
1.  Introduction
In rivers, estuaries, and coastal waters, the drag exerted by submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) reduces 
water velocity, which promotes settling and trapping of suspended sediment (Madsen et al., 2001). Slower 
currents, lower turbidity, and accretion are beneficial to SAV, and SAV can benefit ecosystems. However, 
when the SAV is dense, which is typical of invasive aquatic vegetation (IAV), these alterations to the phys-
ical environment tend to have negative effects on ecosystems and to impede human uses of waterways by 
reducing conveyance and obstructing navigation (Santos et al., 2011).

In recent decades, both floating and submerged IAV have proliferated in the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta 
(Delta), joining a myriad of invasive species over a broad range of taxa that have become established in the 
San Francisco Bay and Delta (Cohen & Carlton, 1998). The perennial freshwater submerged macrophyte 
Egeria densa, a native of South America that has spread around the world, was widespread in the Delta 
by the 1990s (Yarrow et al., 2009). It is now the most abundant submerged plant in the region, inhabiting 
channel margins and restored subtidal shallows in former agricultural tracts; efforts to eradicate or control 
E. densa are ongoing but have limited effectiveness (Santos et al., 2011; Durand et al., 2016). The impacts 
of E. densa on the Delta ecosystem include displacing native SAV, altering the water quality, and harboring 
predatory non-native fishes (Nobriga et al., 2005; Santos et al., 2011). E. densa also affects currents and sed-
iment transport, which is the topic of this paper.

The influence of submerged vegetation on hydrodynamics is well understood as a result of laboratory stud-
ies. Two hydrodynamic zones have been identified in SAV (Nepf & Vivoni, 2000). The vertical exchange 
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zone is at the top of the canopy, where turbulence generated at the canopy–water interface extends into the 
vegetation down to the penetration height ph , mixing momentum as well as dissolved and suspended matter 
between the canopy and the water above. Below ph  is the longitudinal exchange zone, in which the turbu-
lence is dominated by stem wakes and exchange with the surrounding water occurs through advection.

Current damping within SAV has been observed in many field studies in both marine and fresh waters, as 
summarized by Jones et al. (2012). However, in most of these studies, the data are too limited to be inter-
preted using the theoretical framework provided by laboratory studies or to quantify attenuation. Measure-
ments of vegetation density or frontal area are frequently lacking. There are far fewer field studies on the 
influence of SAV on suspended-sediment concentration (SSC) and sediment transport (Gurbisz et al., 2016; 
Hansen & Reidenbach, 2013; Work et al., 2020). Among field studies of currents and sediment transport 
in SAV, our study of E. densa is unusual because the vegetation is very dense and often occupies the full 
water depth. In the Delta, E. densa primarily occupies bed elevations from 1 m above to 2 m below mean 
lower low water (MLLW), and extends across the entire water column for most of the tidal cycle (Durand 
et al., 2016). As a result, the longitudinal exchange zone extends over the full canopy, except at high tide or 
during high river flows.

In this paper, we present measurements of vegetation density and current velocity, SSC, and bed sediment 
grain size distribution within and outside patches of E. densa, at two sites in the Sacramento–San Joaquin 
Delta. We determine rates of current attenuation, vegetative drag, and suspended-sediment depletion by E. 
densa, providing results that can be used in numerical modeling of large-scale effects of E. densa in the Del-
ta and other systems inhabited by dense SAV. We address differences in the mechanisms and magnitude of 
sediment trapping related to the hydrodynamic settings of the two study sites and consider the implications 
of the patch-scale effects for SSC and suspended-sediment flux in the Delta and for sediment delivery to 
Delta marshes. The latter is of particular concern because accelerating sea level rise is increasing the need 
for marsh sediment accretion (Swanson et al., 2015), whereas sediment yield and turbidity in the Delta 
have decreased by approximately 50% in the past 50 years (Wright & Schoellhamer, 2004; Work et al., 2020). 
This work is part of a larger study on sediment trapping in SAV in the Delta. In companion papers, Work 
et al. (2020) report results from an alternate method of estimating sediment trapping in SAV, and Drexler 
et al. (2021) present rates of sediment and organic carbon accumulation determined from cores collected in 
the SAV and marshes at our study sites.

2.  Methods
2.1.  Study Sites

We conducted the study in the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta, an extensive tidal, freshwater region at the 
landward end of the San Francisco Estuary (Figure 1). The Delta hosts a highly productive ecosystem and 
also serves as a source of fresh water for much of California, forming a critical link in one of the largest 
water delivery systems in the world (Luoma et al., 2015). Humans have modified the Delta for navigation, 
water conveyance, and agriculture. Habitat loss, water diversion, contaminants, and invasive species have 
impacted the Delta ecosystem, and the populations of native fishes have plummeted (Nichols et al., 1986; 
Sommer et al., 2007). These impacts are now exacerbated by a changing climate and rising sea level (Luoma 
et al., 2015). Most of the once-extensive marsh in the Delta was drained for agriculture in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries (Nichols et al., 1986). Today, it is a complex network of natural and 
constructed channels, levees, and shallow tidal basins. Sediment is supplied to the Delta by the Sacramento 
and San Joaquin rivers, mostly during high flows that occur in winter and spring (Conomos et al., 1985; 
Wright & Schoellhamer, 2005). Sediment delivery to the Delta is declining, most likely due to the end of 
hydraulic mining and the construction of reservoirs: It decreased by about 50% between 1957 and 2001 
(Wright & Schoellhamer, 2004). Turbidity in the Delta declined over the same period (Hestir et al., 2016; 
Work et al., 2020).

Data collection focused on two sites: Lindsey Slough (LS), a tidal backwater in the Cache Slough Complex 
in the north Delta, and the Mokelumne River (MOK) near the confluence with the San Joaquin River in the 
central Delta, where riverine influence and tidal currents are stronger than in Lindsey Slough (Figure 1). At 
these two sites we acoustically mapped bathymetry and the edge of vegetation, collected biomass samples to 
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determine vegetation density, analyzed bed sediments, and collected time series of current velocity and SSC 
within and outside the vegetation patches (Figure 2). We also measured vegetation density and analyzed 
bed sediments from a third site, Middle River (MR). Data collection and sampling took place in LS in April 
2017, and in MOK and MR in March 2018.

2.2.  Vegetation Density

Divers collected SAV from 20.25 m  quadrats to determine density. They harvested everything rooted within 
the quadrat and stored it in a cloth bag for transport to the vessel. The collection was challenging because 
the vegetation was dense and tall, and plant branches extended beyond the quadrat area. We sampled eight 
quadrats in Lindsey Slough, six in the Middle River, six near the instrumented transect in the Mokelumne 
River (MOK-north), and four in a patch 2.7  km downstream (MOK-south) (Figure  2, MOK-south not 
shown). In the laboratory, quadrat samples were rinsed repeatedly with deionized water until the water ran 
clear. The vegetation was identified to the genus level and sorted by species. We measured the diameter at 
the midpoint of 20 stems or stem fragments per quadrat. Samples were dried at 40 C until they reached a 
constant mass (minimum of 72 h).

During the surveys, we observed that E. densa was the dominant species of SAV. The plants had a complex 
branching structure and varied widely in size, and we concluded that the typical approach of determining 
frontal area and areal density from stem density, number of blades per stem, and stem and blade dimensions 
was not practical for E. densa. Instead, we used photogrammetry. Divers collected individual E. densa plants 
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Figure 1.  Map of the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta, with locations of study sites in Lindsey Slough, Middle River, 
and the lower Mokelumne River. Bathymetric data from Fregoso et al. (2017); aerial imagery from Landsat 8; base map 
in inset tile is the intellectual property of ESRI and is used herein under license.
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Figure 2.  Maps of the study sites showing bathymetry of channels and extent of submerged aquatic vegetation, 
determined from acoustic backscatter, with locations of biomass samples (green circles), bed sediment samples 
(brown circles), time-series instrumentation (red triangles, with station IDs), and flood-tide directions (arrows). (a) 
Lindsey Slough, (b) Lindsey Slough detail, (c) Middle River (no time-series data collected), (d) Mokelumne River, (e) 
Mokelumne River detail. Bathymetry and imagery sources as in Figure 1.
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for this purpose (seven from LS, six from MR and MOK-north, and four from MOK-south), keeping each 
one as intact as possible in a cloth bag. The intact plants were kept moist and refrigerated and were pho-
tographed within 48 h of collection. Each plant was arranged against a solid backdrop and photographed 
with a Nikon D810 camera mounted at a minimum distance of 2 m, using a remote trigger to minimize 
disturbance. Images were taken quickly before the plants shriveled (10 min). Before and after each camera 
adjustment, we photographed a 1 cm checkerboard containing 10 cm squares. The plants were then dried 
in the same way as the quadrat samples.

We measured the dimensions of squares near the corners in each checkerboard image to use in converting 
pixels to area. The number of pixels per side varied by less than 2% so a distortion correction was deemed 
unnecessary. The images were cropped to areas containing plant material. A brightness threshold within 
the red channel distinguishing the plant material was determined visually for each batch of images taken 
with the same lighting and camera conditions. We produced binary images based on the threshold, and pix-
els with plant material were counted and converted to area. Measurements of stem width from the images 
were spot-checked against the plant measurements.

The slope vm  of plant area versus biomass was determined using the nonparametric, repeated median meth-
od (Siegel, 1982). We calculated frontal area (in 1m ) as  /v va Bm h , where B is dry mass density ( 2g / m )  
and vh  is canopy height. We did not have a direct measurement of the elevation of the canopy top, and the 
plant height was too variable to be used for estimating vh . During multiple visits to both the sites, we ob-
served that the canopy reached the water surface except at peak high tide, when the top of the vegetation 
was approximately 0.25 m below the water surface, which is equivalent to 0.25 m above the mean tide level 
(MTL) given the 1 m tide range. We estimated vh  as  MTL 0.25 m qE , where qE  is the site-averaged bed 
elevation of the quadrats.

Areal density is defined as   2 / 4m d , where m is stem density and d is stem diameter (Tanino & 
Nepf, 2008; Vargas-Luna et al., 2015). We expected that the leaf whorls that grow at regular intervals on E. 
densa stems would influence the areal density. To account for the whorls, we determined an effective diam-
eter ed  from the binary images by cropping the photos to isolate 10 individual branches, measuring branch 
area and length, dividing the area by the length, and averaging the results. We calculated areal density as 
  2 / 4ˆ em d , where ˆ / em a d  is the equivalent stem density for cylindrical stems with no branches.

2.3.  Surficial Bed Sediment Sampling and Analysis

At each site we sampled surficial bed sediments within patches and in the unvegetated channel to deter-
mine how current attenuation within the vegetation influences the properties of deposited particles. At 
shallow, vegetated sites we collected hand-held push cores (4.4 cm inner diameter plexiglass tubing) from a 
small vessel (eight in LS and five each at MOK and MR). In the channel at each site, we collected three cores 
with a Gomex corer ( 20.0625 m ), each of which was subsampled with three push cores.

The top 1 cm of sediment from each push core was sectioned off for analysis and stored in a sealed plas-
tic bag until weighed. To determine the bulk density, the samples were weighed wet, dried at 60 C, and 
weighed again. The drying was continued until the weights stabilized. The dry bulk density was calcu-
lated as  BD (1 ) sP , where porosity P is the fraction of water by volume and sediment density s is 

32.65 g / cm . Both the fine fraction (  63 m) and the sand fraction ( 63 m–2 mm) were analyzed with a 
laser-diffraction particle analyzer to determine the disaggregated grain size distribution.

2.4.  Time-Series Data Collection

We collected time-series measurements of current velocity, water depth, and turbidity at several locations in 
the unvegetated channel and within patches of E. densa in Lindsey Slough in April 2017 and at the mouth 
of the Mokelumne River in March 2018. At each site we deployed a cross-channel transect of instruments 
from the unvegetated channel into a vegetation patch (Figure 2). In the channel, we measured velocity 
profiles over the bottom meter, high-frequency (8 Hz) bursts of velocity near the bed with an acoustic Dop-
pler velocimeter (ADV), and turbidity at two elevations. Within the vegetation we measured velocity with 
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ADVs at one to three elevations and turbidity at one or two elevations. 
In addition, an ADCP was deployed in the channel approximately one 
km down estuary of the Lindsey transect and one km up estuary of the 
Mokelumne transect to measure vertical profiles of current velocity. Data 
types and sampling volume elevations are provided in Table 1; for station 
coordinates and additional metadata see Lacy et al. (2020).

All instruments deployed within the patches were surrounded by cages to 
exclude vegetation from the sampling volumes. Nevertheless, vegetation 
caught on cages or frames both within and outside the patches interfered 
at times with acoustic or optical signals. These data were identified by 
low correlations or damped signals and were removed.

2.5.  Time-Series Data Processing

We established coordinate systems with the x-direction (and u component 
of velocity) oriented along the channel and the flood direction positive. 
At the unvegetated channel stations LiCh and MkT5 (Figure 2), the shear 
velocity at the bed due to currents ( *u ) was determined from the ADV 
data as the square root of the burst average of  u w , where prime denotes 
turbulent fluctuations from the burst average. Hydrodynamic roughness 

0z  was determined from *u  for each burst, assuming logarithmic velocity 
profiles, and we used the geometric mean of 0z  for * 0.005 m / su  as a 

representative hydrodynamic roughness 0ẑ  for each site. Bed shear stress 

due to currents was calculated as   2
*b wu , where w is water density.

For unvegetated stations, depth-averaged velocity u  was calculated from 
*u  and 0ẑ , assuming a logarithmic velocity profile. To determine the effect 

of the vegetation on currents, we predicted u  in the absence of vegetation 
2pu  for the water depth (H) in the SAV, assuming a logarithmic profile, 

using the channel 0ẑ , and scaling *2 *1 2 1/u u H H , where subscript 2 
denotes an SAV site and 1 denotes an adjacent channel site. The scaling 
assumes an equivalent along-channel pressure gradient at sites 1 and 2. 

vu , the depth-averaged along-channel velocity within the vegetation, was taken as the average of measured 
speeds below 0.9 mab in the SAV, excluding the uppermost measurements at MOK (MkT3) where the ADV 
was above the water surface at low tide. The attenuation in current speed attributable to vegetation is

 
2

1 v

p

uA
u� (1)

In determining the attenuation, data were restricted to periods with high data quality: April 6–12, 2017 for 
LS, March 13–16, 2018, and March 18–23, 2018 for MOK. At each site we used data from only one phase 
of the tide, avoiding an eddy that formed in LS during flood tides and flow diversion around the island at 
MOK during ebb tides.

The influence of vegetation on currents is commonly characterized by a bulk drag coefficient dC , which is 
typically inversely related to the stem Reynolds number dRe  (Tanino & Nepf, 2008). We determined dC  from 
the MOK data, where the range of velocities was greater than at LS, from the momentum balance for the 
longitudinal exchange zone of submerged vegetation, between the horizontal pressure gradient and vegeta-
tive drag (Lightbody & Nepf, 2006; Nepf & Vivoni, 2000):


  21

2 d v
dg C au
dx

� (2)

where  is water surface elevation and g is the gravitational constant. In solving for dC  we estimated 
  2

*1 1/ /d dx u H , which assumes that the pressure gradient is balanced by bed friction in the unvegetated 
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Station Mean depth m SSC height mab Velocity height mab

Lindsey Slough: 3–17 April 2017

LiCh (U) 5.1 0.36 0.36

0.91 0.10 to 0.80b

LiSo (V) 1.4 0.16 0.17

0.40 0.44

0.87 0.87

LiNo (V) 1.2 0.44 NA

LiE (V) 1.8 0.41 44

LiDs (U) 6.9 1.19 1.25 to surfaceb

Mokelumne River: 12–16 March 2018

MkUs (U) 4.2 0.44 NA

MkT1 (U) 4.5 0.38 0.40

NA 1.1 to 1.65b

MkT2 (V) 1.4 0.23 0.23

0.88 0.89

MkT3 (V) 0.76 0.44 0.44

MkT5 (U) 4.5 0.40 0.40

0.87 0.05 to 0.80b

MkTL (U) 4.5 0.2 NA

MkDs (U) 8.9 1.30 1.25 to surfaceb

aHeights in meters above the bed (mab). Water depth and temperature 
measured at all stations. 
bVertical profile.

Table 1 
Mean Water Depth and Height of SSC and Velocity Measurements at 
Unvegetated (U) and Vegetated (V) Stationsa
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channel. dC  was calculated for  0.1m / s 0.4 m / su  and  4.9 mH  at MkT5 during flood tides on the 
dates used for estimating attenuation. We calculated  /d v eRe u d , where   is the molecular viscosity of 
water.

Turbidity was measured with optical backscatter sensors (OBS) and converted to SSC using site-specific 
calibrations. To collect calibration samples, we mounted the OBS on a staff, deployed them from a small 
vessel in the channel at each study site, and pumped water samples from a port adjacent to the sensors. This 
procedure was repeated at various depths and tidal stages on the days before and after the deployments. 
Water samples were analyzed for SSC. Sensor-specific and site-specific calibration coefficients were deter-
mined by least-squares-fit linear regression between the OBS voltage and the SSC. The coefficient of deter-
mination 2R  was greater than 0.98 for each of the eight OBS deployed in LS and greater than 0.9 for each of 
the nine OBS deployed at MOK. For MOK, the calibrations were based on samples with SSC 35 mg / L 
because the calibrations shifted at higher SSC, likely due to an increase in suspended-particle size. We did 
not have enough data to develop separate calibrations for high concentrations. As a result, SSC values above 
35 mg / L are underestimated.

We determined vertical profiles of SSC in the channel based on the Rouse equation:


 
  

 
SSC( ) SSCr

r

zz
z

� (3)

where SSCr is the SSC at a reference elevation rz , z is the elevation above the bed,   */sw u ,   0.41 is 
the von Karman constant, and settling velocity sw  was determined for the median particle size in suspen-
sion, as described below.

2.6.  Particle Size in Suspension and Settling Velocity

The particle size in suspension differed from that on the bed because smaller particles are more easily 
resuspended and because much of the suspended sediment in the Delta is mud, which tends to aggregate 
into larger flocs. We measured the size distribution of particles in suspension during each deployment by 
submerging a Laser In-Situ Scattering and Transmissometry instrument (LISST) to several depths in the 
channel (profile data). In addition, during the MOK deployment we collected time-series data with a LISST 
at 0.5 m above the bed at station MkTL (Figure 2).

The vertical distribution of sediment (Equation 3) depends on the settling velocity sw . For the Mokelumne 
River, we computed sw  from the time series of particle size distributions at MkTL. First, we computed the 
relative floc density  f  at each point in time, from the ratio of mass concentration (SSC) measured by the 
OBS to volume concentration of particles measured by the LISST (Mikkelsen & Pejrup, 2001). Then, we 
determined the fractal dimension fn  for the deployment from the log-log fit between  f  and the median 
particle diameter 50D  in suspension. In fitting, fractal dimension was limited to values between 2 and 3; fn  
values between 1 and 2 are typical of fragile open-ocean aggregates (Baugh & Manning, 2007), and these es-
tuarine flocs were unlikely to be extremely fragile. The resulting best-fit fn  was 2.2, at the low end of values 
previously reported for San Francisco Bay (Allen et al., 2019; Manning & Schoellhamer, 2013).

Settling velocity and particle Reynolds number pRe  were computed iteratively:

  
 




 


1
3 50 50

0.687 ,
18 1 0.15

n f
ns w f s

s p p
p

g D w Dw D Re
Re

� (4)

(Winterwerp, 1998), where sediment density    3 32.65 10 kg / ms , water density    3 31.1 10 kg / mw , 

molecular viscosity    31.14 10 kg / ms, kinematic viscosity    6 21.14 10 m / s, and we set the pri-
mary particle size  10 mpD  (the median disaggregated particle size of the bed sediments within the veg-
etation at MOK) as representative of sediment transported in suspension. For sand at MOK, we iteratively 
solved for pRe  and sw  for specific particle diameters (Fredsoe & Deigaard, 1992). For Lindsey Slough, we 
used the LISST profile data to determine sw  with Equation 4. We set fn  to 2.2, based on the Mokelumne data, 

LACY ET AL.

10.1029/2020WR028789

7 of 22



Water Resources Research

rather than deriving fn  from the limited LS data, and set  4 mpD , reflecting the finer bed sediments in 
the LS vegetation.

3.  Results
3.1.  Conditions During the Deployments

The winter preceding the April 2017 deployment in Lindsey Slough was the second wettest on record in 
northern California, with very high flows in the Sacramento River (Singh et al., 2018). These conditions 
typically result in the deposition of fine sediment in backwater environments like LS. However, during the 
deployment, currents in Lindsey Slough were dominated by tides, with no noticeable influence of elevated 
river discharge. The tide range was approximately 1 m. Current velocity in the channel varied from 0.20 to 
0.25 m / s, with flood tides slightly stronger and shorter than ebb tides (Figure 3). Hydrodynamic roughness 

0ẑ  was  58 10 m. Maximum current speed within the vegetation was less than 1 cm / s. SSC at LiCh varied 
tidally between 5 and 25 mg / L, with maximum SSC at high tide due to advection of an along-channel 
gradient in SSC, with greater SSC bayward where tidal currents are stronger and wind waves resuspend 
sediments in flooded shallows (Figure 3c).

At the Mokelumne River in March 2018, tide range was approximately 1 m and depth-averaged currents at 
MkDs ranged from 0.5 to 0.5 m / s at the beginning of the deployment, with longer and slightly stronger 
ebb than flood tides (Figure 4). Two precipitation events influenced Mokelumne River discharge during 
the deployment. During the first (March 17–19) event, ebb-tide current speed and SSC increased slightly.  
The second (March 23–26) event was more substantial, raising water levels and producing continuous 
downstream flows for two tidal cycles, with ebb-tide speeds up to 0.8 m / s. In Mok 0ẑ  was  33.8 10 m, two 
orders of magnitude greater than in LS, due to coarser bed sediments and regular bedforms. SSC in the 
channel ranged from 5 to 20 mg / L during low flows, with the highest concentrations during ebb tides, and 
increased with current speed and river discharge (Figure 4d). Vegetation caught on frames affected data 
quality; at some sites poor data quality was intermittent, but at MkT5 data quality was low for March 24–26.

3.2.  Vegetation Density, Frontal Area, and Areal Density

The submerged vegetation appeared to be very dense at all sites (Figure 5a). Mean dry biomass density 
ranged from 2218 g / m  in Middle River to 2596 g / m  in Lindsey Slough. Biomass density was not signifi-
cantly different between Lindsey Slough and the two Mokelumne River patches and was lower in Middle 
River (Figure  5b). The slope vm  of plant area versus biomass was 0.017 2m / g (95% confidence interval 
0.014–0.019 2m / g), with the intercept not significantly different from zero (Figure 5c). Frontal area a was 

15.8 m  for LS and 16.5 m  for MOK-north, averaged over vegetation height. The greater a (despite lower 
biomass density) at MOK than LS is due to the lower vh  at MOK than at LS. Mean effective diameter ed  was 
9.7 mm (s.d. 1.8 mm,  10N ), more than three times greater than the average stem diameter of 2.7 mm. Areal 
density   was 0.044 for LS and 0.050 for the MOK.

For most of the tidal cycle, the E. densa canopies at the study sites reached the water surface. Although 
from an ecological perspective E. densa is submerged, from a hydrodynamic perspective it functions like 
emergent vegetation as long as it occupies the entire water depth ( / 1vH h , where H is water depth). In 
emergent vegetation, the horizontal pressure gradient is balanced by vegetative drag, and velocity is con-
stant over depth for vertically uniform plant density (Lopez & Garcia, 2001; Nepf & Vivoni, 2000). At high 
tide, / 1vH h  at our study sites, and the E. densa became hydrodynamically submerged.

3.3.  Bed Sediment Grain Size and Bulk Density

Bed sediment grain size in the channel (outside the SAV) was quite different at the three sites: At Lindsey 
Slough the sediments were 100% fines (  63 m diameter), at Middle River they were 76% fines and 24% 
sand, and at Mokelumne River sediments were 3.7% fines and 96.3% sand (Figure 6). The coarser sediments 
at MOK reflect the stronger currents at the site, especially during periods of elevated river discharge, and 
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the proximity to the head of the tide. The fine sediments at LS are consistent with the lower tidal current 
speeds and the small, low-gradient watershed of this backwater. Middle River is influenced by high flows in 
the San Joaquin River but is farther down estuary than MOK, so much of the sand supplied by the water-
shed settles out upstream of MR.

In contrast, within the vegetation, the median grain size 50D  was less than 10 m at all three sites (Figure 6). 
The range of grain sizes in the channel at MOK and MR was narrow and overlapped little with the fine 
particle sizes within the vegetation. This separation indicates that fine particles largely remain suspended 
by tidal currents in the channels, only settling out in the SAV where currents are attenuated. In Lindsey 
Slough, where currents are not strong enough to resuspend sediments, grain size distribution was almost 
identical within and outside the vegetation. Little sand is transported to LS, and the flocs in suspension set-
tle out both in the channel and in the vegetation. Mean dry bulk density in the channels was directly related 
to 50D , whereas within the SAV it was low at all sites, reflecting both finer particle sizes and less compaction 
than outside the vegetation (Figure 6e).
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Figure 3.  Water level, current velocity, and suspended-sediemnt concentration (SSC) in Lindsey Slough, April 7–13, 
2017. (a) Water depth at station LiCh (Figure 2a), (b) along-channel velocity in the unvegetated channel (LiCh) and two 
elevations within the adjacent vegetation, (c) SSC at LiCh and three elevations within the adjacent vegetation.
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3.4.  Current Attenuation by E. densa

Current speed within the vegetation was an order of magnitude lower than depth-averaged along-channel 
velocity u  at the channel stations (LiCh, MkT5) (Figures 7a and 7b). At LS, current speed in the SAV did not 
vary vertically. LiE is included in Figure 7a, even though LiCh is not a particularly good reference site for 
LiE, to illustrate that current speed in the SAV was as slow at LiE as at LiSo. At MOK, currents were stronger 
higher up in the canopy, suggesting that plant density decreased near the water surface, consistent with the 
highly variable plant size in the MOK patch.

Vegetative attenuation A of along-channel velocity was calculated for flood tides at MOK with channel u  
greater than 6 cm / s. We did not calculate A for LS because of differences in tidal phase between the chan-
nel and the SAV. A was greater than 90% for all channel u , while decreasing slightly at higher velocities  
(Figure 8a). Vegetative drag coefficient dC  was inversely related to stem Reynolds number dRe , as expected 
(Figure 8b). A log-log regression fitting d dC Re  yielded   2.24 0.1110  and    1.46 0.054 ( 2 0.70R ),  
corresponding to dC  of 2.2 (range 1.5–3.3) at  20dRe  and 0.04 (range 0.025–0.072) at  300dRe . Thus, dC  
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Figure 4.  Water level, current velocity, and suspended-sediment concentration (SSC) in the lower Mokelumne 
River, March 2018. (a) Water depth at station MkDs, March 12–28, (b) depth-averaged along-channel velocity in the 
unvegetated channel (MkDs), (c) along-channel velocity in the unvegetated channel (MkT5) and at two elevations 
within the adjacent vegetation, (d) SSC in the channel at MkTL (0.2 mab) and MkDs (1.3 mab) and at two elevations 
within the adjacent vegetation. Shading in panels (a), (b) shows time period covered by panels (c), (d). For station 
locations see Figures 2d and 2e.
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was usually lower than the asymptotic value for rigid cylinders of 1.0 (Tanino & Nepf, 2008). Unlike the 
case of rigid cylinders, dC  did not asymptote at high dRe  perhaps because at higher current speeds, pronation 
of flexible vegetation decreases drag, which is not accounted for in Equation 2 (Luhar & Nepf, 2013; Var-
gas-Luna et al., 2015). Our observations fell within the wide range of dC  that has been reported for flexible 
vegetation (Sukhodolova & Sukhodolov, 2012; Vargas-Luna et al., 2015).

At high tide or during high river flows at MOK, water depth exceeded the plant height and some flow passed 
over the canopy. These conditions are discussed in Section 3.7.
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Figure 5.  Vegetation density. (a) Photograph of submerged E. densa and pressure sensor in the Middle River, (b) mean  standard error of dry biomass per 2m  
at the study sites, (c) area versus biomass for the individual plants harvested at each site, with slope determined by repeated medians method, (d) binary image 
of E. densa plant collected in Lindsey Slough.
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3.5.  Particle Size in Suspension and Settling Velocity

In Lindsey Slough, the median 50D  of particles in suspension was 24 m, indicating a moderate level of floc-
culation compared to the pD  of 4 m. The settling velocity sw  associated with the median particle size was 

 41.1 10 m / s. In a typical water depth of 1.4 m within the E. densa patches, these particles would settle 
from the water surface to the bed in 212 min. We speculate that flocculation in the quiescent patches may 
increase particle size and decrease settling time.
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Figure 6.  Properties of surficial 1 cm of bed sediments within and outside vegetation patches at the three sites. 
Disaggregated particle size distribution in (a) Lindsey Slough, (b) Middle River, and (c) Mokelumne River, (d) median 
particle size 50D  (mean  standard deviation (s.d.)) (at MR particle size distribution was analyzed for a composite of five 
samples from within the submerged aquatic vegetation, so s.d. could not be calculated), and (e) dry bulk density (mean 
 s.d.).
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The median 50D  of particles in suspension in Mokelumne was 74 m, with sw  of  48.6 10 m / s during the 
low flow conditions of March 15–22, 2018. The settling time for a quiescent 1.4 m water column is 27 min. 
During the high flows of March 23–26, the 50D  of particles in suspension increased, and during ebb tides 
particle size distributions were bimodal, suggesting that some of the suspended sediment was sand. Indeed, 
suspended sediment in a water sample collected 1 m below the surface during ebb tide on March 27 was 
12% sand (SSC 53 mg / L). For this higher discharge period, we assumed sw  of  48.6 10 m / s for flocs and 
also considered vertical mixing of two classes of sand: 320 m particles ( 50D  of the Mokelumne channel bed 

sediments) with sw  of  24.1 10 m / s and 100 m particles with sw  of  35.9 10 m / s.

3.6.  Influence of E. densa on Suspended-Sediment Concentration

The influence of E. densa on SSC varied with tidal phase and SSC in the unvegetated channel SSCu (meas-
ured at LiCh in LS and MkTL in MOK). At both sites, there was little difference between SSCu and SSC with-
in patches (SSCv) at low concentrations. For the highest SSCu class in Lindsey Slough (15–18 mg / L), mean 
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Figure 7.  Current speed within the vegetation (bin average  standard error) at four elevations above the bed (cmab) 
versus depth-averaged along-channel velocity u  at the channel stations in (a) Lindsey Slough (ebb tides) and (b) 
Mokelumne River (flood tides). Data binned by u .

Figure 8.  (a) Attenuation of along-channel velocity (bin average  standard error) by vegetation. (b) Vegetative drag 
coefficient dC  versus stem Reynolds number dRe , with least-squares-fit regression line. Data from the Mokelumne River, 
flood tides (N = 313).
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SSCv was 26%–38% lower than SSCu, depending on elevation within the vegetation (Figures 9a and 9b). 
At Mokelumne, the range of SSCu was greater, and for the highest class (45–55 mg / L), mean SSCv was 
47%–57% lower than SSCu (Figures 10a and 10b). At both sites there was less reduction in SSC higher up in 
the canopy.

E. densa inhabits shallow water, so advection into patches originates from the near-surface waters of the 
channel, where SSC may be lower than at the near-bed measurement elevations. To distinguish the effect of 
vegetation from that of elevation, we predicted SSC in the channel at the SAV elevation (3.8 mab at LiCh, 3.5 
mab at MkTL) from Equation 3 (SSC )zv . The fraction C of near-bed channel SSC that remains in suspension 
in the vegetation is the product of a normalized SSC in the channel at the elevation of the vegetation zvC  
(elevation effect) and a normalized SSC within the vegetation vC  (vegetation effect):
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Figure 9.  Effect of E. densa on suspended-sediment concentration (SSC) in Lindsey Slough. (a) SSC (bin average  
standard error) within the submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) at three elevations above the bed (cmab) versus SSC at 
36 cmab at LiCh. Data binned by SSC at LiCh. (b) Percent reduction in SSC within SAV. (c) Predicted vertical profile 
of SSC for flocs with   41.1 10 m / ssw  for SSC at LiCh of 18 mg / L and *u  of 0.2 cm / s (solid) and SSC at LiCh of 
10 mg / L and *u  of 0.8 cm / s (dashed). Horizontal line indicates measurement elevation. (d) SSC 36 cmab (LiCh), 
predicted SSC 3.8 mab (SSCzv), and average of SSC at 16 and 40 cmab in the SAV, April 11–12, 2017.
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     SSC / SSC SSC / SSC SSC / SSCzv zvv u u v zv vC C C� (5)

Vegetative trapping is  1v vT C .

In Lindsey Slough, vC  averaged across 6 days was 0.82, indicating that 18% of the sediment transported into 
the patch was retained by trapping or settling (Figure 9d). vC  was lower during flood than ebb tides. During 
ebb tides, the temporal decay in SSCv and SSCzv was similar, reflecting settling both within and outside the 
vegetation. During flood tides, the advectively driven increase in SSC in the channel was muted and delayed 
in the vegetation. The importance of vertical mixing in the channel also varied tidally. For a typical flood 
or ebb tide shear velocity *u  at LiCh of 0.8 cm / s, SSCu of 10 mg / L, and   41.1 10 m / ssw , Equation 3 
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Figure 10.  Effect of E. densa on suspended-sediment concentration (SSC) in the Mokelumne River. (a) SSC (bin 
average  standard error) within the SAV at three elevations above the bed (cmab) versus SSC at 20 cmab in the 
unvegetated channel (MkTL). Data binned by SSC at MkTL. (b) Percent reduction in SSC within E. densa. (c) Predicted 
vertical distribution of flocs (   48.6 10 m / ssw ), 100 m sand (   35.9 10 m / ssw ), and 320 m sand  
(   24.1 10 m / ssw ) (dashed) and total SSC (solid) for mixture of 40% sand and 60% flocs with SSC of 44 mg / L at 20 
cmab. Horizontal line indicates measurement elevation. (d) SSC at MkTL, SSCzv for flocs and mixture of 40% sand and 
60% flocs, and SSCv at three elevations above the bed, March 21–23, 2018.
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predicts that the flocs are well mixed vertically, with  0.92zvC  (Figure 9c, dashed). zvC  decreased to 0.73 
during high slack tides, when SSCu was greatest (18 mg / L) and vertical mixing was weak ( * 0.2 cm / su ) 
(Figure 9c, solid). vC  was also lowest ( vT  greatest) during high slack tides (Figure 9d).

At Mokelumne River, vC  was more difficult to determine because the particle size in suspension varied 
during the deployment. For the median floc size (   48.6 10 m / ssw ) and *u  of 2.3 m / s (typical during 
low flows), zvC  was 0.77, accounting for essentially all of C at the lowest concentrations. Average vC  for 

 20 mg / L SSC 30 mg / Lv  was 0.86. At higher elevations in the patch, SSCv was at times greater than 
SSCu, perhaps due to remobilization of sediment previously trapped on vegetation. When river discharge 
was elevated (March 23–26), SSCu increased during strong ebb tides and both flocs and sand were in sus-
pension. For these higher concentrations (e.g., 44 mg / L), C was 0.5 (Figure 10b). The proportion of this 
50% reduction attributable to vT  is inversely related to the assumed percent sand in SSCu. For *u  of 4.0 cm / s 
(typical of high-flow ebb tides), with no sand in suspension zvC  is 0.86 and vC  is 0.56 (  0.42vT ), whereas 
for 40% sand (assumed in this example to be half 320 m and half 100 m particles), zvC  is 0.41 (Figure 10c) 
and vC  is 0.85 (  0.15vT ). We expect that sand in suspension never exceeded 40% during the deployment 
and was usually lower. C was lowest during high-discharge ebbs, when some sand was likely in suspension 
(Figure 10d, March 23). Fine sand ( 100 m) transported into the vegetation would settle out quickly: In a 
1.4 m deep patch it would travel only 4.7 m (at 0.02 m / s) before depositing on the bed.

In summary, at the Mokelumne River site, vT  was 0–0.15 for uSSC 30 mg / L, which characterized 69% 
of the deployment, and 0.15–0.40 when the discharge and SSCu were elevated. The variation in vegetative 
trapping of suspended sediment with tidal phase and river discharge makes it difficult to estimate a long-
term mean vT  from this data set and reflects the dependence of trapping processes on flow and turbulence 
within patches as well as particle size and density.

3.7.  Currents and Sediment Transport at High Water

Water depth exceeds the vegetation height for three to four hours daily at high tidal stages at both LS and 
MOK and for longer periods during high river flows at MOK. Because flow is strongly attenuated within 
E. densa, flow over the canopy provides an important pathway for sediment to be advected over and settle 
farther into the vegetation. Marshes are only inundated at high water levels, so sediment transport under 
these conditions is especially relevant to marsh sediment supply.

Submerged vegetation is classified as dense, meaning that a mixing layer with an inflection point in the 
mean velocity forms at the top of the canopy, for  0.1d vC ah  (Nepf, 2012). d vC ah  exceeded this threshold for 
all conditions at both the sites. However, full development of mixing layers over submerged vegetation re-
quires / 2vH h  (Nepf & Vivoni, 2000), which never occurred at our study sites. The vegetation inhabited 
regions with mean water depth ranging from 0.5 to 2 m. At the primary instrumented SAV stations at both 
sites, mean water depth was 1.4 m and maximum / vH h  was approximately 1.15 during typical high tides. 
To investigate the potential for flow and sediment transport over the canopy during high tides, we assess 
three cases: typical high tides at LS and at MOK, and the 23–25 March high flows at MOK (Mok-hi), when 

/ vH h  reached 1.27.

The ratio of the height of penetration to the canopy height /p vh h  increases with frontal area a and de-
creases with submergence depth (Nepf & Vivoni, 2000). For typical high tides at LS and MOK, /p vh h  was 
approximately 0.84, and for Mok-hi /ph h was approximately 0.75, based on results in Nepf & Vivoni (2000) 
for  15.5 ma . We estimated flow speed above the canopy assuming a modified logarithmic velocity profile, 
displaced from the bed by an elevation d (Lacy & Wyllie-Echeverria, 2011; Luhar & Nepf, 2013):




 *

0
( ) lnv

v

u z du z
z� (6)

where  ( ) / 2v pd h h  (Nepf & Vivoni, 2000), hydrodynamic roughness at the canopy top 0vz  was set at 
0.03 m (Lacy & Wyllie-Echeverria, 2011; Nepf & Vivoni, 2000), and *vu  is the shear velocity at the canopy 
top. We estimated  * *1 2 1( ) /v vu u H h H , where 1 and 2 indicate channel and SAV sites, which assumes 
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that the along-channel pressure gradients at the channel site and over the 
vegetation were the same. For each case, *1u  was set to the maximum *u  
measured in the channel during water depths within 0.2 m of high tide.

In Lindsey Slough, current speed above the canopy is limited to 0.008–
0.015 m / s by the drag exerted by the vegetation (Table  2). While low, 
these speeds are 2–3 times greater than within the canopy (Figure 7a). 
If directed toward shore, particles advected at 0.012 m/s would cross the 
18 m width of the SAV and reach the marsh in 1,500 s, which is much 
shorter than the duration of  vH h . Particles with   41.1 10 m / ssw  
settle only 0.17 m in 1,500 s, suggesting that at high tide, when the water 
surface is 0.25 m above the SAV, water would reach the marsh edge with 
less depletion in SSC than occurs within the vegetation.

�At MOK, predicted current speeds over the vegetation are great-
er than in LS (Table  2). For Mok-hi, with a velocity of 0.1m / s and 

  48.6 10 m / ssw , flocs could be transported up to 47 m before settling 
through the 0.4 m of water above the canopy, farther than the width of 
most marsh-fringing patches. In addition, turbulence generated at the 
canopy–water interface could mobilize sediment trapped in the upper 
canopy. These processes may contribute to the greater observed SSC at 
higher elevations in the SAV (Figure 10a).

4.  Discussion
4.1.  Influence of Hydrodynamic Setting and Season on Sediment Trapping

Sediment is trapped by SAV because lower current speeds within the vegetation increase settling and de-
crease erosion (Madsen et  al.,  2001). The higher-energy Mokelumne River site illustrates both of these 
processes. In the channel, bed shear stress keeps flocs in suspension for much of the tidal cycle, whereas in 
the slower currents within the SAV they settle out. The differential trapping produces particle size sorting, 
with much finer bed sediments within patches than in the MOK channel (Figure 6). The retention of fines 
and associated organic matter within patches benefits the SAV, promoting colonization.

In contrast, at LS, with  b c throughout the tidal cycle, there is no erosion for the SAV to decrease, but 
SAV increases settling by reducing transport distance. Within patches, where current speed is reduced by 
90% and water depth is three times lower than in the channel, particles are transported approximately 3% 
as far as in the channel before depositing, and may be trapped directly on vegetation over shorter distanc-
es. For the muddy LS channel sediments, there was almost no difference between particle size within and 
outside patches, consistent with observations in muddy sites with dense SAV by van Katwijk et al. (2010). 
In lower-energy muddy sites, water depth and its influence on light penetration are likely more important 
controls on colonization than bed sediment properties.

Previous studies have shown that biomass density of some species of SAV is inversely related to current 
strength for speeds above 0.1 m / s, which would result in less trapping, or even erosion, at more energetic 
sites (Chambers et al., 1991; Madsen et al., 2001). In this study plant density did not differ significantly 
between the sites, consistent with the lack of influence of current speed on the probability of occurrence of 
E. densa in the Delta (Durand et al., 2016). During low flows, when suspended sediment is dominated by 
flocs, the rate of vegetative sediment trapping vT  averaged 0.18 at LS and was somewhat lower at MOK. vT  in-
creased during higher discharge at MOK, exceeding that at LS at the times of greatest SSC. The combination 
of greater vT  with greater SSCu during elevated discharge, which occurs intermittently at MOK, suggests the 
potential for a greater rate of sediment accretion at higher energy sites. Measurements of long-term accre-
tion support this conclusion: The rate of inorganic sedimentation was greater in cores collected within E. 
densa patches in MOK than in LS (Drexler et al., 2021).

Our study took place during the active growing season of E. densa. Sediment trapping by SAV is likely to 
vary seasonally, not only in magnitude but also potentially in sign. In the upper Chesapeake Bay, turbidity 
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Site 1H  m *1u  m/s 2H  m d m *vu  m/s hu  m/s
maxu  

m/s

LS 5.6 0.009 1.9 1.52 0.0024 0.008 0.015

MOK 5.0 0.03 1.9 1.52 0.0083 0.028 0.052

MOK-hi 5.2 0.05 2.1 1.44 0.018 0.084 0.13

Note. Results Water depth H
1
 and shear velocity *1u  at channel sites, water 

depth H
2
 at vegetated sites, displacement elevation d, shear velocity above 

canopy *vu , predicted velocity at the top of the canopy hu , and predicted 
velocity at the water surface maxu , from Equation  6. Hydrodynamic 
roughness above the canopy 0vz  is 0.03 m for all cases.

Table 2 
Input Parameters and Results for Modified Log Layer Above the Canopies 
at High Tide
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was greater inside than outside SAV, indicating erosion in the SAV, after major storm events that removed 
leaves and plants (Gurbisz et al., 2016). In seagrass meadows, seasonal decrease in plant density has been 
associated with increased SSC and erosion (Bos et al., 2007; Hansen & Reidenbach, 2013). These studies 
show that sediment storage in and release from SAV can be cyclical, serving as much to alter the timing of 
turbidity peaks and sediment transport as to increase long-term sediment retention. Most of the sediment 
supplied to the Delta (e.g., 82% for 1998–2002) is associated with high-flow events during the wet winter or 
spring runoff (Wright & Schoellhamer, 2005). Thus storage and release of sediment by Delta SAV may vary 
seasonally and on event timescales, particularly at sites with strong riverine influence such as MOK.

4.2.  Influence of E. densa on Channel SSC and Suspended-Sediment Flux

In channels fringed by invasive SAV, vegetative sediment trapping is limited by slow current speeds within 
the canopies and the low settling velocity of flocs. By strongly attenuating currents, E. densa effectively 
reduces the cross-sectional area of channels and deflects flow and suspended-sediment flux (SSF) into the 
unobstructed central channel. In the middle of the channel, water and sediment flux are directed almost 
entirely along channel, but at the edge of the vegetation the lower velocity within the SAV produces a lateral 
component of flux. Although this lateral velocity is small (estimated  310 m / s), it is an important driver 
of SSF into SAV because it acts along the length of the fringing vegetation.

We examine these effects in more detail for the study transect in Lindsey Slough (Figure 2b), where the 
channel cross-section is well constrained and the distribution of vegetation along the channel margins is 
typical. SAV occupied 16% of the cross-sectional area of the channel, or, equivalently, the blockage factor xB  
was 0.16 (Luhar & Nepf, 2013). Assuming no change in tidally driven water flux and no morphologic adap-
tation, which is reasonable for the LS channel where b is low, the reduction in channel area has increased 
cross-sectionally averaged velocity by 19.5%.

To assess the channel-scale impact of SAV, we compare sediment trapping in SAV to SSF in the channel over 
a tidal cycle. SSF per m of channel width at LiCh is

mSSF uHc�

where c is SSC and c  was calculated from profiles predicted by Equation 3. We estimated SSF for the unveg-
etated cross-section, denoted ASSF , by multiplying mSSF  by the ratio of the area of the unobstructed channel 
to that of the 1-m wide water column at LiCH at mean water depth. For April 6–13, average cumulative 
flood tide ASSF  was 6,390 kg, and the tidal average  ASSF  was 1,970 kg in the flood direction per semidiur-
nal tidal cycle (31% of the flood-tide ASSF . The landward  SSF  is produced by an along-channel gradient in 
SSC, increasing toward the estuary, and is consistent with the landward  SSF  in much of the Cache Slough 
Complex during the dry season (Morgan-King & Schoellhamer, 2013).

We present two estimates of sediment trapping, one assuming only along-channel SSF and the other as-
suming only lateral SSF into the SAV. For the first estimate, the fraction of SSF trapped in the vegetation is

 
   

 

SSC1
SSC

v v
x

zv

uF B
u

�

where SSCzv is channel SSC at the elevation of the SAV. Setting  0.16xB , / 0.1vu u , and SSC / SSC 0.8v zv  
yields  0.0032F . Trapping per tidal cycle is  1 SSF SSFf eT F , where SSFf  and SSFe are cumulative 

ASSF  for the flood and ebb tide, yielding 35 kg of sediment per semidiurnal tidal cycle or 1.7% of the sedi-
ment retained in Lindsey Slough above the study transect.

The second estimate of sediment trapping in the SAV is

 
      

 
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SSCSSC 1
SSC

v
zv v f
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where  vV  is the change in volume occupied by vegetation from low to high tide per m of channel length, and 

fE  is the flood-tide excursion. For the LS channel cross-section,  vV  is 332m / m and fE  averages 2.62 km. 
Setting   SSC 9.5mg / Lzv  (the average for 6–13 April) and SSC / SSC 0.8v zv  yields sediment trapping 
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of 159 kg per semidiurnal tidal cycle or 8% of  ASSF . 1T  and 2T  bracket the actual trapping, which results 
from a combination of longitudinal and lateral flux. 1T  depends on /vu u  while 2T  does not, indicating that 
the relative contribution of 1T  is inversely related to current attenuation in the SAV. With 90% attenuation in 
E. densa, 2T  cannot be neglected.

Lindsey Slough is depositional, and in the absence of SAV, trapping would be roughly proportional to area; 
so 2%–8% trapping in 16% of the channel area represents a decrease in sediment retention. The influence 
on the SSC, if detectable, is an increase rather than a decrease. The values of xB  and  vV  in LS are typical for 
channels, and in other deadend sloughs in the Delta 1T , 2T , and their relative contribution are likely similar 
to that in LS. However, in more energetic channels with little deposition and ebb-directed  ASSF , like the 
Mokelumne River, trapping of 2%–8% of  ASSF  would comprise a significant increase in the amount of 
stored sediment and could cause a detectable reduction of SSC in the channel.

In a related study, Work et  al.  (2020) estimated that SAV traps 0.025% of cumulative channel SSF. The 
comparable value in our study is F (0.32%). The result by Work et al. (2020) relied on instantaneous meas-
urements of trapping and thus, like our 1T , did not account for the sediment introduced by the lateral tidal 
filling and draining of the vegetated margin.

Shallow tidal basins have become more common in the Delta in recent decades due to the tidal restoration 
of subsided agricultural tracts. Compared to channels, we expect that in shallow tidal basins /vu u  is compa-
rable but xB  is greater, and SSC / SSCv zv is lower because SAV suppresses wind waves. As a result, F should 
be greater. In shallow basins  vV  and thus 2T  are greater than in channels, and the relative importance of 

2T  is likely also greater. These factors suggest that shallow basins may account for a significant portion of 
vegetative sediment trapping in the Delta.

Hestir et al. (2016) hypothesized that sediment trapping by IAV is a significant factor in the SSC reduction 
in recent decades in the Delta. Our analysis confirms the potential for SAV to reduce SSC on a larger scale. 
It also highlights the potential for both the magnitude of trapping and its impact on channel SSC and  ASSF  
to vary with site-specific factors including the extent of vegetative cover and whether the setting is erosional 
or depositional.

4.3.  Influence of E. densa on Sediment Flux to Local Marshes

Most Delta marshes rely on the supply of sediment from adjacent waters to maintain elevation relative to 
the tidal frame, and rising sea levels increase the required rate of accretion (Drexler, 2011). Because of the 
prevalence of E. densa along channel margins in the Delta, sediment transported from the channel to many 
marshes must pass through or over SAV. Sediment delivery to a marsh is a function of SSC in incoming 
waters and inundation time (Kirwan et al., 2010). While the inundation period is not influenced by fringing 
vegetation, E. densa reduces SSC by approximately 20%, so sediment supplied to marshes is decreased by 
20%.

Our results also indicate that the suspended sediment carried into marshes behind SAV is entirely mud be-
cause any sand in suspension will settle out in the SAV. The floc fraction retained by SAV is likely composed 
of particles with relatively higher sw , leaving a population of particles with lower sw  to inundate the marsh. 
This process may further decrease sediment retention on the marsh. Conversely, dissolved organic matter 
within SAV and over the marsh may promote flocculation, which would increase sw  and retention. These 
potential effects of particle size dynamics are important topics for further investigation.

Some conditions (beyond what we measured) may partially offset the 20% depletion of SSC in the SAV. Delta 
marshes are only inundated during high tides or high river flows, coinciding with times when E. densa does 
not reach the water surface. As discussed in Section 3.7, these conditions may allow some sediment trans-
port above the SAV, and at more energetic sites, turbulence generated at the vegetation–water interface may 
resuspend sediment trapped on the vegetation. During site visits, we observed that the sediment caught on 
plants is easily mobilized, and minor disturbances produced clouds of high turbidity. Thus, some of the sed-
iment trapped by SAV at lower tidal stages or low flow conditions may be mobilized at high tide or during 
high flows and transported onto the marsh.
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SSC has declined throughout the Delta in recent decades, reducing the sediment available to marshes (Hest-
ir et al., 2016). Thus, the reduction in SSC reaching marshes due to the presence of fringing IAV compounds 
the effect of the Delta-wide SSC depletion, further increasing marsh vulnerability to sea-level rise.

5.  Conclusions
Egeria densa biomass density, frontal area, and areal density were similar, and currents within the SAV 
were strongly damped, at two sites in the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta: A backwater slough (Lindsey 
Slough, LS) and a channel with stronger currents and riverine influence (Mokelumne River, MOK). Current 
attenuation at MOK was greater than 90% for depth-averaged channel velocities of 0.1–0.4 m/s. Bulk vege-
tative drag coefficient dC  was inversely related to stem Reynolds number, following  1.46174d dC Re , based 
on MOK data. This quantification of the alterations of the physical environment within SAV can advance 
understanding of ecological consequences of the E. densa invasion in the Delta, and support modeling of 
large-scale physical impacts wherever dense SAV occurs.

In Lindsey Slough, trapping of suspended sediment by SAV averaged 18%. The rate of vegetative trapping 
varied widely (0%–40%) at MOK as a function of current speed, SSC, and particle size in suspension, with 
greatest trapping when river discharge and SSC were elevated. Sediment accumulation rates measured in 
cores were greater in MOK than in LS, consistent with greater average SSC and proximity to riverine sedi-
ment sources at MOK (Drexler et al., 2021).

E. densa inhabits shallow waters and forms dense fringing canopies along many Delta channels. This spatial 
distribution combined with strong current attenuation focuses flow and sediment transport into the unob-
structed channel. Sediment is introduced into the vegetation by both longitudinal and lateral SSF, with the 
importance of lateral flux increasing with current attenuation in the SAV. Sediment trapping by the SAV 
has the potential to reduce channel SSC, but the magnitude and sign of this effect varies with local factors 
including vegetative coverage and whether tidally averaged SSF is landward or seaward.

Trapping by invasive SAV significantly reduces sediment supply to Delta marshes. Water and sediment 
transported to marshes on each tidal cycle must pass through or over the E. densa on channel margins. The 
reduction in sediment supply to these marshes scales with the reduction in SSC (e.g., 20% in LS) in SAV. 
Occurring over the same timeframe as a Delta-wide decrease in SSC (Hestir et al., 2016), this decrease in 
sediment delivery due to invasive fringing SAV poses a significant threat to the ability of Delta marshes to 
maintain elevation as sea levels rise. E. densa is likely impacting freshwater tidal marshes worldwide in a 
similar manner.

Data Availability Statement
The data collected for this project are available at https://doi.org/10.5066/P9112AIP (Lacy et al., 2020).
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