The Importance of Wetlands

W

etlands are important, dynamic resources in the landscape which change in
response to weather conditions and precipitation patterns and provide numerous beneficial
services for people and wildlife. There are many
different types of wetlands, each one performing
unique functions including: providing and improving our surface and groundwater supply by
filtering out nutrients, suspended solids, metals,
and pathogens; protecting us from storm and
flood damage; providing wildlife habitat; improving biodiversity; and providing recreation.
Among the most productive ecosystems
worldwide, wetlands are required for
at least part of the life cycle of an
immense variety of microbes,
plants, insects, amphibians, reptiles, birds, fish, and mammals.
More than one-third of the U.S.
threatened species live only in
wetlands, and nearly half use
wetlands at some point in their
lives. For many animals and
plants such as wood duck, muskrat, and cattails, inland wetlands are
the only places they can live. Wetlands are
constantly adjusting to disturbances occurring
both within them and within the surrounding
landscape. It is important to recognize to what
extent various disturbances affect them.
Wetlands have been steadily and rapidly disappearing across the country since the beginning
of European settlement. Human impacts occurred most intensely during the last century
due to the intensification of agriculture and industry, urban sprawl, and increased populations. These pressures were superimposed on
an already overburdened and diminished resource previously degraded from dredging, fill-

ing, and water diversion activities during a period when wetlands were not valued for the functions they perform.
Additionally, wetlands seem to be especially affected by invasive species compared with other
types of habitat, both in terms of the number of
invasive species that affect wetlands as a proportion of the total, and the fact that invasive
wetland species tend to be among the most aggressive and damaging.
Nationally about 75% of all wetlands are owned
by private citizens, making it imperative that the
public be involved in the management and protection of wetlands. Because of differences in
breeding habits, age of maturity, or dispersal rates, some species are more
vulnerable than others to natural
or human created stressors affecting wetlands. For example,
earlier drying of ephemeral
wetlands will directly threaten
the reproductive success of
vernal pool species such as
wood frogs and many salamanders. On a grander scale, since
aquatic plants and algae are more
sensitive than fish or invertebrates to
contaminants such as herbicides, the direct impact to them can lead to indirect impacts on all
higher animal levels in a wetland ecosystem,
since plants and algae form the base of the
aquatic food web.
If you own a wetland, protect it. The best way to
manage the wetland for protection and maintenance of the functions it serves is a hands-off
approach. By actively managing exterior threats
to protect a wetland and its surrounding uplands while not modifying the key components
and functions the wetland naturally provides,
the wetland will take care of itself.

W

etlands in the Time
of Thoreau

“The postmodern wetland may
not be beautiful in the
conventional sense of
possessing appropriate
qualities of form, texture, depth
of field and point of view.
Perhaps that is why it has been
regarded as barren and dreary.
If the wetland had been
regarded as beautiful, perhaps
its perceived uselessness would
not have been held so badly
against it. Perhaps if the
wetland could now be regarded
as beautiful, the fact that it is
‘useless’ as its stands for
agriculture or urban
development, would not matter
so much.”
~From Walden~

“A lake is the landscape’s most beautiful
and expressive feature. It is the earth’s
eye; looking into which the beholder
measures the depth of his own nature.”
From Walden
By Henry David Thoreau
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A Look at Human
Impacts on Wetlands and
What You Can Do To Help

Threats to Wetlands

H

uman influences have caused significant
changes in the function and quality of
many wetlands. Direct impacts result from
disturbances that occur within the wetlands.
Indirect impacts result from disturbances
located outside the wetland but result in
negative impacts within the wetlands.
Cumulative impacts are those resulting from
combined direct and indirect impacts over time.
Wetland loss may happen quickly, such as when
a wetland is filled, but more often, wetland loss
and the resulting function decline are the result
of minor individual impacts which cumulatively
destroy the wetland over a period of time. More
than one altering factor can sometimes
exacerbate the effects of other stressors on the
ecosystem, resulting in effects that exceed those
that would be expected from one stressor alone.

C

ommon Wetland impacts include:
 Alteration of Flow Regime: Flow
regime is the major factor that determines the
physical characteristics and therefore habitat in
waterways which in turn influences the local
aquatic species composition. The timing of fish
movement for pre-spawning migrations and
spawning is thought to be related to
environmental cues or a combination of cues
triggered by flooding, water temperature, and
water levels. Overland water flow, through the
floodplains, is thought to be vital in adding the
necessary environmental cues to trigger fish
migration in many species.
 Damming: Ponds and reservoirs are often
constructed in wetlands. A flooded wetland
cannot provide the same habitats and functions.
Damming also impacts species migration.
 Devegetating: Vegetation plays an
important role in wetland ecology by removing
water through evapotranspiration, altering
water and soil chemistry, providing habitat for
wildlife, and reducing erosion. Removal of
vegetation
can
drastically
and

How You Can Help
sometimes irreversibly alter wetland function.
 Development resulting in land use changes can
increase runoff, causing sedimentation to wetlands,
gradually altering the water chemistry of the wetland
system.
 Draining: Water is drained from wetlands by
cutting ditches into the ground which collect and
transport water out of the wetlands thus lowering the
water table and drying out the wetland.
 Dredging: Conversely, the removal of material from
a wetland or river lowers the surrounding water table
and dries up adjacent wetlands.
 Dumping: Dumping fill material buries hydric soils,
altering hydrology but effectively lowers the water table
so wetlands plants cannot compete with upland plants.

Grazing: Wetlands offer some of the best forage for
livestock, as well as a water source and cover leading to
soil compaction, removal of vegetation, and
stream bank destabilization.

Habitat Alterations: Snags, rocks, and
submerged
aquatic
vegetation
are
important in wetland habitats, providing
sheltered areas, spawning sites, and habitat
diversity. Clearing of riparian vegetation leads
to habitat loss, as this vegetation contributes directly to
in-stream habitat though fallen trees, limbs, and leaf
litter. Clearing riparian vegetation is one of the major
causes of habitat loss in freshwater wetlands.
Submerged roots and logs provide important shelter
and spawning area for native fish. Loss of aquatic
habitat creates a shortage of feeding, hiding, and
spawning sites, and results in a subsequent loss of
diversity of fauna present.
 Increase Velocity of Runoff to Wetlands: When
velocity doubles, water moves particles such as soil 64
times larger and transports 32 times more suspended
materials, increasing the erosive power of water four
times.
 Road Building: Squeeze rivers and streams by
narrowing the floodplain, allowing less room to
meander, resulting in excess energy that can cause
scouring.

 Adopt-a-Stream: Monitor and improve a stream
near you by picking up trash and informing the
Division of Natural Resources (DNR) of any potential
pollution sources that may be negatively impacting
water quality.
 Buffers and Greenbelts: Perhaps the most
effective management practice to protect wetland is
to establish and maintain a vegetative buffer around
the wetland to slow the velocity of overland flow,
prevent erosion, allow infiltration, and uptake
excess nutrients and pollutants prior to runoff
entering a wetland. For this reason, the Natural
Resources Commission established a 25-foot No
Disturb Zone adjacent to all wetlands. Vegetated
buffers have added benefits of serving as a visual
and noise barrier to the interior of the wetland and
creating a habitat connection between wetlands and
upland habitats.
 Certify Vernal Pools: If you know of
a potential vernal pool contact the
property owner to learn if they are
interested in certifying it with the
Natural Heritage and Endangered
Species Program.
 Control Soil Erosion: Slow down run-off
by reducing the amount of hardscape or impervious
surfaces around your home.
 Contain Chemical Spills: If pesticides, oil, or
similar products leak or spill onto a hard surface, do
not wash down the area. Clean the spill using
absorbent materials such as sawdust or kitty litter
and dispose of properly. The solution to pollution is
NOT dilution.
 Dispose
of
Household
Products/
Pharmaceuticals Carefully: Never pour paints,
preservatives, brush cleaners, solvents, and
prescriptions down the drain. Dispose of these at
hazardous material collection events.
 Inspect and Clean Boats and equipment before
and after bringing your boat to a new site.
 Maintain Your Septic System: If a septic tank is
failing, its untreated sewage can seep into rivers and

wetlands.
 Never Release any plant or animal into a body
of water unless it came out of that body of water.
 Participate in programs that help protect and
restore wetlands, such as joining the Wetlands
Reserve Program through the US Forest Service.
 Pick Up all litter and pet waste and dispose of
properly. Keep surfaces that wash into storm drains
clean of toxic chemicals, fertilizers, motor oil, and
pet waste to prevent these materials from being
washed into a wetland.
 Plant native species to preserve the ecological
integrity of the wetland and adjacent land. Use
“living shorelines” techniques that make use of plant
roots to stabilize soil along shorelines or riverbanks.
 Practice Proper Lawn Care: Plant the right
grass by testing your soil annually. Use the proper
fertilizers or consider organic lawn care. Improper
fertilizing can lead to disease, poor root growth, or
weed problems. Water your yard only when it is dry
by soaking the soil to a depth of four to six inches.
Make sure your lawn service is customized to your
lawn’s needs.
 Practice Sensible Pest Control: Bugs provide
valuable food and can be natural pest controls.
Eliminate harmful garden bugs by encouraging
beneficial bugs and animals. Make sure wood piles
which attract terminates are located away from your
house. Dispose of old tires properly as mosquitos
like to breed in these. Follow pesticide directions
carefully. Do not apply near water or bare ground,
and do not apply if rain is in the forecast.
 Report Illegal Activities such as filling,
clearing, or dumping in wetlands to the Division of
Natural Resources.
 Conserve Water: Reducing water use will help
our wetlands by reducing the volume of water going
through sewage treatment plants.
 Use Car Care Products Wisely: Motor oil, antifreeze, and battery acid harm our wetlands if they
flow into storm drains or off paved surfaces into a
waterway. Wash your car on the grass so the water
and detergent are filtered through the grass.

Stormwater ultimately ends up in your drinking or surface waters so before you decide to dump something on the ground, down the drain, or in a catch basin, ask yourself,
“Is this something that I would want to drink or swim in?”

