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Wetlands Watch
Our Great Salt Lake’s 400,000 acres of wetlands comprise

three-quarters of all wetlands in the entire state of Utah.

THE GLOBAL LOSS OF WETLAND HABITATS is a cause for considerable concern. There
are many names for these shallow, aquatic environments, including marshes, swamps, bayous, bogs,
potholes, sloughs, wet meadows, etc. According to many sources (e.g., "The Human Impact on the
Natural Environment," Andrew Goudie, 1990), the world may have lost half of its wetlands since
1900. In  the United States alone, the Fish and Wildlife Service estimates that over 100,000,000
acres of wetlands have been destroyed, with over 54% of the wetlands that existed in colonial
times now gone forever, primarily because of agricultural development. There are, however, other
and increasing threats coming from drainage, dredging, filling, peat removal, pollution and
channelization. A recently released study by the Fish and Wildlife Service ("Status and Trends of
Wetlands in the Conterminous United States") finds that between 1986 and 1997, U.S. wetlands
declined by 644,000 acres.

WHY WATCH OUR WETLANDS? The reasons are enormously important. Dr. William Niering,
a leading, national expert on the functional value of wetlands, refers to wetlands as "built-in flood
mitigation structures." They control flooding by providing water storage, reducing flood peaks, and
slowing flood waters. By removing silt and filtering out or absorbing many pollutants, wetlands act
as natural water purifiers. They also serve to reduce erosion by blunting the force of storms.
Wetland trees and other vegetation stabilize riverbanks and lake borders. A most critical reason to
watch our wetlands is that their diversity and productive ecosystems  provide crucial wintering,
breeding and refuge areas for wildlife. Niering calls wetlands both our nation's "liquid assets" and
its "duck factories."

OPEN SPACE, unaltered by human activity, is becoming increasingly rare in and around cities
and towns. The "Status and Trends" study of the Fish and Wildlife Service revealed that urban
development accounted for 30% of the wetland losses between 1986 and 1997. Wetlands
preservation in heavily populated areas is vital to providing protection and stability for human,
wildlife and other inland environments. Much of the nation's environmentally significant land,
particularly in wetlands and coastal areas, is in the hands of individuals. Our own backyards may be
a scrap of wetland or abut a community wetland resource. Stewardship, then, falls to citizenry and
to members of local wetland or conservation commissions.

PUBLIC INFORMATION is fundamental to community-based wetlands preservation. Educate
yourself, and members of your local wetlands or conservation commissions, about environmentally
fragile regions in your community. Learn more about wetlands by calling the EPA's Wetlands
Hotline at 1-800-832-7828 (graded materials are available for schools). Wetland maps may be
available locally or from state agencies, or for federal data contact the USGS at 1-800-USA-MAPS.

More…
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Benefits From Wetlands
WILDLIFE HABITAT Wetlands are among the most productive ecosystems in the world.

Nationwide, over 5,000 species of plants, 190 species of amphibians and
270 species of birds depend on wetlands for food, shelter and space.

WILDLIFE PROTECTION Wetlands are important spawning and nursery areas for commercial and
recreational fish and shellfish industries, as well as feeding, nesting and
shelter zones for migrant birds.

HUMAN ENRICHMENT Wetlands provide beauty, recreation and solitude to many.

CLIMATE CONTROL Many wetlands return over two-thirds of their annual water input to the
atmosphere through evapotranspiration, which act to moderate
temperatures and humidity in adjacent uplands.

CO2 COLLECTION Wetlands store carbon within peat and soil, reducing the release of carbon
dioxide into the atmosphere.

DECONTAMINATION Wetlands clays and soils remove harmful phosphates, metals and
agricultural runoff from surface and ground water. Wetland plants take up
and use the nutrients and chemicals carried in collected sediments, which
would otherwise contaminate rivers, lakes and groundwater supplies.

EROSION CONTROL Water flowing into wetlands is spread out and slowed, making it less
destructive. Plants also bind soil to help it stay in place.

FLOOD CONTROL By causing waves and fast-moving water to slow down and spread out
near large lakes and seacoasts, wetlands act as buffers to protect inland life
and property.

GLOBAL CYCLING Wetland processes play a planetary role in the cycling of carbon, nitrogen,
phosphorus and sulfur, constantly transforming them and releasing them
into the atmosphere.

NUTRIENT RECYCLING An abundance of decomposers continuously break materials down into
nutrients used by plants, fish and invertebrates.

OXYGEN PRODUCTION The abundance of aquatic and terrestrial plants in the world’s wetlands
contributes significantly to planetary oxygen.

RAIN MAKING Dimethyl sulfide released from wetlands may act as a seed for cloud
formation.

SILT REMOVAL Wetlands capture sediments and debris that can otherwise threaten life
downstream by filling deep areas, covering eggs or clogging animals’ gills.

SOIL CONSERVATION Water flowing into the flat terrain and heavy vegetation of wetlands loses
speed, causing material eroded from upstream to accumulate for present
and future use by plants and animals.

WATER STORAGE Wetlands store precipitation and surface water like giant sponges, slowly
releasing it into downstream habitats and groundwater. Researchers have
discovered ground water recharge equal to 20% of a wetland’s seasonal
volume.


