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     Wetlands 
 
 
  
What is a wetland and how does it relate to a watershed?   
 
Wetlands, marshes, swamps and bogs, are areas where water covers the soil or is near the surface 
either all year or seasonally.   
 
A watershed is a geographic area in which water and dissolved materials drain from higher 
elevations to a common low lying area.   
 
Wetlands are integral to the ecology of watersheds and global cycles for water, nitrogen and 
sulfur by providing a combination of shallow water, high dissolved nutrient levels, microbes, 
plants and wild life.   
 
Wetlands act as filters for runoff, not only retaining pollutants but sediment as well which would 
eventually clog waterways and impinge on fish and amphibian development.   
 
Wetlands also act as natural recharge basins for ground water.  Dense vegetation in wetlands acts 
like a sponge to slow and retain flood waters that can make maintenance of low lying areas of a 
field or landscape a nightmare when the wetlands are filled in.  This is particularly true of 
wetlands within and downstream of urban areas since runoff from pavement and buildings tends 
to quickly overwhelm the ground’s capacity for absorption. 
  
 
What can I do to preserve a wetland? 
 
Provide a vegetated buffer with native plant species in order to offer maximum value for wildlife 
and to reduce the potential for invasive plants.   
 
Make sure to plant a wide variety of trees, shrubs and herbaceous plants that will be tolerant of 
wetland conditions and flooding.  A minimum buffer width of 60 feet is recommended for 
filtering and wider if a steep slope leads down to your stream.   
 
For maximum wildlife encouragement 100-300 feet of buffer are recommended.  The USDA 
recommends a three zone design for optimal function.  This includes a 15 foot wide protected 
stream edge free of dead trees and large tree branches for optimal flow.  This is succeeded by a 
60 foot wide tree and shrub zone where leaves are left to decompose naturally to promote 
organic matter build up and the “sponge effect” which will help to prevent your surroundings 
from getting soggy.  Finally a grass runoff control strip that is 20 feet wide should succeed the 
previous zone.  This can be a regularly mowed rough to allow maximum use of your space.   
  



Don’t dump clippings or other debris in the buffer area because it can kill vegetation or prevent 
plants from re-establishing and refrain from renovations around the top of the stream bank.  You 
can shape or grade the surrounding area to direct runoff into the grassy buffer strip.  If you have 
done the job right, you should see improved drainage on your land due to re-establishment of 
wetland area.   
 
Keep vehicles and equipment off the buffer strip as much as possible to reduce compaction that 
will interfere with water movement and grass density.   
 
What if I need to do work near or in a wetland area? 
 
The New York State DEC has strict regulations about working in wetland areas and a permit 
may be needed.  For more information about permits and restrictions, visit their website page:  
 
http://www.dec.ny.gov/permits/6357.html 
 
 
 
 


