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Wetlands are only a small portion
of this nation’s land area, but they exert
large influence on its economic, social and
ecological health. In Louisiana, which
contains 25 percent of the United States’
coastal wetlands and 40 percent of its salt
marshes, the influence is proportionately
higher. This state accounts for 80 percent
of the nation’s coastal wetland loss.

Simply put, a large proportion of Louisiana _

acreage is wetland. Much of the state’s

economy depends upon wetlands.

During colonial times, the contiguous
48 states contained an estimated 221 million
acres of wetlands. Today, about 100 million
acres remain, and the loss continues. Since
1930, at a rate of about 25 square miles per
year, Louisiana has lost land area larger than
the state of Delaware.

Causes of Wetland Loss

~ A combination of human activities and
natural changes can cause wetland loss.

These include subsidence, wave erosion,
saltwater intrusion, sea level rise, tropical
storms and hurricanes, agricultural conver-
sions, freshwater flow restrictions, and canal
and levee construction. All of these have
contributed to Louisiana wetland loss, but
none is separately to blame. Sometimes one
stimulates another. For example, agricultural
conversion of only a portion of a wetland
may have an unintended effect on a much
larger area because of the resulting changes
in the ecological system, which may then




Wetland loss is imperceptible
at first. Although sportsmen, noting
changes in migratory waterfowl

habitats, expressed concern about
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The Glean Water Act of 1972

lncl'uded prbwswns that could sustain

wetlands, primarily by making
improvement of water quality a
national priority. It is administered by
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE)
and the U.S. Environmental Protection

Agency (EPA).
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demanded quantltatlve restoratlon to

balance used or converted wetlands.
Government officials on all levels even-
tually recognized that none of these
efforts was sufficient to prevent con-
tinued economic, social and ecological
loss from disappearing wetlands. Since
1990, projects ranging from rebuilding
barrier islands to diverting fresh water

from the Mississippi River have been
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Why So Much Effort
to Conserve and Restore
Wf}lands'?
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benefits. Some of the enwronmental
services are irreplaceable; others can
be replaced at great public and private
expense. These fragile and finite wet-
lands contribute to Louisiana’s quality
of life. They are an integral part of the

state’s resources and culture.




. 2 .
etlands-can be defined

" " and'described in many ways.

" At a basic level, wetlands are wet
area's linking te.rrestrial (land-based)
and aquatic (water-based) ecosystems.
The COE and the EPA further explain by
describing the land areas in relation to
wildlife and water: “"Those areas that
are inundated or saturated by surface
or groundwater at a frequency and
duration sufficient to support, and ...

do support, a prevalence of vegetation

typically adapted for life in saturated ;
soil conditions.” The Ramsar Conven-
tion on Wetlands of International Im-
portance defines wetlands by types of
habitat: “Areas of marsh, fen, peatland
or water, whether natural or artificial,
permanent or temporary, with water
that is static or flowing, fresh, brack-
ish, or salt, including areas of marine

water, the depth of which at low tide

does not exceed six meters.”

o

These definitions:are easier to

understand by considering the relation-

ships between water; soil and plants.

Wetlands and H,0

All wetlands contain water, aquatic
or semi-aquatic plants, and water-satu-
rated soils. Wetlands can be identified
by hydrologic, hydrophytic and hydric

water indicators.
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soils of the United States online at nourished primarily by flooding.

http://soils.usda.gov/use/hydric.
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nutrlents frorh upland areas into down-
stream are’as, nourls!llng other
habitats as well. Altering a habitat can
dislrupt the ecological systems of an
entire area.

In Louisiana, commercial and resi-
dential development, timber harvests,

agricultural activities, and oil and
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and other wiIdIiftle have less foc:x and
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ian trees and plants haveless area

_ forgrowth, and migrating birds have

difficulty finding food under these
conditions. These jshpfions are a
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direct result of physical changes to the

sug& as aItered water flows,

.§ed|ment deposits. Sometimes these

changes stimulate additional ones such

_ as increased stream temperatures and

reduced water quality.

Water Quality Functions

Wetlands conserve Louisiana’s
water. During rains, floods and storms,
wetlands catch and slowly distribute
surface water into aquifers as well as
streams and bayous. These natural
water collectors maintain the
resources for human life and activity.

Wetlands also clean water carry-
ing nonpoint-source pollution. Non-

point-source pollution is contamination



carried into wetlands and waterways

through stormwater runoff. Wetland

plants absorb and sometimes change

o
the form of excessive amounts of sl oot
suspended nitrogen and p* L

compounds and destroy intestinal

bacteria in waste matter from people-" -

and animals. Inorganic nutrients are
converted to their organic forms,
causing them to settle into the
bottom sediment rather than continue
downstream. Through denitrification,
nitrates are converted into nitrogen

gas that dissipates harmlessly into the

air. A variety of micro-organisms living

in wetlands consume waste matter.
Wetland wastewater assimilation
services save communities thousands
of dollars per acre per year.

Wetland vegetation can filter out
sediment as well as assimilate nutri-
ents and contaminants. The roots and
stems of aquatic plants capture
sediment, clearing the water column
and allowing sunlight to penetrate
aquatic areas for photosynthesis and
oxygen production essential to the
food web. As a result, sediment-free
water can be treated efficiently for
home and industrial use.

These water purifying functions

can be blocked or reduced by saturated

soils or by development. Impervious
surfaces such as roads, sidewalks,

parking lots and buildings made of

asphalt, concrete and other nonporous

substances stop water from infiltrating
the soil, encouraging it to accumulate
on the surface and pour downstream.
These surfaces shed water at a volume
nine times greater than natural
forested areas.

For many coastal Louisiana
residents, wetland loss represents the
loss of a freshwater resource. By the
year 2013, it is estimated that many
coastal towns will require new po-
table water sources, increasing water
treatment expenses to communities
by about $100 per year for each lost

wetland acre.

Storm and Flood Protection

Salty and brackish marshes,
forested wetlands and barrier islands
absorb enormous amounts of wave
energy and hold large quantities of
water that would otherwise do dam-
age inland. Each 2.8 miles of vegetated
wetlands bordering inland communities

can reduce a storm surge by about one
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Erosion Control

Wetland plants hold together
banks of lakes, bayous and rivers and
secure beach rims from the ravages
of water. Clear-cut bottomland hard-
wood forests have eroded at rates
as high as 7 metric tons per acre per
year. In some of Louisiana’s
weakened coastal wetlands, erosion
from oil and gas activity, heavy
recreational boat activity, and
commercial development have
caused more than 100 feet of coast-

line per year to be lost.



____ are the.cornerstones of Louisiana’s

econom
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Business-and Commerce

People harvest seafood, fur,
lumber, oil and gas from wetlands.
About 25 percent of the nation’s total
fishery production and about
40 percent of the nation’s wild fur
harvests come from Louisiana’s
coastal wetlands. More than 95
percent of those fishes depend upon
coastal wetland estuaries for food
or habitat, and about 70 percent

dwell in estuaries sometime in their

=
I

i

life cycles. Wetland-dwelling crabs,

[(F

crawfish, oysters and a variety of
finfish are harvested and marketed
to restaurants and food processors
throughout the world. According to
the National Marine Fisheries Service,
commercial seafood landings in
Louisiana during 2002 exceeded

1 billion pounds with a dockside

value of $343 million, accounting

for approximately 30 percent of the
total catch by weight in the lower
48 states. According to statistics
available from the LSU Agricultural
Center, harvest of these products in
2002 provided direct jobs for roughly
5,000 people in Louisiana.

Many rural communities in
Louisiana depend upon timber

production, much of it in wetlands.
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Wet areas linking upland to low-
land are unique. They are inundated
or saturated by surface or ground-
water in a way that supports plants

. adapted for Ilfe in saturated sml
e r— L

" As their definition lmplres, each

| —— _thqtmsﬂmnai—areas is sllghtly
. a't_ﬁereﬁ‘ﬂbwever, all are diverse,
4 2 '

nurserie_s-fer—amphibtans, fish and
_—-_,.1.._,.__:'._

and wildlife. Wetlands’ environmen-
tal services or ecological functions
give Louisiana’s people economic and
social benefits.

A variety of plant and animal

spe:cies‘live' in wetlands. They are

These functions directly enhance
the quality of life in Louisiana, pro-
viding jobs, commodities to harvest
and use (seafood, lumber, oil and
gas), opportunities for and income
from outdoor recreation (hunting,
fishing,_r;a'_tire-bas‘»ed tourism), as - -
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"/ gll as « educatlonal opportumtles
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