
Growing your “Living Shoreline”  
Steve Mercer 

Coastal Transplants 
smercer@coastaltransplants.com 

 
 
 “Living Shorelines” has become more than the buss word it was 5 years ago. 
It has become the descriptive word in marsh habitat restoration, beach re-
nourishment and beach management. Coastal engineers, beach managers, and 
environmentalist all agree on this term and share it like best friends. Unfortunately, 
producing the desired end result is not as simple as most people think. Especially 
when so many people, agencies and funding sources are involved with each one 
having a different mental picture of a living shoreline. This presentation will focus 
on beach restoration and how complex the initial introduction of plant species can 
be in a new or recently disturbed dune system along our coastline. 
 
 The presentation will begin with a brief introduction into the three basic 
elements of most peoples’ idea of a “Living Shoreline”. 
 

The heart of the presentation will then turn to some basic engineering 
designs of most restored beaches and discuss how sand placement and quality 
affects plant choices and placement based on what we know of the individual plant 
species.  In this discussion sand movement and grain size will be correlated to plant 
species and the use of sand fence. Also local conditions will be added to the mix to 
show how project design can be affected by wind, grain size and permitted use of 
the beach.  

 
The conclusion of the presentation will show how decisions in the design 

stage of the project can be the difference between the success or failure of  “Living 
Shoreline” projects. I hope to have shown that by designing in plants first, you can 
change the engineering of the beach restoration for cost and time savings on the 
front end. I hope all come away with the conclusion that a natural looking “Living 
Shoreline” is a very complex and difficult beast to engineer on the front end and 
requires constant vigilance and maintenance to maintain for the years to come. So 
be nice to your engineer and don’t even think the work is done when the dredge 
sails away.  
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