WHY ARE WETLANDS SO IMPORTANT?

Wetlands are highly productive and biologically diverse systems that enhance wa-
ter quality, control erosion, maintain stream flows, sequester carbon, and provide
a home to at least one third of all threatened and endangered species.

Wetlands function as natural sponges that trap and slowly release surface water,
rain, snowmelt, groundwater and flood waters. Trees, root mats and other wetland
vegetation also slow the speed of flood waters and distribute them more slowly
over the floodplain. This combined water storage and braking action lowers flood
heights and reduces erosion.

The functions of a wetland and the values of these functions to humans depend on
a complex set of relationships between the wetland and the other ecosystems in
the watershed. A watershed is a geographic area in which water, sediments and
dissolved materials drain from higher elevations to a common low-lying outlet to a
larger stream, lake, underlying aquifer or estuary.
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counteracting the greatly
increased rate and volume of surface- water runoff
from pavement and buildings. The holding capacity
of wetlands helps control floods and prevents water
logging of crops. Preserving and restoring wetlands
together with other water retention can often pro-
vide the level of flood control otherwise provided by
expensive dredge operations and levees.

. DID YOU KNOW?
| Wetlands are among the

comparable to

rain forests and coral reefs.
An immense variety of spe-
cies of microbes, plants, in-
sects, amphibians, birds, fish
and mammals can be part of
a wetland ecosystem. Cli-
mate, topology, geology, the
movement and abundance of
water help to determine the

! plants and animals that in-
habit each wetland. The com-
plex, dynamic relationships
among the organisms inhabit-
ing the wetland environment
are called food webs.

The combination of shallow water,
high levels of nutrients and primary productivity is
ideal for the development of organisms that form
the base of the food web and feed many species of
fish, amphibians, reptiles, shellfish and insects.
Many species of birds and mammals rely on wet-
lands for food, water and shelter, especially during
migration and breeding.




