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Marram grass – friend or foe?
Marram grass (Ammophila arenaria) was introduced to New Zealand from western Europe more than 100 years ago 

to stabilise the massive drifting sands of the early 20th Century, and now seems to be part of the beach scene. It 

was the only plant species that could hold the sand in place long enough for productive forests to be established. 

While marram grass is an excellent sand stabiliser, it has been so successful that in many coastal areas it has 

displaced native species, altered the character of native plant communities, and affected dune form and function.

Of New Zealand’s three major sand-binding species – introduced marram, native spinifex, and native pīngao –

marram is the least tolerant of saltwater. Marram is therefore less successful as a coloniser of the seaward face of 

the frontal dune, a critical area for Beachcare groups. Frontal dunes formed under a cover of marram grass are also 

steeper and higher than those associated with the native species spinifex and pīngao (see fig.2). A dune formed by 

spinifex or pīngao will be lower, but will cover a greater area than that formed by marram – a key advantage when 

restoring dune systems to help protect communities from coastal erosion and flooding. 

Despite its limitations, marram grass has allowed the stabilisation of 110,000 hectares of mobile sand and remains 

an important and useful initial component of vegetation succession, especially on areas where stability is a problem 

behind the active frontal dune. Marram grass can also be used as a protective nurse species for the establishment 

of native plant species. Native species established this way will eventually shade, suppress and replace the marram. 
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Figure 2 – Dunes created under marram are much steeper and higher than those 
created by the native sand-binders spinifex and pīngao.

The dunes at Kāwhia’s Ocean 
Beach have a mix of both marram 
dunes (foreground) and spinifex 
(background). Note the steepness of 
the marram dune compared to the 
spinifex dune in the background. 
The spinifex dune also extends much 
further seaward due to its higher 
tolerance of saltwater.

Mechanised planting of marram 
grass was found to be quicker and 
more efficient than hand planting. 
Machines, such as this one on the 
Aupōuri Peninsula in 1969, were 
used in many areas. This two-man 
planter, pulled by a Massey Ferguson 
135 tractor, was used mainly for 
patching smaller areas of active 
dunes. A six-man machine planted 
larger areas.

Men and women plant marram grass 
at Te Kaeo on the Aupōuri Peninsula 
in 1973. This was an early stage in 
stabilising these active dunes, which 
were later planted in radiata pine.

The sand drift problem 
Today, dune lands are seen as unique ecosystems, but in colonial New 

Zealand there was a fear of drifting sands. Human occupation of New 

Zealand led to much of our original dune vegetation being lost. This 

loss of vegetation allowed wind blown sand to drift inland rather than 

being caught and stored in our dunes. 

The Department of Lands was the first government agency to tackle 

what was seen as the sand drift problem. The French had stabilised 

dunes on the Gascony coast with extensive planting, and this was seen 

as a solution for New Zealand. The first step was to stabilise sand at the 

point of supply – the coast. 

During the economic depression of the 1930s, the Public Works 

Department was responsible for the sand-stabilisation project. Gangs of 

men lived in camps, planting marram grass and other exotic species. By 1951, the New Zealand Forest Service 

had taken on the job, mechanising the planting of marram grass and radiata pine, greatly increasing the areas 

they could cover. From the 1960s to the 1980s, the Forest Service established pine forests in large areas of 

Northland, Auckland, Waikato and Manawatū dune lands. These forests have been the largest factor in the 

reduction of New Zealand’s active dune lands.  
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