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 General Wetlands Information 
  

What Is a Wetland? 
 

Official Definition: 

Wetlands are "areas that are inundated or saturated by surface water or groundwater at a 

frequency and duration sufficient to support and (that) under normal circumstances do support 

a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions." (Official 

Army Corp of Engineers definition of a wetland, according to the Clean Water Act)  

 

In essence, a wetland is “wet land.” Water is the dominant factor controlling the nature of the soil and 

thus the types of plants and animals living in and on the soil. Wetlands often are transitional lands 

between dry land and deep water. They are where the water table is at or near the surface of the land 

and they may be periodically covered by shallow water. Wetlands have three specific attributes: 

1. Hydrophytic vegetation – Water-loving plants. 

2. Hydric soils – Soils are periodically or continually saturated and have little to no 

oxygen because soil is saturated with water: 

 Temporarily wet – one to four months a year. 

 Seasonally wet – four to 11 months a year. 

 Continually wet – more than 11 months of year. 

3. Hydrology –Flooding patterns and movement of water in relation to land. 

 

Why Are Wetlands Important? 
1.  Shoreline and Flood Protection 

 Shoreline Protection 

o Protect shoreline from erosion by acting as a buffer against wave actions. 

o Coastal wetlands are the frontline defense against incoming storms. They minimize 

the impact of storms by reducing wind action, wave action and currents, while the 

roots of the plants help to hold sediment in place. 

 Slow Surging Floodwater 

o Reduce flood damage by slowing down floodwaters and act as a buffer against 

storm surge. 

o Wetlands act as sponges by absorbing floodwater and then allow excess water to move 

gradually downstream (thus reducing damage to homes and property). 

o Store snow melt, rainfall and excess runoff. 

2. Water Purification 

 As water flow slows through a wetland, sediment and nutrients (nitrogen, phosphorus, etc.) 

settle to the wetland floor. Plants can use excess nutrients for growth; otherwise, these 

nutrients would pollute surface waters. 

 The ability of wetlands to recycle nutrients and pollutants makes them critical in improving 

water quality. No other ecosystem is as productive or as unique in this conversion process.  
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 Act as kidneys of the ecosystem by filtering pollutants such as fecal coliforms from raw 

sewage, excess nutrients from fertilizer runoff (nitrogen and phosphorus) and heavy metals 

from industrial waste.  

3. Groundwater Recharge 

 Serve as a link between surface water and underground drinking water. 

 Recharge groundwater aquifers, which supply half of the U.S. drinking water. 

4. Wildlife Habitat and Nursery Area 

 More than 400 species of fish and birds are dependent on wetlands for their survival. 

 Up to 43 percent of endangered species use wetlands for habitat for part or all of their lives. 

 Provide habitat for 75 to 90 percent of the nation’s commercial fish and shellfish. 

5. Trade and Commerce 

 Wetlands are associated with many of Louisiana’s 32 ports, which make significant 

contributions to local, national and international trade. 

 Louisiana’s port system and commerce provides over 70,000 jobs, nearly $4 billion in 

earnings and over $500 million in tax revenue to local and state government.   

 Over 25% of the nation’s waterborne commerce travels through the port of New Orleans. 

 Louisiana’s ports are responsible for over 40% of US grain exports. 

6. Oil and Gas 

 Large numbers of oil and gas reserves, both inland and in the Gulf of Mexico, are found in 

or accessed through wetlands.  

 Louisiana is the 2nd largest producer of natural gas and the 3
rd

 largest producer of 

petroleum, 
 Production and shipment of petrochemicals in Louisiana is valued at more than $14 billion 

a year.   

7. Recreation and Tourism 

 Recreational fishing involves more than 45 million people in the United States and they 

spend $24 billion annually on this hobby.  

 People who enjoy hiking, boating, water sports, swimming, photography and bird watching 

in wetland landscapes spend up to $98 million annually on outdoor recreation. 

 Collectively, bird watching and hunting of migratory birds annually generate more than 

$20 billion in economic activity in Canada, Mexico and the United States.  

 

Types of Wetlands: 
There are wetlands of diverse types around the world. Louisiana is home to a number of these unique 

ecosystems, which are found across the state. Each wetland type has specific animal, plant and soil 

communities that have important ecosystem functions, as well as often having economic benefits. The 

following sections describe a number of wetlands found in Louisiana and how they are classified. 

 

Marshes 
Marshes are defined as wetlands frequently or continually inundated with water and are characterized 

by emergent soft-stemmed vegetation (grasses) that are adapted to saturated soil conditions. There are 

many different kinds of marshes, ranging from the prairie potholes of the Northern Great Plains to the 

salt marshes of southern Louisiana, coastal to inland, freshwater to saltwater. All types receive most of 

their water from surface water, and many marshes also are fed by groundwater. Nutrients are plentiful, 

and the pH usually is neutral, which leads to an abundance of plant and animal life. Marshes can be 

divided into two primary categories: tidal and nontidal.  
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Tidal Marshes – Salt  
Salt marshes are characterized, in part, by salinity, or the amount of salt dissolved in the water. 

 Salinity is measured in parts per thousand, sometimes expressed as ppt 

o For example: 12 parts per thousand  means for every thousand parts of water, there are 

12 parts of salt. 

o The salinity of the ocean is approximately 32 ppt. 

o Salinity breaks tidal marsh types into four distinct categories: fresh marsh, intermediate 

marsh, brackish marsh and salt marsh.  

 Tidal salt marshes are among the most productive ecosystems in the world because plants 

receive full sun, have limitless water supplies and generally have very nutrient-rich sediments. 

 Tidal salt marshes have salinities that range from 2 to 32 parts per thousand. These marshes 

can withstand periods of freshwater inundation, which is dependent upon rainfall events and 

tidal movement into the marsh. 

 Plants are adapted to salinity (often by excreting salt through their leaves), periodic flooding 

and temperature extremes. 

 Tidal salt marshes are found in mid- and high latitudes along coastlines throughout the world. 

o In the United States, they are found primarily on the East Coast and around the Gulf of 

Mexico. 

 Salt marsh ecology: 

o Regularly flooded marshes serve as critical habitat for most juvenile fish and a variety 

of invertebrates, including shrimp, fiddler crabs, marsh crabs, the marsh periwinkle and 

the Atlantic ribbed mussel.  

o Many species use the salt marsh as a nursery. Approximately 50 percent of offshore 

game fish begin life in a salt marsh. 

o Grasses and rushes that grow in salt 

marshes die and decompose, 

becoming food for bottom-dwelling 

scavengers like fish, shrimp and 

crabs, who become food for bigger 

predators. 

o Bacteria, fungi and algae also 

colonize the detritus and can break 

down portions of the detritus that are 

not digestible by animals. This 

process puts nutrients back into the 

system and allows for more plant 

growth. 

 

Tidal Marshes – Fresh 

 Inland from tidal salt marshes, tidal fresh marshes are still close enough to the coast to be 

affected by tides. 

 Salinities range from 0 and 2 ppt. 

 Tidal fresh marshes vary in form and size from narrow fringing marshes of only a few square 

feet to hundreds of acres. 

o Often develop along the interface between forests and rivers. 

 Freshwater marsh ecology: 
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o These marshes rely on sediment brought from upstream runoff, natural bank erosion 

and storm tides to restore the marsh elevation and keep up with winter erosion within 

the marsh.  

o The diverse structure formed by the high number of plant species provides a good 

habitat for birds. At least 280 species of birds use these marshes as both migrating and 

nesting grounds. 

 

Nontidal Marshes 

 Nontidal marshes are nonforested, nontidal wetlands dominated by grasses, sedges and other 

freshwater emergent plants. These marshes are not affected by tidal fluctuations. 

 Nontidal marshes are mostly freshwater, but some can be brackish. 

 There are many different kinds of freshwater marshes and they generally are classified by 

depth and duration of flooding. They typically are found near streams in poorly drained 

depressions or near rivers, lakes and ponds. 

 Examples of nontidal freshwater marshes: 

o Prairie Potholes and Nebraska Sandhills – usually small marshes that originated in 

millions of depressions formed by glacial action. 

o The Everglades – largest single marsh system in the United States located in southern 

Florida. 

o Vernal Pools – found in the western United States (especially western California). 

Shallow, intermittently flooded, wet meadows. 

o Riverine Marshes – such as those found along the Atchafalaya River. 

o Playas – Found in the high plains of northern Texas and eastern New Mexico. Small 

basins that contain clay or fine, sandy loam soils. 

 Nontidal marshes have many characteristics of tidal freshwater marshes but without the daily 

water fluctuations due to tidal changes. 

 These marshes can be isolated basins, fringes around lakes or sluggish streams and rivers. 

 

Swamps 
 A swamp is a wetland dominated by woody plants. There are many kinds of swamps, ranging 

from the forested red maple (Acer rubrum) swamps of the Northeast to the cypress and tupelo swamps 

found along rivers of southeastern United States. The Atchafalaya Swamp, located in southern 

Louisiana, is the largest swamp in the United States! 
 Swamps are characterized by permanent or periodic inundation of water and saturated soils 

during the growing season. Plants, birds, fish and invertebrates, such as freshwater shrimp, crawfish, 

and clams, require the habitats provided by swamps. Many rare species, such as the bald eagle, depend 

on these ecosystems, as well. Louisiana swamps include cypress-tupelo swamps, “transitional” or 

shrub swamps and mangrove swamps (or mangrove forests). 

 

Cypress-Tupelo Swamps 

 Found statewide along the edges of rivers and streams and in other low lying areas. 

 Continuously flooded, except during periods of extreme drought.  

 Low plant species diversity because of flooded nature and lack of sunlight in the understory. 

Dominant trees include cypress (Taxodium spp.) and tupelo (Nyssa spp.). Other trees are 

swamp red maple and buttonbush, as well as ash, elm and some oak species.  

 An estimated 25-50 percent of original swamp was destroyed by human settlement. Old-

growth swamps are very rare due to a history of logging and draining wetlands. 
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 Cypress-tupelo swamps are home to a diversity of wildlife, including species of concern such 

as the Louisiana black bear and the swallow-tailed kite. 

 

Shrub Swamps (“Transitional”)  

 Shrub swamps often are found adjacent to forested swamps but contain shrubby vegetation 

such as buttonbush, willow and dogwood. 

 The soil may be waterlogged for much of the year and is at times covered by water due to its 

location along slow-moving streams and in floodplains.  

 

Mangrove Swamps (Mangrove Forests) 

 Found in tropical and subtropical climates (between the latitudes of 25 degrees north and 25 

degrees south) 

o In the United States, they are found primarily in the Gulf States but are moving north as 

the Earth’s temperatures increase. 

o In Louisiana, black mangrove swamps are found on the Chandeleur Island chain and 

other coastal areas. 

 Name refers to both the wetland and the salt-tolerant trees that inhabit the area. These wetlands 

also have been called the “rainforests by the sea.” 

 Made up of salt-tolerant trees and other plant species that thrive in intertidal zones of sheltered 

shores, barrier islands and estuaries.  

 Forest detritus, consisting mainly of fallen leaves and branches from the mangroves, provides 

nutrients for the marine environment and supports immense varieties of sea life in intricate 

food webs associated directly through detritus or indirectly through the algae food chains. 

 Refuge and nursery grounds for juvenile fish, crabs, shrimp and mollusks. Mangroves also are 

prime nesting and migratory sites for hundreds of bird species. 

 

Bottomland Hardwood Forests  
 Bottomland hardwood forests are found throughout Louisiana, comprising the edges of 

swamps, rivers and associated floodplains. These forests are characterized by periodic overbank 

flooding from adjacent rivers or major streams, but often are dry during various times of the growing 

season. Bottomland hardwood forests have a diverse collection of tree species due to the complex 

topography and the occurrence of flooding during the growing season. 

 There are many types bottomland hardwood forest, but all are dominated by a variety of trees 

and shrubs such as oak, elm, ash and hickory species, red maple and buttonbush. Primary wildlife 

inhabitants of swamp forests are reptiles, amphibians, fish, birds, raccoons, opossums, wild pigs and 

invertebrates. 

 

Baygalls and Forested Seeps 
 Although similar in plant life, baygalls and forested seeps are different habitats that are defined 

by their locations and water sources. Baygalls are dense, flooded, forested wetlands found on the 

edges of small creeks and pine flatwood depressions in western Louisiana. Forested seeps can be 

found on slopes in pine/hardwood forests of northwest, central and western Louisiana and generally 

are fed by surface water runoff.  

 Both habitats have a diversity of trees, shrub and herbaceous species. Dominant trees include 

sweet bay, black gum and red maple, as well as oak, pine and holly species. Shrub species include wax 

myrtle, Virginia willow and azalea. Many herbaceous plants are ferns and orchids. These habitats also 

support a variety of animal life, including reptiles, amphibians, mammals, insects and many birds. 
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Bogs 
 Bogs are wetlands characterized by acidic conditions that develop when peat and sphagnum 

moss grow over a depression – such as a lake, pond or area where a glacier once receded –and then 

build up and decay over time. Bogs receive water from precipitation and seepage from groundwater. 

Bogs are low in the nutrients needed for plant growth due to fine sand and loam soils.  

Many bogs need fire management, whether natural or prescribed, to remain healthy and 

functioning. This physically and chemically demanding habitat is home to plant and animal 

communities that have special adaptations to low nutrient levels, fire, waterlogged conditions and 

acidic waters. 

 Bogs are sensitive environments with high degrees of biodiversity, making this type of wetland 

habitat greatly important. In Louisiana, hillside seepage bogs are found mostly in association with rare 

long leaf pine (Pinus palustris) habitats in the Kisatchie National Forest and the Fort Polk Military 

Reservation. Relics also have been found in these parishes: Beauregard, Bienville, Calcasieu, 

Natchitoches, Sabine, St. Tammany, Vernon and Washington. Hillside seepage bogs support a unique 

group of herbaceous plants, including orchids, grasses and carnivorous plants like pitcher plants and 

sundews. Many rare animals inhabit bogs, such as Henslow’s sparrows, Pine Hills diggers (a species 

of crawfish), southern red salamanders, long-tailed weasels, and the Aroqos skipper butterfly. 
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Identifying Wetlands 
The table below summarizes the major wetland types that were outlined in the previous section. 

Wetland Type Location Water Source Common Plants 

 

Bogs 

Where glaciers have left a 

depression in the earth. Found 

adjacent to pine habitats of the 

southeastern United States. 

 

Precipitation and 

groundwater 

Sphagnum moss, orchids, 

grasses, pitcher plants and 

sundews 

 

Baygalls 
Edges of small creeks and pine 

flatwood depressions. 

 

Adjacent creeks 

Sweet bay, black gum, red maple, 

as well as oak, pine and holly, 

azalea and fern species 

 

Forested Seeps 

 

Slopes in pine-hardwood forests 

 

Surface water runoff 

Sweet bay, black gum, red maple, 

as well as oak, pine and holly, 

azalea and fern species 

 

Bottomland 

Hardwood Forest 

 

Floodplains and edges of rivers 

and swamps. 

 

Flooded by rivers or 

surface water runoff 

Variety of trees and shrubs 

including oak, elm, ash and hickory 

species,  red maple, and buttonbush 

Cypress-Tupelo 

Swamps 

Edges of rivers and streams, and 

other low lying areas 
 Flooded by rivers 

Dominant trees include cypress 

and tupelo 

 

Shrub Swamps 

 

 Adjacent forested swamps 
Flooded by rivers or 

surface water runoff 

Shrubby vegetation such as 

buttonbush, willow and 

dogwood 

 

Mangrove 

Swamps 

Tropical and subtropical 

climates.  In Louisiana, the 

Chandeleur Island chain and 

other coastal areas 

 

Flooded by tides 

 

Mangrove trees and other salt- 

tolerant species 

Tidal Saltwater 

Marsh 

Near ocean shores and other 

saltwater tides 
Flooded by tides 

Cordgrass, black grass, sea 

lavender and glasswort 

 

Tidal Freshwater 

Marsh 

Near tidal saltwater marshes but 

further inland so there is little or 

no salt content in the water. 

Those with salt content are 

called "brackish." 

 

 

Flooded by tides 

 

More varied plant life than saltwater 

marshes; may include brightly 

colored flowering plants 

 

Non-tidal Marsh 

Near streams in poorly drained 

depressions or near rivers, lakes 

and ponds 

Flooded by nearby 

water bodies, 

precipitation and 

surface water 

Varies depending on type and 

location but may include grasses, 

sedges and other freshwater 

emergent plants. 
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The Formation and Loss of Louisiana’s Coastal Wetlands 

 
 All wetlands provide unique and important habitats. Yet the wetlands of coastal Louisiana are 

disappearing at a rapid rate. More than 1,880 square miles of coastal wetlands have been lost since the 

1930s. That’s the same as losing a football field every hour. Louisiana currently is experiencing about 

90 percent of the total coastal wetland loss in the continental United States. The following section will 

discuss how Louisiana’s coastal wetlands were formed and why they are disappearing so rapidly. 

 

The Mississippi River and Wetlands 
The Mississippi River is the driving force behind the creation and continued existence of 

coastal Louisiana. The Mississippi River drains more than 2.4 million square miles of land, which 

encompasses 21 U.S. states and two Canadian provinces. The Mississippi River carries freshwater, as 

well as land building sediment, to coastal Louisiana, which was formed as the river flooded the land 

and then deposited sediment as the floodwaters receded.  

 

Mississippi River Drainage 

 
(http://www.lpb.org/education/tah/Workshop111905_files/slide0034_image009.jpg) 

 

Mississippi River Delta  
 Where the sediment flows out at the mouth of the Mississippi River, a delta is formed. A delta 

is a lobe of land created by sediment deposits from a river. The Mississippi River historically changed 

its course every 1,000 to 2,000 years, balancing land loss with land formation.  

 The Louisiana coast began to take shape 5,000 years ago as this process caused the Mississippi 

River to change its course to follow the path of least resistance to the Gulf of Mexico. As the river 

shifted, it left a lobe of land behind, creating lakes, bays and other coastal wetlands. Although the 

older delta lobe would lose its primary supply of freshwater and sediment and undergo compaction, 

subsidence and erosion, seasonal flooding from the river replenished coastal areas with freshwater and 

sediment. 

 The current Mississippi River Delta, or bird-foot delta, is made up of 521,000 acres of land and 

shallow estuaries that began to form 1,200 years ago as the seventh deltaic movement of the river. 

Unfortunately, the land-building process of delta formation has been altered by natural and human 
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influences. Until the industrial revolution (around the turn of the 20
th

 century), land along the coast of 

Louisiana consistently had risen. Since the early 1900s, however, Louisiana continually has lost land. 

 

 
(http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/Mississippi-River-Delta) 

 

Wetland Loss Over Time 
 Historically, the average wetland loss was about 350 acres per year, but from 1930 to 1990 

average wetland loss increased to about 11,500 acres per year. Current wetland loss is estimated at 

about 16,000 to 22,000 acres each year. Many things influence wetland loss. The primary factors 

associated with Louisiana’s wetland loss are outlined in the following sections. 

 

Primary Causes of Land Loss in Coastal Louisiana 

 A number of natural and human-induced effects have resulted in land loss for Louisiana. For 

example, natural disturbances such as tropical storms periodically degrade coastal wetlands and 

introduce saltwater into otherwise freshwater habitats. In addition, subsidence, a natural process of 

land compaction, results in natural land loss for Louisiana. Subsidence historically was offset with 

sediment deposition from the flooding of major rivers. The following diagram shows the natural 

process of sediment deposition and subsidence that historically occurred in Louisiana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

1. Annual flooding of the Mississippi 

River deposits sediment and nutrients 

across the wetlands. 

2. River sediments and nutrients settle 

out across the coastal wetlands. 

3. Plants rapidly grow in the 

nutrient-rich sediment. When the 

plants die, great quantities of detrital 

(dead organic) material is added to 

the sediment. 

4. The weight of the soil layers begins 

to compact the sediment below. 
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 Once levees were constructed along the Mississippi River, however, the first two processes 

were eliminated, and sediments could no longer flood across the wetlands. This drastically slowed the 

sediment input to the marshes, but subsidence rates remained the same. With only subsidence 

occurring on the coastal marshes, the land began to open up and erode.  

 Then comes sea level rise, which also contributes to the issue and leads to an even greater 

estimate of land loss as land sinks and sea levels rise. Eustatic sea level rise (defined as the rise in sea 

level worldwide) currently is estimated to be 1-2 millimeters per year. Relative sea level rise (the 

estimate of sea level rise in Louisiana plus the loss of coastline from subsidence) is estimated to be 

2.1-9.4 millimeters per year. 

Although these natural occurrences contribute to coastal land loss in Louisiana, human processes 

have exacerbated the degradation. A few of the human-induced effects are outlined below, including 

reduced sediment deposition due to manmade levees along the Mississippi River, saltwater intrusion 

due to manmade channels and canals and introduction and expansion of invasive species. 

 

1. Reduced Sediment Deposition Due to Levees 

 Levees are designed for protection, flood control, agriculture and to aid with 

shipping/navigation. But levees along the Mississippi River also create walls on both sides of the river, 

preventing sediment that once built up the land from being dispersed across coastal Louisiana. With no 

new sediment input, the coastline is subject only to forces that erode it away. More than 160 million 

tons of freshwater and sediment that could be used to help build up Louisiana’s coastline are 

discharged off the continental shelf each year. 

 

2. Saltwater Intrusion and Marsh Degradation Due to Canal and Channel Development 

 Canals often are dug in wetlands to aid in oil and gas exploration, and shipping channels are 

designed to open waterways for ship traffic. These all play an important role in the economy of 

Louisiana, but canals and channels also have devastating effects on our wetlands, which will enviably 

affect our economy, too. 

 Canals and channels bisect large areas of Louisiana and convert it to open water. Extra 

sediment that is extracted to form a canal is deposited on the sides of the canal (called a spoil bank). 

Spoil banks adjust the elevation of the marsh, inhibiting the overland flow of water following rain or 

flooding events. This change in hydrology and sediment deposition results in marshland conversion to 

open water. 

 Channels and canals also can become conduits for saltwater intrusion. Saltwater intrusion is the 

movement of salt water into a freshwater habitat, such as a freshwater marsh. Saltwater intrusion may 

occur as the result of a natural process but it is more frequently an effect of human activities. Salt 

water from the Gulf of Mexico may reach deep into interior wetlands, often resulting in plant death in 

freshwater marshes and other freshwater or upland habitats. Wetlands begin to erode away as the 

underground root systems of plants disappear. When that happens, a once freshwater marsh is 

converted into open water, losing its functions as fish nursery and habitat, food source for wetland 

animals, storm surge protection for residents and more.  

 

3. Introduction and Expansion of Invasive Species  

 Invasive species are plants and animals that have been introduced into an environment in 

which they are not native and have detrimental effects on the ecosystem. Invasive species often lack 

natural predators, which leads to rapid expansion that results in the invasive species out-competing the 

native species. A few examples of invasive species that are doing damage to Louisiana’s wetlands are 

Asian carp, nutria, feral hogs and Chinese tallow trees. 
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Hurricane Effects on Wetlands 
 Nearly 50 percent of Louisiana’s population lives in coastal parishes and is subject to direct 

threats when hurricanes come ashore. A hurricane is a powerful storm that forms over the ocean and 

generates winds that blow more than 75 miles per hour. When hurricanes come ashore, they can do 

considerable damage to homes, cities, agriculture and the environment. As hurricanes pass over 

wetlands, the vegetation helps slow storm surge and winds, thus reducing damage in populated areas. 

Many researchers believe that for about every 1 to 3 miles vegetated wetland storm surge of a 

hurricane may be reduced by 1 foot. 

 As wetlands continue to erode, the protection they offer is continuously decreased. In 2005, a 

record-breaking hurricane season devastated the coast of Louisiana. Hurricane Katrina brought strong 

wind speeds, while Hurricane Rita followed with great water surges and saltwater intrusion into 

freshwater habitats. It has been said that if Hurricane Katrina had struck in 1945, when there were 

more coastal wetlands, the storm surge that reached New Orleans would have been 5-10 feet lower. 

 

Effects of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005 

 Significant loss of human and animal life 

 Damage and loss of buildings and other infrastructure 

 Impaired habitat for brown pelicans, turtles, reptiles, fish and migratory bird species  

 Closure of 16 National Wildlife Refuges 

 Substantial beach erosion 

 About 20 percent of the Louisiana’s marshes were damaged and have developed into open 

water 

 90 percent of crude oil production in the continental United States was shut down for a time, 

temporarily increasing gas prices nationwide 

 

The chart below shows the hurricanes’ effects on Louisiana’s economy: 

 

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita: 

Effects on Louisiana’s Economy  

Industry 
Estimated Loss of 

Revenue 

Forestry $839,933,224 

Agronomic Crops $357,854,629 

Fruits/Nuts/Vegetables $41,951,686 

Livestock $75,580,644 

Aquaculture $58,330,115 

Fisheries $176,280,625 

Wildlife/Recreation $40,803,977 

TOTAL $1,590,734,900 
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Hope for the Coast 
 After suffering devastating effects of both Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Rita in 2005, 

Louisiana recognized the need for healthy coastal areas. Thus, the Louisiana Legislature passed Act 8 

in 2006, which established the Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, known as CPRA, to 

coordinate efforts to protect, restore, and rebuild Louisiana’s coastline. CPRA describes these efforts 

in a coastal master plan and it is required to update that coastal master plan every five years. The first 

master plan was approved by the legislature in 2007. The second plan, the most comprehensive yet, 

was approved in May 2012. This master plan offers a path forward based on the latest in scientific 

innovations partnered with extensive public input. The next master plan will be published in 2017. 

 

 The Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority collaborated with teams of local leaders, 

coastal residents and science and engineering experts to develop the 2012 Louisiana coastal master 

plan. The teams included:  

 

 Planning Team – Louisiana-based experts with firsthand knowledge of the coast. They were 

responsible for developing the coastal master plan.  

 Framework Development Team and Focus Groups – South Louisiana citizens and people 

whose jobs focused on sustaining the state’s coast and economy. They helped with gathering 

data and providing input. 

 Science and Engineering Board – World-class science and engineering experts whose roles 

were to provide scientifically based advice.  

 Louisiana Citizens – Thousands of south Louisiana citizens whose roles were to provide 

firsthand input on how the coast works.  

 

 The 2012 Louisiana coastal master plan is a 50-year blueprint for protecting, restoring and 

rebuilding Louisiana’s coastal areas. The plan lists projects that should be considered for immediate 

implementation as well as recommendations for future projects. Projects that focus on reducing flood 

risks, building new land or sustaining land were given priority when developing the master plan. 

Different types of projects include:  

 

 Restoration Projects – Their purpose is to build or sustain land. Restoration projects include 

marsh creation, sediment diversion, shoreline protection, ridge restoration and channel 

realignment.  

 Structural Protection Projects – These projects act as physical barriers against storm surge to 

reduce the risk of flooding. Structural protection projects include concrete walls, earthen 

levees, floodgates and pumps. 

 Nonstructural Protection Projects – These projects focus on reducing storm-related flood risks. 

Elevating and flood-proofing homes and businesses, upgrading building codes, cautious land 

use planning and public education are examples of nonstructural protection projects.  

 

 Because of the large-scale needs of Louisiana’s fragile coastline, the 2012 Louisiana coastal 

master plan is based on a $50 billion budget. Although the Coastal Protection and Restoration 

Authority expects to secure state and federal funding sources, funding is not guaranteed. Even if the 

funds are allocated, they will not be received at once. They will be spaced over the 50 years. The 2012 

coastal master plan provides the necessary framework to support decision making on how funds 

should be spent as they become available, and CPRA also is evaluating other funding opportunities for 
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the master plan. Potential funding sources include penalties related to the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil 

spill and credits for carbon and nutrient trading.  

CPRA predicts the loss of an additional 1,750 square miles over the next 50 years if nothing is 

done. Continued land loss would have a devastating effect at the state and national levels. The 2012 

coastal master plan takes a bold step toward saving Louisiana’s coast.  

 

More Players in Progress 
Sustaining Louisiana’s wetlands, coastal infrastructure and communities relies on efforts from all 

fronts. Federal and state agencies, local governments, nonprofits, industry leaders and Louisiana citizens 

are pursuing combined and individual efforts to increase awareness about the challenges Louisiana’s 

wetlands face. Scientists aren’t the only people involved in wetland protection and restoration. An 

interdisciplinary approach, which includes experts in fields from education to engineering, is needed to 

ensure our efforts are holistic and feasible. 
 

Wetlands, Natural Resources and You 
Louisiana’s wetlands are the sources of a variety of natural resources. Natural resources are 

materials that occur in nature and have economic value. Natural resources can be divided into two 

categories: nonrenewable and renewable. Nonrenewable resources are those that do not naturally 

replenish themselves over time, such as fossil fuels and minerals. Renewable resources, such as plants, 

animals, air and water, are resources that can be used over and over again or those that are replenished 

naturally.  

Renewable natural resources found in wetlands benefit our economy and environment in many 

ways. To maintain the renewable component of these natural resources and their continued benefits, 

we must act and use them in a responsible and sustainable way. There are many opportunities for 

individuals, communities and governments to do their part. 

As individuals, we make choices every day that directly affect natural resources. The products 

and food we buy, the transportation we choose and the energy and water we use all can influence the 

environment and economy on a local and global scale. Learning about the places and people affected 

by our choices can assist in the protection of natural resources. It also keeps us informed when voting 

on legislation and new members for elected offices.  

Individuals also can do their part by engaging in citizen science projects. Citizen science often 

is a partnership between researchers and the public to gain data on natural phenomena, such as firefly 

populations. The contributions of the public allow scientists to collect an extensive amount of data – 

even on a global or national level – that scientists alone would not be able to collect. Citizen science 

can expose and educate individuals about scientific concepts while helping researchers gain valuable 

insight. (See Additional Resources more information on how to contribute to the protection of 

Louisiana’s wetlands and natural resources.) 

 

Conservation and Legislation 
 

Endangered Species Act 
An important piece of U.S. legislation, the Endangered Species Act, was signed into law in 

1973, replacing the previous legislation known as the Endangered Species Preservation Act of 1966. 

The Endangered Species Act authorized the determination and listing of species as endangered 

and threatened. An endangered species is one that is in danger of extinction throughout all or a 

significant part of its range, and a threatened species is one that is likely to become endangered in the 

near future. Once such determinations are made, the Endangered Species Act provides for protection 



LSU AgCenter •  4-H Youth Wetlands Program •  2015 •  General Wetlands Information 

 

of and the ability to acquire land as designated habitat of listed species; prohibits the taking (hunting, 

harvesting, etc.), possession, sale and transport of endangered species; and imposes penalties for those 

found in violation of the laws established under the act. The Endangered Species Act also encouraged 

the establishment of state programs for the protection and conservation of ecosystems on which 

threatened or endangered species may depend. 

There are two general ways an organism may be listed under the Endangered Species Act. 

First, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service or National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration 

may place a notice in the Federal Register if a species is suspected to be in peril of extinction. The 

Federal Register keeps the public up to date with information on policy and governmental actions. 

Once on the Federal Register, the public may comment on the proposed listing. If either the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service or National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration determines the 

species should be listed, a pending listing notice also is placed on the Federal Register and becomes 

effective 30 days after posting. 

Citizens have become increasingly important in the process of listing and enforcing provisions 

of the Endangered Species Act. Any citizen or organization may petition, or present a species for 

listing, with evidence supporting its current status or decline. Petitions include information on species 

biology, distribution and any threats it may be facing. Agencies within the Department of the Interior 

(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service or National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration) have one 

year to determine if listing is “warranted” or “not warranted.” If the agencies do not meet the time line, 

the Endangered Species Act gives citizens to right to sue the agency to enforce needed protection. For 

those species warranting listing, species and their habitat are protected under the Endangered Species 

Act’s laws and regulations. Once listed as endangered or threatened, the government reviews the 

species status every five years. 

Deciding whether and how to list a species as endangered or threatened under the provisions of 

the Endangered Species Act is determined by the review of the following areas: destruction or 

alteration of habitat, overutilization (hunting, etc.), risk of disease and predation, inadequacy of 

existing regulations, and effects from other natural or manmade factors. Once listed, federal and state 

agencies coordinate conservation and restoration management practices through a process known as a 

recovery plan. The goal of a recovery plan is to increase the population to healthy and sustainable 

levels in addition to restoring and preserving its habitat. Species that respond positively to such 

management tactics may be removed from the list of threatened or endangered species if there is 

significant supporting evidence to do so. Species that are successfully removed from the lists are 

called “recovered species.” 

 There are more than 2,000 species listed as threatened or endangered under the provisions of 

the Endangered Species Act, and 23 of those species are found in Louisiana and its waters. Some of 

Louisiana’s listed animals include the Louisiana black bear, manatees, red-cockaded woodpeckers, 

gopher tortoise and many species of sea turtles. Listed Louisiana plants include Louisiana quillwort, 

pondberry and American chaffseed. There are some success stories, however. Three well-known 

Louisiana recovered species include the bald eagle, brown pelican and American alligator. Other 

Louisiana species, like the swallow-tailed kite, are being managed to prevent listing, and still others 

may be pending listing under the petitioning process or placed on the “candidate” list by federal 

agencies because of higher listing priorities. 

 

Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
 Established in 1918, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act recognizes migratory birds as an 

internationally shared resource. The provisions of the act make the pursuit, trapping, killing, trade, 

transport or possession of migratory birds unlawful, with the exception of game birds, for which it 
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establishes closed and open hunting seasons. In addition, the take or possession of parts of protected 

birds, feathers, nests and eggs also is prohibited by the act. Special permits must be granted to collect 

protected species and related items. The Migratory Bird Treaty Act has been amended several times to 

include treaties with Mexico, Japan, Russia and Canada. More than 800 species of birds in the United 

States are protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.  

 

Hunting  

Hunting plays an important role in conservation. Although hunting may decrease populations, 

it helps ensure populations remain at healthy levels while providing funding for conservation 

practices. The Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act and the Federal Aid in Sport Fish Restoration 

Act place taxes on hunting and fishing equipment to create funds for habitat restoration projects in 

Louisiana. The Federal Duck Stamp Program requires those who hunt migratory birds to purchase a 

migratory bird hunting and conservation stamp every year, thus providing funds for habitat restoration 

and creation of national wildlife refuges. 

 

Conservation Easements 

 Conservation easements are voluntary legal agreements between private landowners and land 

trusts or government agencies that limit use of the particular land for the sake of conservation. 

Landowners continue to own and use the land but often give up some of the rights associated with the 

property. Reasons for establishing an easement include maintaining and improving water quality, 

wildlife habitat and migration corridors, protecting scenic areas from human development and aiding 

in sustainable management of farmland. 

 Some easements can be individualized to meet conservation objectives and landowner needs. 

Organizations and programs that offer assistance with the establishment of conservation easements in 

Louisiana include Nature Conservancy, Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries Foundation and the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture’s Wetlands Reserve Program. The La Petite Riviere Longfork Easement 

coordinated by the Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries Foundation’s Conservation Force is an example of 

an easement. It is located near Marksville, La., in the Atchafalaya River Basin and serves as a 

Louisiana black bear habitat corridor. 

 

Mitigation Banking 

 Mitigation banking involves restoring, creating, enhancing or preserving a wetland, stream or 

other habitat for the purpose of offsetting habitat loss or disturbance due to development. The practice 

of mitigation banking began in 1983 under Section 404 of the Clean Water Act. Section 404 allows for 

disturbance or destruction of wetlands to be offset by purchasing credits in a mitigation banking 

project. Credits are purchased from third-party vendors, who are responsible for the creation, 

maintenance and protection of the mitigation project.  

More than 1,800 mitigation bank sites currently exist in the United States. The establishment of 

the Abita Creek Flatwoods Preserve is an example of a mitigation banking project. That preserve, 

located in St. Tammany Parish, is a 996 acre pine wetland nature preserve established by the Nature 

Conservancy’s Southeast Louisiana Pine Wetland Mitigation Bank. 

 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 
 More commonly known as CITES, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 

Species was established in 1973 to ensure trade of wild animal and plant specimens does not threaten 

their continued survival. More than 30,000 species are provided protective measures under CITES, 

and more than 1,200 of those species reside in the United States. CITES is a voluntary agreement, with 
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178 countries currently agreeing to uphold restrictions concerning trade in endangered species.  

 CITES lists species within one of three categories, called appendices, which determine the 

regulations on trade. Species listed in its Appendix I have been designated as those threatened with 

extinction. Trade of these specimens is only permitted in exceptional circumstances. Appendix II listed 

species are those not currently threatened with extinction, but trade must be controlled to avoid putting 

the species at risk for extinction. Appendix III species are those not restricted under CITES but that are 

listed in one or more countries that have requested assistance in managing trade. Trade in any species 

listed in the appendices requires proper permits and documentation, as well as specific regulations for 

treatment and transport. 

 

International Union for Conservation of Nature 
 Founded in 1948, the International Union for Conservation of Nature, or IUCN, was the first 

established global environmental organization. With more than 1,200 members of governmental and 

nongovernmental organizations and other affiliates, the IUCN's goal is to conserve biodiversity 

through science, action and influence.  

 The IUCN's Red List of Threatened Species evaluates and documents the conservation status 

of plants and animals from around the globe to educate the public and encourage action for the 

conservation of biodiversity. Organisms on the red list are classified in seven main categories. Those 

that are not currently threatened with extinction in a global context are species of “least concern,” with 

categories increasing in threat severity until “extinct.” There also are criteria for species for which 

there is little or no data, prompting the need for further research and evaluation.  

 

Taxonomy and Systematics 
Understanding relatedness among organisms, what defines a species and how scientists 

organize life on Earth is beneficial when evaluating the importance of organisms in ecosystems and 

how to protect those organisms from natural and human-influenced events. Systematics refers to the 

science of grouping organisms based on common ancestry. Taxonomy is the science of grouping 

organisms with names to illustrate relatedness. These two branches of science work together in a 

process called systematic taxonomy. The following diagram shows the many different levels of 

grouping – from domain, the most inclusive, to species, the least inclusive. 
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 A species is defined as a group of organisms that can interbreed under natural conditions. 

Different species may look alike but are not able to interbreed. In contrast, organisms of the same 

species may look very different but be capable of breeding. Though hybridization between different, 

but closely related, species may occur, this usually is the result of environmental pressures. The 

lineages of species and the relatedness between species are determined by genetic analysis (molecular 

biology) and comparative anatomy, often of fossil records. 

 

Taxonomic Nomenclature: Scientific Names vs. Common Names 

Taxonomic nomenclature is the naming of organisms. These names are important, allowing for 

different organisms to be recognized and communicated to scientists and the public. Most organisms 

have two types of names – a common name and a scientific name. Common names can vary from area 

to area. Even in the same place, one organism may have multiple common names. While common 

names are important for local people and cultural significance, they can prove confusing to outsiders 

and scientists who may work on a national or global scale. 

To remedy any confusion from common names, organisms are given standardized scientific 

names that can be used worldwide. A scientific name is composed of two main parts – the genus, 

which is the first word in a scientific name and communicates relatedness among species, and the 

specific epithet, the second word that provides a descriptive term or reference to an influential 

individual. 

Scientific names are derived from Latin words, or are “latinized,” because much of modern 

language has been influenced by Latin roots. A third word often may be attached to a scientific name, 

representing a variety or subspecies of the organism. The term “var.,” which means variety, may be 

How Organisms Are Classified: 
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placed between the second and third words, although it sometimes is excluded (For example: 

Drummond red maple, Acer rubrum var. drummondii). The genus Acer represents the maples. The 

epithet rubrum means red. The variety is drummondii, which honors the botanist Thomas Drummond. 

Scientific names may change over time, especially with recent advancements in molecular 

biology that allow scientists to identify genes of organisms, thus determining their relatedness and 

individual identity as a species. Name changes are based on scientific evidence and the general 

consensus of the scientific community. To maintain communication of scientific significance, it is 

important everyone remain up to date with current research. 

 

Wetland Animals 
As Louisiana’s wetland habitats are challenged with coastal land lost, land use changes and 

other issues, so are the animals that depend on them. Animals are within the Domain Eukaryota in the 

Kingdom Animalia, also known as the animal kingdom. Animals are eukaryotic, multicellular, 

heterotrophic organisms that multiply through sexual reproduction. Most animals are mobile so they 

can catch prey, avoid predators, find mates and withstand environmental conditions. The animal 

kingdom is divided into approximately 35 phyla, which include animals such as birds, mammals, 

amphibians, reptiles, fish, insects, arachnids, crustaceans and a variety of other vertebrates and 

invertebrates. 

Just as animals may depend on a specific habitat, those habitats, in turn, depend on animals to 

pollinate, spread seeds, recycle nutrients and contribute to the function of the ecosystem. The 

interconnectedness of animals and their habitats is an important relationship that should not be 

overlooked.  
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