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ABSTRACT: Spartina alterniflora salt marshes along the southeastern United States are some of the most productive and
well studied ecosystems in the world. The role of physicochemical forces in regulating Spartina growth is well understood,
while the importance of grazers remains less clear. Recent studies have shown that the abundant marsh periwinkle, Littoraria
irrorata, can exert strong control over Spartina through its grazing activities, but relatively little is known about its relative
effects in comparison to other marsh plant consumers. To test the relative importance of snail and insect consumers on
Spartina biomass, we conducted a 7-mo field experiment testing top-down regulation of Spartina with all combinations of L.
irrorata (removed, control, c. 215 periwinkles m22) and Spartina planthopper, Prokelisia marginata (removed, control). Snail
removal resulted in a 50% increase in Spartina biomass while removal of planthoppers had no detectable effect. Planthopper
density also increased by 50% when snails were excluded. In this South Carolina marsh, L. irrorata exerts a stronger top-down
control of Spartina than P. marginata. These results indicate trophic cascade regulation of Spartina salt marsh is more likely to
occur through the predator(s)-Littoraria-plant interaction than through the predator(s)-Prokelisia-plant relationship.

Introduction

Grazers are important in the top-down regulation
of primary productivity in seagrasses (Heck et al.
2000), salt marshes (Smith and Odum 1983; Furbish
and Albano 1994; Taylor and Grace 1995; Silliman
and Zieman 2001; Silliman et al. 2005), arctic
ecosystems (Ngia and Jefferies 2004; van der Wal
and Brooker 2004), benthic algae (Hillebrand
2005), and rocky intertidal zones (Leonard et al.
1998; Rohde et al. 2004). Because of the difficulty in
conducting caging experiments in marine systems,
most research has focused on a single consumer
and its effects on primary producers. In most of
these systems the grazer assemblage is diverse and
multiple consumers feed simultaneously on the
same plant. Investigations of the effects of multiple
grazers on primary producers should include in-
dividual species effects as well as any interactive
effects between consumers. To more accurately
model top-down regulation in marine systems,
studies should employ more complex experimental
designs that include multiple consumer species
within the context of regulating plant growth.

Spartina alterniflora salt marshes of the Atlantic
and Gulf coasts of North America are some of the
most productive and studied ecosystems (Weinstein
and Kreeger 2000). Regulation of S. alterniflora
productivity has been studied in terms of resource

availability (Valiela and Teal 1979; Howes et al.
1986; Bradley and Morris 1990; Mendelssohn and
Morris 2000), top-down regulation (Smith and
Odum 1983; Furbish and Albano 1994; Taylor and
Grace 1995; Daehler and Strong 1997; Pennings et
al. 1998), and more recently through the grazing
activities of Littoraria irrorata (Silliman and Zieman
2001; Silliman and Bertness 2002; Silliman et al.
2004, 2005). This common gastropod’s reproduc-
tive biology, dispersion ability, vertical migrations,
and predator avoidance behavior is well understood
(Bingham 1972; Hamilton 1978; Warren 1985;
Vaughn and Fisher 1988, 1992); only recently have
studies started incorporating the effect of L. irrorata
activities on marsh primary producers (Silliman and
Zieman 2001; Silliman and Bertness 2002). Reduced
L. irrorata predation and mortality rates are associ-
ated with increased animal size (Stanhope et al.
1982; Warren 1985; West and Williams 1986; Tucker
et al. 1995; Cotton et al. 2004) and larger animals
inflict greater radula damage to S. alterniflora (Silli-
man and Zieman 2001). These snails are fungal
farmers and graze on live grass primarily to prepare
plant tissue for fungal growth and consume invasive
fungi, rather than consume plant tissue directly
(Silliman and Newell 2003). Phloem feeding insects,
such as Prokelisia marginata (Spartina planthopper),
have also been shown to significantly reduce S.
alterniflora biomass (Daehler and Strong 1997;
Grevstad et al. 2003) and leaves (Moon and Stiling
2002). P. marginata has recently been introduced as
a biological control of S. alterniflora that is invading
Pacific salt marsh communities (Grevstad et al.
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2003). Both L. irrorata and P. marginata are
sympatric and common residents in southeastern
salt marshes and have been shown to affect S.
alterniflora in the field. No studies have investigated
the effects of multiple common consumers on top-
down regulation of salt marsh productivity.

In this study, we test the relative contributions of
two common consumers on a dominant primary
producer of southeastern salt marsh. We established
a field experiment to test the effect and potential
interactions of L. irrorata and P. marginata on S.
alterniflora. Differences in life history traits among
these consumers may result in differential effects on
S. alterniflora. Multiple generations during a 12-mo
period in southeastern salt marshes and population
densities up to 100,000 insects m22 could result in
a large P. marginata effect on S. alterniflora (Moon
and Stiling 2002). L. irrorata individuals live longer
than individual P. marginata, can feed year-round in
some southeastern marshes, and likely inflict more
damage to the plant per individual than the much
smaller P. marginata. If there is niche separation in
consumption strategies between these common
animals (we often find L. irrorata grazing the bottom
surface [adaxil] of the grass blade and P. marginata
congregating on the upper [abaxil] surface), then
understanding the relative effects of these two
consumers on S. alterniflora is important. Based on
previous research and field observations, we hypoth-
esize that both consumers will exert top-down
control of S. alterniflora and the combination of
phloem feeding insects and grazing gastropods will
reduce plant growth more than either consumer
individually.

Materials and Methods

A field experiment was established in a Charleston
Harbor salt marsh (32u49.339N, 79u53.569W) to
examine the separate and interactive effects of L.
irrorata and P. marginata on growth of the salt marsh
cordgrass, S. alterniflora. Species will be referred to
by genus hereafter. The four experimental treat-
ments were: control, Littoraria removal, Prokelisia
removal, and Littoraria + Prokelisia removal. Eight
replicates of each experimental treatment were
randomly established in the marsh on April 20,
2004. The control Littoraria density of 215 individ-
uals m22 was selected because that was the maxi-
mum density observed in that marsh in April 2004.
Each replicate consisted of a 1 m2 roofless cage
constructed of 76 cm high galvanized hardware
cloth (12.7 mm mesh) placed 5 cm into the sub-
strate and anchored with wooden stakes (see Silli-
man and Zieman 2001). Insect removal treatments
were established and maintained with weekly
applications of 250 ml of a 2% concentration
biodegradable insecticide on rainless days during

low tide (Garden Safe Insecticidal Soap, Schultz,
Spectrum Brands, St. Louis, Missouri). Littoraria are
typically not active during low tides in the summer
(Silliman and Newell 2003) and any excess in-
secticide was likely washed off during subsequent
tides and likely had no effect on Littoraria activities.
Water was sprayed on noninsect removal treatments
in a similar manner as a disturbance control.
Littoraria treatments were maintained by manually
removing or adding snails at weekly intervals.

Spartina percent cover was estimated in all
experimental units in the middle (June 18, 2004)
and at the end (September 14, 2004) of the growing
season. Spartina biomass, number of leaves, total leaf
length, and density at the end of the experiment in
September were determined by harvesting above-
ground plant material in a 0.0625 m2 quadrat
randomly located within each experimental unit.
Samples were washed free of debris in the lab, dried
to a constant mass, and weighed. In addition to
plant performance, we recorded the number of
Prokelisia, spiders, and non-Spartina planthoppers on
five randomly selected plants in each experimental
unit in June and September. Because there were less
than ten non-Spartina planthoppers and spiders
observed among the 320 plants surveyed, we re-
stricted our insect analyses to Prokelisia density data.
In the two experimental treatments that included
Littoraria (control, Prokelisia removal), density and
population structure were determined during June
and September; each animal assigned to one of five
size classes (0–5, . 5–10, . 10–15, . 15–20, and .
20–25 mm) based on shell height. While snails were
removed weekly in the Littoraria removal treatments,
changes in population structure in Littoraria control
treatments likely reflect the natural recruitment and
growth of Littoraria in this marsh system over the
course of the experiment. Littoraria grazing effects
on Spartina were determined by counting the
number of leaves and measuring total leaf and
radula scarring length on four randomly selected
culms.

End of the growing season plant, snail, and insect
data were analyzed using two-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with snail and insect main
effects and all interactions. Repeated measures
ANOVAs were used to analyze changes in Littoraria
density and Prokelisia total density between the June
and September sampling dates. Throughout this
experiment all main effects were considered fixed
effects, data were transformed when necessary, and
all analyses were preformed using SAS 9.0 (SAS
Institute Inc, North Carolina).

Results

There were no Prokelisia, or Prokelisia by Littoraria
affects on Spartina biomass, density, number of
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leaves, total leaf length, percentage cover, or
Littoraria damage in this study (Table 1). Removal
of Littoraria from the marsh increased Spartina
biomass and density by approximately 50%
(Fig. 1). Grazing damage increased (Table 1) in
association with Littoraria density and changes in
population structure (Fig. 2). The increase in the
relative density of Littoraria in the largest size class
corresponds to increased grazing damage and
reduction in Spartina biomass and density.

Prokelisia density increased over the course of the
growing season (Table 1), though this increase did
not reduce Spartina. Presence of Littoraria reduced
Prokelisia density (Table 1) from 235 to 104 insects
m22 (Fig. 3), with Prokelisia typically on the abaxil
leaf blade and Littoraria adaxilly located.

Discussion

Manipulation of Littoraria (marsh periwinkle) and
Prokelisia (Spartina planthoppers) revealed that the
grazing activities of Littoraria reduced Spartina bio-
mass and density by approximately 50% while the
phloem feeding Prokelisia had no effect, rejecting
our hypothesis that both common consumers will

effect Spartina. Top-down regulation via Littoraria
has been documented in several studies (Silliman
and Zieman 2001; Silliman and Bertness 2002;
Silliman and Bortolus 2003; Silliman and Newell
2003; Silliman et al. 2005), but this study is unique
because we show the dominance of the grazer
activities over a co-occurring phloem feeding insect.
Littoraria do not regulate Spartina through direct
consumption, rather they are indirectly effecting
the plant through fungal farming (Silliman and
Zieman 2001; Silliman and Bertness 2002; Silliman

TABLE 1. Summary ANOVA tables for (A) Spartina alterniflora
performance and Prokelisia marginata density at the end of the
growing season. (B) Littoraria irrorata, P. marginata density, and S.
alterniflora percentage cover RMANOVA tables comparing data
from June 18, 2004 and September 14, 2004.

A)

Variable Source F Statistic p

Spartina biomass Snail F1,28 5 7.0 0.01
Insect F1,28 5 0.4 0.55
Snail 3 insect F1,28 5 1.3 0.26

Spartina density Snail F1,28 5 561.1 ,0.01
Insect F1,28 5 0.6 0.46
Snail 3 insect F1,28 5 0.4 0.53

Spartina total leaf
length

Snail F1,124 5 0.1 0.75
Insect F1,124 5 0.03 0.55
Snail 3 insect F1,124 5 0.4 0.86

Spartina number of
leaves

Snail F1,124 5 0.04 0.83
Insect F1,124 5 0.9 0.36
Snail 3 insect F1,124 5 0.03 0.81

Littoraria damage Snail F1,124 5 18.2 ,0.01
Insect F1,124 5 2.5 0.12
Snail 3 insect F1,124 5 1.5 0.33

Prokelisia density Snail F1,28 5 9.4 ,0.01
Insect F1,28 5 0.8 0.39
Snail 3 insect F1,28 5 2.5 0.12

B)

Variable Pillai’s Trace p

Littoraria (0–5 mm) F1,15 5 11.4 ,0.01
Littoraria (5–10 mm) F1,15 5 23.5 ,0.01
Littoraria (10–15 mm) F1,15 5 41.9 ,0.01
Littoraria (15–20 mm) F1,15 5 4.9 0.04
Littoraria (20–25 mm) F1,15 5 18.6 ,0.01
Prokelisia density F1,28 5 61.6 ,0.01
Spartina percentage cover F1,28 5 129.9 ,0.01

Fig. 1. Spartina alterniflora biomass and density and the effect
of grazing by Littoraria irrorata at the end of the growing season.
Significant differences (p , 0.05) between L. irrorata exclusion
(absent) and inclusion (present) treatments are indicated by
different letters. Values represent means (6 SE).
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and Bortolus 2003; Silliman and Newell 2003).
Radular activity damages the plant’s cuticle, pro-
moting fungal growth on green Spartina leaves and
subsequent leaf senescence (Silliman and Newell
2003). These results, combined with similar exper-
imental evidence in Georgia, Louisiana, and Virgin-
ia marshes, demonstrate that Littoraria commonly
suppresses Spartina production throughout the
southeast and that this reduction happens across
a wide range of grazer densities (Virginia: 50–150,
South Carolina: 215, Georgia: 600–2,200, and
Louisiana: 1,200 snails m22). In order for marsh
ecologists to obtain a better understanding of site to
site and region to region variation in potential
production of Spartina dominated marshes, estua-
rine scientists should incorporate exclusion cages in
their assessments of marsh grass growth (see Silli-
man and Bortolus [2003] for discussion).

Although Prokelisia has been shown to reduce
Spartina biomass and number of leaves (Daehler
and Strong 1997; Grevstad et al. 2003), we saw no
increase in Spartina performance with the removal
of these insects or any interaction between the two
consumers. These insects require phloem produc-
tion and translocation, so any insect activities that
promote leaf or plant senescence would be disad-
vantageous. Littoraria radula scarring of Spartina
leaves likely decreases leaf quality and the potential
for Prokelisia to exert top-down control. Denno and
Peterson (2002) showed that Prokelisia populations
typically consist of flightless (brachypterous wing
form) adults at low densities and a significant
increase in the proportion of flight-capable (mac-
ropterous wing form) adults as population densities
increase. In the development of Prokelisia as a bi-
ological control for Spartina invading the Pacific
coast, Grevstad et al. (2003) found that Spartina
from the Pacific coast was controlled by Prokelisia
while plants from its native range (Atlantic coast)
were not affected. Our field research conducted in
South Carolina supports the notion that Prokelisia is
not a strong top-down regulator of Spartina within
its native species range.

Theoretical and experimental trophic cascade
research has focused on interactions among produ-
cers (Pauly et al. 1998; Petchey et al. 1999; Duffy
2003), primary consumers or filter-feeders (Mulder
et al. 1999; Norberg 2000; Cardinale et al. 2002),
and predator diversity (Morin and Lawler 1995;
Cardinale et al. 2003; Finke and Denno 2004;
Johnson Randall and Foote 2005) effects on
maintaining ecosystem function. Spartina salt marsh
is potentially controlled by trophic cascades through
predator-Littoraria-plant (Silliman and Zieman 2001;
Silliman and Bertness 2002), predator-Prokelisia-
plant (Denno et al. 2002; Finke and Denno 2004),
or some combination. In this study, we experimen-

Fig. 2. In the experimental treatments with snails, Littoraria
irrorata relative density in the largest size class (20–25 mm)
doubled between the June and September 2004 sampling dates (p
, 0.05). Values represent relative density per size class.

Fig. 3. Prokelisia marginata density increased between the June
and September 2004 sampling dates. The presence of Littoraria
irrorata reduced insect abundance by 50% (p, 0.05) at the end of
the growing season (September). Values represent means (6 SE).
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tally show that top-down control of the Spartina salt
marsh is through the Littoraria pathway and not the
Prokelisia pathway. If predator diversity dampens
enemy effects on herbivores and weakens trophic
cascades, then reductions in higher trophic level
diversity has the potential to alter ecosystem
function (Finke and Denno 2004). Field studies
are currently underway to determine if Littoraria
predator diversity alters herbivore population dy-
namics in the field and if these changes affect
primary productivity.
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