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The Siuslaw National Forest lays claim to one of the largest dune sheets in North America, occupying a 
55-mile stretch of coastline from Coos Bay to just north of Florence.  These dunes, as well as those around 

Sand Lake, on the north end of the Forest, have gone through tremendous changes in the last 80 years.  

In the late 1800’s, as European settlements became established, area surveyors described vast open sand areas 
interspersed with vegetated blocks of lodgepole pine, spruce and hemlock with a thick undergrowth of salal and 
huckleberry.  Other native species like pink sand-verbena, a succulent, open sand loving plant, thrived in the 
dunes.  

With settlement came other species that liked the open sand, like 
European beachgrass.  The beachgrass, which spreads through rhizomes, 
was able to tame the dunes and provided a more stable landscape.  
Unfortunately as the beachgrass spread over the loose sand, most of 
the native plants succumbed to the competition for space and water.  
European beachgrass is credited with halting the inland movement 
of sand, creating high sandy foredunes that altered the vegetative 
communities further. Other vegetative invaders, such as gorse and 
Scotch broom also found the dunes as an opportune place to become 
well established.  

Some of the native animals of this dunal sheet have also suffered from the vegetative 
change.  The western snowy plover, a small shorebird that nests in the low open sand areas 
on coastal beaches, historically nested at 29 locations along the Oregon coast.  Today only 8 
relatively small areas are used for nesting, 5 of which are located on the Siuslaw. European 
beachgrass changed the topography of the dunes, bringing hiding cover for predators of the 
plover and drastically reducing the amount of open sand areas that plover use for nesting.  
Plover nesting sites are now closer to the surf’s edge, which causes some nests to be washed 
away during extreme high tides.
 

The news is not all bad.  Since the early 1990’s the Siuslaw National Forest and its 
partners have worked to restore open sand habitat for pink sand-verbena and western 
snowy plover. Active management of beachgrass, predators and recreation has helped 
to boost populations of snowy plover and pink sand-verbena.  Once again the sands 
are beginning to flow freely in some portions of this dunal sheet and those species 
dependent upon it are a little better prepared to face the challenges of the Oregon Coast 
of the Siuslaw National Forest. 

European Beachgrass and the Western Snowy Plover

Planting beachrass on the dunes.
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National Guard bulldozers scrapping the dunes to remove beachrass and lower the foredunes


