. S. & Bertness, M. D. Nutrients, competition and plant zonation in a New England salt marsh. J. Ecol. 86, 
285–292 (1998).

	13.	 van de Koppel, J., Altieri, A. H., Silliman, B. R., Bruno, J. F. & Bertness, M. D. Scale-dependent interactions and community structure 
on cobble beaches. Ecol. Lett. 9, 45–50 (2006).

	14.	 Emery, N. C., Ewanchuk, P. J. & Bertness, M. D. Competition and salt-marsh plant zonation: stress tolerators may be dominant 
competitors. Ecology 82, 2471–2485 (2001).

	15.	 Castillo, J. M., Mateos-Naranjo, E., Nieva, F. J. & Figueroa, E. Plant zonation at salt marshes of the endangered cordgrass Spartina 
maritima invaded by Spartina densiflora. Hydrobiologia 614, 363–371 (2008).

	16.	 Costa, C. S. B., Marangoni, J. C. & Azevedo, A. M. G. Plant zonation in irregularly flooded salt marshes: relative importance of stress 
tolerance and biological interactions. J. Ecol. 91, 951–965 (2003).

	17.	 Howes, B., Dacey, J. & Goehringer, D. Factors controlling the growth form of Spartina alterniflora: feedbacks between above-ground 
production, sediment oxidation, nitrogen and salinity. J. Ecol. 74, 881–898 (1986).

	18.	 Lambert, S. J. & Davy, A. J. Water quality as a threat to aquatic plants: Discriminating between the effects of nitrate, phosphate, boron 
and heavy metals on charophytes. New Phytol. 189, 1051–1059 (2011).

	19.	 Salla, V., Hardaway, C. J. & Sneddon, J. Preliminary investigation of Spartina alterniflora for phytoextraction of selected heavy metals 
in soils from Southwest Louisiana. Microchem. J. 97, 207–212 (2011).

	20.	 Scheible, W.-R. et al. Genome-Wide Reprogramming of Primary and Secondary Metabolism, Protein Synthesis, Cellular Growth 
Processes, and the Regulatory Infrastructure of Arabidopsis in Response to Nitrogen. Plant Physiol. 136, 2483–2499 (2004).

	21.	 Kováčik, J. & Bačkor, M. Changes of phenolic metabolism and oxidative status in nitrogen-deficient Matricaria chamomilla plants. 
Plant Soil 297, 255–265 (2007).

	22.	 Reich, P. B., Tjoelker, M. G., Machado, J.-L. & Oleksyn, J. Universal scaling of respiratory metabolism, size and nitrogen in plants. 
Nature, https://doi.org/10.1038/nature04911 (2006).

	23.	 Vitousek, P. M. et al. Technical Report: Human Alteration of the Global Nitrogen Cycle: Sources and Consequences. Ecol. Appl. 7, 
737 (1997).

	24.	 Huang, J. et al. Responses of soil nitrogen fixation to Spartina alterniflora invasion and nitrogen addition in a Chinese salt marsh. 
Sci. Rep. 6, 20384 (2016).

	25.	 Qing, H. et al. Invasive and native tall forms of Spartina alterniflora respond differently to nitrogen availability. Acta Oecologica 37, 
23–30 (2011).

	26.	 Cavalieri, A. J. & Huang, A. H. C. Evaluation of Proline Accumulation in the Adaptation of Diverse Species of Marsh Halophytes to 
the Saline Environment. Am. J. Bot. 66, 307 (1979).

	27.	 Holm, R. H., Kennepohl, P. & Solomon, E. I. Structural and Functional Aspects of Metal Sites in Biology. Chem. Rev. 96, 2239–2314 
(1996).

	28.	 Trasnea, P.-I. et al. Cooperation between two periplasmic copper chaperones is required for full activity of the cbb 3 -type 
cytochrome c oxidase and copper homeostasis in Rhodobacter capsulatus. Mol. Microbiol. 100, 345–361 (2016).

	29.	 Brewer, J. S. Nitrogen addition does not reduce belowground competition in a salt marsh clonal plant community in Mississippi 
(USA). Plant Ecol. 168, 93–106 (2003).

	30.	 Bui, E. N. & Henderson, B. L. C:N:P stoichiometry in Australian soils with respect to vegetation and environmental factors. Plant 
Soil 373, 553–568 (2013).

	31.	 Martín-Antón, M., Negro, V., del Campo, J. M., López-Gutiérrez, J. S. & Esteban, M. D. Review of coastal Land Reclamation situation 
in theWorld. J. Coast. Res. 75, 667–671 (2016).

	32.	 Suzuki, T. Economic and geographic backgrounds of land reclamation in Japanese ports. Mar. Pollut. Bull. 47, 226–229 (2003).
	33.	 Gedan, K. B., Silliman, B. R. & Bertness, M. D. Centuries of Human-Driven Change in Salt MarshEcosystems. Ann. Rev. Mar. Sci. 1, 

117–141 (2009).
	34.	 Yang, W. et al. Seawall construction alters soil carbon and nitrogen dynamics and soil microbial biomass in an invasive Spartina 

alterniflora salt marsh in eastern China. Appl. Soil Ecol. 110, 1–11 (2017).
	35.	 MacKinnon, J., Verkuil, Y. I. & Murray, N. IUCN situation analysis on East and Southeast Asian intertidal habitats, with particular 

reference to the Yellow Sea (including the Bohai Sea). Occasional Paper of the IUCN Species Survival Commission No. 47 (2012).
	36.	 Wang, Y. P. et al. Sediment transport over an accretional intertidal flat with influences of reclamation, Jiangsu coast, China. Mar. 

Geol. 291–294, 147–161 (2012).
	37.	 Kuang, C. P., Huang, J., Lee, J. H. W. & Gu, J. Impact of Large-Scale Reclamation on Hydrodynamics and Flushing in Victoria 

Harbour, Hong Kong. J. Coast. Res. 291, 128–143 (2013).
	38.	 Yang, W. et al. The impact of sea embankment reclamation on soil organic carbon and nitrogen pools in invasive Spartina alterniflora 

and native Suaeda salsa salt marshes in eastern China. Ecol. Eng. 97, 582–592 (2016).
	39.	 Chen, K. & Jiao, J. J. Metal concentrations and mobility in marine sediment and groundwater in coastal reclamation areas: A case 

study in Shenzhen, China. Environ. Pollut. 151, 576–584 (2008).
	40.	 Ma, Z. et al. Rethinking China’s new great wall. Science (80-.). 346, 912–914 (2014).
	41.	 Bai, J. et al. Assessment of heavy metal pollution in wetland soils from the young and old reclaimed regions in the Pearl River 

Estuary, South China. Environ. Pollut. 159, 817–824 (2011).
	42.	 Cui, J. et al. Long-term changes in topsoil chemical properties under centuries of cultivation after reclamation of coastal wetlands in 

the Yangtze Estuary, China. Soil Tillage Res. 123, 50–60 (2012).
	43.	 Zhao, Q. et al. Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in sediments/soils of different wetlands along 100-year coastal reclamation 

chronosequence in the Pearl River Estuary, China. Environ. Pollut. 213, 860–869 (2016).
	44.	 Ding, L.-J., Su, J.-Q., Li, H., Zhu, Y.-G. & Cao, Z.-H. Bacterial succession along a long-term chronosequence of paddy soil in the 

Yangtze River Delta, China. Soil Biol. Biochem. 104, 59–67 (2017).
	45.	 Matsuda, O. & Kokubu, H. Recent coastal environmental management based on new concept of Satoumi which promotes land-

ocean interaction: A case study in Japan. Estuar. Coast. Shelf Sci. 183, 179–186 (2016).
	46.	 Li, J. et al. Evolution of soil properties following reclamation in coastal areas: A review. Geoderma 226–227, 130–139 (2014).
	47.	 Verhoeven, J. Ta. & Setter, T. L. Agricultural use of wetlands: opportunities and limitations. Ann. Bot. 105, 155–63 (2010).
	48.	 Santín, C. et al. Effects of reclamation and regeneration processes on organic matter from estuarine soils and sediments. Org. 

Geochem. 40, 931–941 (2009).
	49.	 Anderson, J. D., Ingram, L. J. & Stahl, P. D. Influence of reclamation management practices on microbial biomass carbon and soil 

organic carbon accumulation in semiarid mined lands of Wyoming. Appl. Soil Ecol. 40, 387–397 (2008).
	50.	 Huang, X.-W., Wang, W. & Dong, Y.-W. Complex ecology of China’s seawall. Science (80-.). 347, 1079 (2015).
	51.	 Morse, J. L., Megonigal, J. P. & Walbridge, M. R. Sediment nutrient accumulation and nutrient availability in two tidal freshwater 

marshes along the Mattaponi River, Virginia, USA. Biogeochemistry 69, 175–206 (2004).
	52.	 Ye, C., Cheng, X., Zhang, Y., Wang, Z. & Zhang, Q. Soil nitrogen dynamics following short-term revegetation in the water level 

fluctuation zone of the Three Gorges Reservoir, China. Ecol. Eng. 38, 37–44 (2012).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature04911


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0SCIEnTIfIC Reports | 7: 15768  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-16122-w

	53.	 Cheng, X., Luo, Y., Chen, J. J., Lin, G. & Li, B. Short-term C4 plant Spartina alterniflora invasions change the soil carbon in C3 plant-
dominated tidal wetlands on a growing estuarine Island. Soil Biol. Biochem. 38, 3380–3386 (2006).

	54.	 Andersen, F. Influence of Spartina detritus enrichment on exchange of nutrients between sediment and water in an intertidal area of 
Bay of Fundy. Mar. Ecol. Prog. Ser. 29, 7–14 (1986).

	55.	 Liao, C. Z. et al. Invasion of Spartina alterniflora enhanced ecosystem carbon and nitrogen stocks in the Yangtze Estuary, China. 
Ecosystems 10, 1351–1361 (2007).

	56.	 Chai, M., Shi, F., Li, R. & Shen, X. Heavy metal contamination and ecological risk in Spartina alterniflora marsh in intertidal 
sediments of Bohai Bay, China. Mar. Pollut. Bull. 84, 115–124 (2014).

	57.	 Zhang, L., Du, Y., Wang, D., Gao, S. & Gao, W. Distribution Patterns and Pollution Assessments of Heavy Metals in the Spartina 
alterniflora Salt- Marsh Wetland of Rudong Jiangsu Province. Environ. Sci. 35, 2401–2410 (2014).

	58.	 He, Y. et al. Accumulation of soil carbon drives denitrification potential and lab-incubated gas production along a chronosequence 
of salt marsh development. Estuar. Coast. Shelf Sci. 172, 72–80 (2016).

	59.	 Bai, J. et al. Seasonal Dynamics of Trace Elements in Tidal Salt Marsh Soils as Affected by the Flow-Sediment Regulation Regime. 
PLoS One 9, e107738 (2014).

	60.	 Castellano, M. J., Mueller, K. E., Olk, D. C., Sawyer, J. E. & Six, J. Integrating plant litter quality, soil organic matter stabilization, and 
the carbon saturation concept. Glob. Chang. Biol. 21, 3200–3209 (2015).

	61.	 Reckhardt, A. et al. Carbon, nutrient and trace metal cycling in sandy sediments: A comparison of high-energy beaches and 
backbarrier tidal flats. Estuar. Coast. Shelf Sci. 159, 1–14 (2015).

	62.	 de Melo, G. V., Neto, J. A. B., Malm, O., dos Santos Fernandez, M. A. & Patchineelam, S. M. Composition and behaviour of heavy 
metals in suspended sediments in a tropical estuarine system. Environ. Earth Sci. 73, 1331–1344 (2015).

	63.	 Avramidis, P. et al. Depositional environments, sediment characteristics, palaeoecological analysis and environmental assessment 
of an internationally protected shallow Mediterranean lagoon, Gialova Lagoon – Navarino Bay, Greece. Earth Environ. Sci. Trans. R. 
Soc. Edinburgh 105, 189–206 (2014).

	64.	 Li, T. et al. Distribution of trace metals and the benthic foraminiferal assemblage as a characterization of the environment in the 
north Minjiang River Estuary (Fujian, China). Mar. Pollut. Bull. 90, 227–241 (2015).

	65.	 Tyler, A. C., Lambrinos, J. G. & Grosholz, E. D. Nitrogen inputs promote the spread of an invasive marsh grass. Ecol. Appl. 17, 
1886–1898 (2007).

	66.	 Alongi, D. M. Dissolved iron supply limits early growth of estuarine mangroves. Ecology 91, 3229–3241 (2010).
	67.	 Weis, J. S. & Weis, P. Metal uptake, transport and release by wetland plants: implications for phytoremediation and restoration. 

Environ. Int. 30, 685–700 (2004).
	68.	 May, R. & McLean, A. Theoretical Ecology: Principles and Applications. (Oxford University Press, 2007).
	69.	 Schubauer, J. P. & Hopkinson, C. S. Above- and belowground emergent macrophyte production and turnover in a coastal marsh 

ecosystem, Georgia. Limnol. Oceanogr. 29, 1052–1065 (1984).
	70.	 Lin, G., Ehleringer, J. R., Rygiewicz, P. T., Johnson, M. G. & Tingey, D. T. Elevated CO2 and temperature impacts on different 

components of soil CO2 efflux in Douglas-fir terracosms. Glob. Chang. Biol. 5, 157–168 (1999).
	71.	 Yu, F. et al. Transformation of external sulphate and its effect on phosphorus mobilization in Lake Moshui, Wuhan, China. 

Chemosphere 138, 398–404 (2015).
	72.	 Bates, D., Mächler, M., Bolker, B. & Walker, S. Fitting Linear Mixed-Effects Models Using lme4. J. Stat. Softw. 67, (2015).
	73.	 Wang, T., Camps-Arbestain, M. & Hedley, C. Factors influencing the molecular composition of soil organic matter in New Zealand 

grasslands. Agric. Ecosyst. Environ. 232, 290–301 (2016).

Acknowledgements
This work was funded by the Ministry of Science and Technology of the People’s Republic of China 
(2013CB956504) and the National Natural Science Foundation of China (31530008, 31570503). Professor 
Bangqin Huang from Xiamen University provided some insightful suggestions for a deeper discussion. We 
would like to express our sincere thanks to Professor John Merefield from University of Exeter for suggestion on 
scientific writing. We are also grateful to two anonymous referees for their constructive comments.

Author Contributions
H.H., K.X., C.C. and C.Y. designed the study. M.D., H.L., and J.L. carried out sample collection and investigation. 
J.Z. measured the element composition of the sediment. H.H. preformed data analysis and wrote the draft for the 
manuscript. All authors have reviewed the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-16122-w.
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-16122-w
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Artificial topography changes the growth strategy of Spartina alterniflora, case study with wave exposure as a comparison

	Results

	Effects on the sediment element composition. 
	Effects on the vegetation growth. 
	Transition of the growth strategy. 
	Control factors on the ramet growth. 

	Discussion

	Methods

	Site setting. 
	Field survey. 
	Element contents of sediment. 
	Statistical analyses. 
	Data availability. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Fixed effects on the element composition of the sediments.
	Figure 2 Fixed effects on the ramet growth traits of Spartina alterniflora.
	Figure 3 Seasonal switch of the trade-off between ramet density and mean ramet aboveground biomass.
	Figure 4 Comparison on the height structure of the Spartina alterniflora population between sites.
	Figure 5 Visualization of cross-seasonal control factors of growth based on RDA results.
	Figure 6 Scatterplot matrix of the correlation between growth traits and elements selected by the result of cross-seasonal RDA.




