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As May comes to a close, we’d like to recognize it as the Environmental Protection Agency’s 
(EPA’s) designated American Wetlands Month. When people think of wetlands they typically 
associate them with the hanging moss, steamy mangroves, and exotic animals found in the Florida 
Everglades or Louisiana Bayou. In reality, wetlands are found across every region and climate in 
America, even cold and dry areas. So what makes a wetland a wetland? Wetlands have three defining 
characteristics: hydric soils, hydrophytic plants, and hydrology (water or evidence of water). All 
three must be present for an area to be considered a ‘wetland’.  

Wetlands act as filters between land and water ecosystems. They slow down incoming water and 
help trap sediment, pollutants, and excess nutrients, which improves water quality downstream. In 
times of flooding wetlands catch and hold floodwater, reducing the strain on swollen rivers and 
streams. As captured water slowly soaks into the soil, it recharges underground aquifers and water 
tables. Tidal wetlands, found along the coasts of the United States, help protect coastlines from 
erosion during storms and hurricanes.  

Wetlands are a ‘biological supermarket’ for many species, providing large volumes of food and 
habitat that support complex food webs. Birds that use wetlands for breeding depend on the physical 
and biological attributes of wetlands. Fish have daily and seasonal dependencies on wetlands for food 
and other life-support systems. Wetlands are vital to maintaining bird and fish populations, making 
preservation of wetland characteristics a key factor in protecting wildlife diversity.  

 Commercial and recreational fishing are dependent on wetland 
systems. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) estimates that nearly all of the commercial catch (Figure 
1) and over half of the recreational catch in the southeastern US 
consist of fish and shellfish species that depend on wetland 
systems. This means that if the wetlands disappear, the commercial 
fishing industry would weaken or collapse, creating an economic 
crisis for regions that depend on fishing. Plus, you’ll have a harder 
time catching that largemouth bass you bought the boat for. 

Green infrastructure is the use of natural features, such as plants 
and wetlands, to manage water in a way that benefits communities 
and the environment. Since wetlands are good at removing pollutants 
from runoff, engineers install storm water ponds with wetland plants 
near roadways to collect runoff and filter substances like oil and gas 
(Figure 2). Manmade wetlands are also used to manage wastewater 
from municipal systems and sewer treatment plants. 

Wetlands provide important ecological services and support 
many industries. They prevent floods, recharge groundwater, reduce 
environmental pollutants, and support important food chains. By replacing, maintaining, and 
incorporating wetlands, we improve the quality of life for everyone.   

Figure 1: Commercial fisherman 
catching fish from wetland area 

Figure 2: Engineered wetland to 
catch automotive pollutants in runoff 


