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WETLAND RESTORATION:
Wiy Reverse 300 YFARS
OF WETLAND LOSSES?

he Wetlands Initiative is pleased

to present che first issue of Wer-

land Matters. The goal of the
newsletter is to provide you, our many friends
and supporters, with substantive informa-
tion about the value of wetland restoration
and to keep you up to date on our restoration
efforts.

The Wetlands Initiative was founded as a
nonprofit corporation in 1994 to demon-
strate and promote the idea that wetland
restoration can provide cose-effective solu-
tions o our nation’s flooding, water quality
and wildlife problems, and that the restored
wetlands can be economically self-sustain-
ing.

The environmental problems we seek to
address are not new ones: escalating flood
damages, degrading water quality, and de-
clining wildlife populations and diminish-
ing biodiversity have plagued this country
for 300 years. The relationship between wet-
land losses and these problems was dramati-
cally illustrated by the devastation of the
1993 floods in the upper Mississippi River
basin.

As a nation, we have relied on structural
solutions (e.g., dams, levees, wastewater treat-
menc plants) to address these problems. The
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has spent $30

billion on strucrural flood controls in the
Mississippi River watershed since 1960. In
spite of these efforts, flood damages have
steadily increased and now average $3.5 bil-
lion each year.

Theunderlyingecological instability arose
as Europeans settled the land. They clear cut
vase areas of forest; plowed under the domi-
nant prairie landscape; and drained wetlands
to near extinction. The changes were conti-
nental in scale and so were the results. As
problems manifested chemselves, liccle ac-
tention was given to their origin; early solu-
tions—as do current solutions—focused
more on containingor transferring elsewhere
the problems of flood damages, water pollu-
tion and habirtat destruction.

Consequently, billions of dollars have been
spent to erect levees to restrict the movement
of water and shift it to other locations; to
construct and operate hatcheries and refuges
to compensate for habirat losses; to build
wastewater treatment plants to replace the
natural creatment capacity of landscapes such
as wetlands. As forests, prairies, and wetlands
were systemarically destroyed, more and more
water poured into the constricted artificial
drainage system carrying tons of topsoil and
associated chemicals, leading to a furcher loss
of habitar and a dead zone of approximately
4.5 million acres in the Gulf of Mexico.

Structural solutions have failed to elimi-
nate che problems; they have been unsuc-
cessful because they have not addressed the
cause—rthe alteration of the original land-
scape. Until some portion of the nation’s
forests and prairies are returned, wetlands



restored and che natural hydrologic, water
quality and wildlife functions of these land-
scapes replaced, the problems will continue
to plague us.

In formulatinga restoration strategy, land-
scape solutions need not be devoid of eco-
nomic benefits. Farming can continue on
floodplains, although ac higher risk; alterna-
tive crops, which thrive in moist conditions,
can grow in periodically saturated soils; and
income-producing recreation can be devel-
oped. Wastewater and polluted runoff can
be cleansed in weelands, and wildlife benefics
can be secured. Above all, the federal costs of
maintaining, protecting and compensating
for damages can be caprured and reinvested
in the restoration of native landscapes.

The organizational goal of The Wetlands
Initiative is to demonstrare and promote the
idea thar is central co chis philosophy—that
wetland restoration can provide cost-effec-
tive solurions to our flooding, water quality,

and wildlife habitat problems, and that cthe
restored wetlands will be economically self-
sustaining.

How FLoob DAMAGES ESCAIATE
As WETLANDS DISAPPEAR

When Europeans came to North America,
they began to chip away ar the ecological
scructure of the landscape. By the early 1900s,
this scructure had collapsed and flooding,
poor water quality, and loss of biological
diversity and wildlife followed.

In 1936, immediately after two seasons of
devastating floods, Congress passed the Flood
Control Act, promoring the development of
struccural solutions on a piecemeal basis.
The projects were vulnerable to congres-
sional log rolling and indifferent to the con-
ceptoflong-range planning. Despite asteady
efforc at controlling flooding since chen,
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FIGURE 1. National annual and 30-year mean flood damages, adjusted to 1993 dollars.

(Sorrce: U.S. Weather Burean)
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total flood damages have continued to esca-
late (Figure 1). [Note that when most people
talk about “flooding,” what they are really
talking abouc is “flood damage.”]

Although the 1936 law was the first to
establish a federal incerest in flood control,
flood control projects were nothing new. In
fact, as early as the 1600s the French builc
levees around New Orleans. The pracrice
extended upstream, and by the 1850s levees
buile by the Army Corps of Engineers had
reached St. Louis, usually camouflaged as
navigation projects.

Then, because of floods in the 1840s, an
engineer by the name of Charles Ellec, Jr. was
commissioned to study flooding on the Mis-
sissippi. He concluded that the levees were
actually creating flooding. His report was
promptly filed and buried in the Library of
Congress and the Corps continued to build
more levees.

The Corps is not entirely to blame for che
ecological collapse of the Mississippi River
basin. The massive reshaping of the land-
scape actually began with che early fur crad-
ers. Beaver, over some 10,000 years, had a
eremendous impact on the landscape, build-
ing dams on our rivers in a stair-step fashion,
which is still obvious today. Estimates of the
beaver population before European settle-
ment are as high as 400 million—enough
beaver to put a dam every 2,000 feet on
smaller streams. In the early 1600s, Europe-
ans and Narive Americans began trapping
beaver and soon decimated the population.

By the early parcof the 1800s, beaver were
extirpated from most regions of the United
Srates. In 1844, they were considered extinct
in Illinois. Meanwhile, che beaver’s control-
ling works—their dams—were washed out
and streamflow increased in intensity, as did
flooding.

Early settlers also played a significant role
in creating ecological chaos on our streams.
As farmers, they began to crearte an agricul-
tural indusery based on land drainage. To
facilictate the removal of water, 155,000 miles
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Flooding on the upper Misissippi River in
1993 caused more than $16 billion in damages,

according to the National Weather Burean.
(Photo by Linda Hascall, courtesy of the Illinois State
Water Survey)

of outlet ditches were constructed in the
lower 48 states. In some areas of Illinois
today, there are more miles of outlet ditch
than chere are miles of road. The ditches
moved the water off the land and down-
stream, not in a matter of months, as for-
merly occurred, buc in a matter of hours.
Drain tiles that pulled the groundwater
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down 3 to 4 feer were atrached o the outlet
dicches. Then engineers built levees on either
side of the receiving streams so water could no
longer be stored on the floodplain. Between
expanding levees, water was stacked up higher
and higher and moved downstream more and
more rapidly, causing extensive erosion and
escalating flood damages.

In the Mississippi basin above Thebes,
Illinois (south of St. Louis burt north of the
confluence of the Ohio River), the Fish and
Wildlife Service has estimared chat around
45 million acres (10% of the watershed) were
wetlands in ¢he 1780s. By today’s estimate
thereareonly 19 million acres. More than 25
million acres (59% of the wetlands) thar
could have stored floodwarers withour dam-
age have been lost. Interestingly, we know
that che volume of floodwater that passed St.
Louisin 1993 would have been enough to fiil
only 13 million acres of wetlands to a depch
of 3 feet. Compare that 13 million acres to
what we have lost in wetlands, and it be-
comes clear that about half of nature’s reser-
voirsalready lost would have provided enough
storage capacity to prevent the devastation of

the floods of 1993.

TowARD BETTER SOLUTIONS

To find solutions for our environmental
problems, we must begin to change the way
we view the landscape and how we live wich
it. We must break our past reliance on
manmade structures. Obviously, we cannort
take down the flood walls and levees around
major population centers like St. Louis, bur
we can increase nature’s ability to reduce
flooding by rebuilding wetlands, by modify-
ing some levees to allow overtopping during
major flood events, and by reincroducing
spring and fall floods to the floodplain.

Some restored wetlands would best be left
as wildlife habitat, and others to support
economic activicy—in many cases, agricul-
wure. Future issues of Wetland Marters will

explore the relationship between farming
and wetlands more closely.

['WI PrOJECTS:
ENCOURAGING AN
EcosysTEM APPROACH

uring the past two years, The
Wetlands Initiacive has been
working to establish four dem-

onstration projects in the upper Mississippi
River basin to illustrate the environmental
and economic benefits and technical feasi-
bility of reestablishing wetlands. This work
has been supported by the McKnight, Joyce,
Curds and Edith Munson, Nacional Fish
and Wildlife, Siragusa, and Sudix founda-
tionsand the Kemper Educational and Chari-
table Fund.

EMiQuon

This proposed 11,000-acre national wild-
life refuge would restore the once vast
marshes, borromland forests, and backwarter
lakes that covered the floodplain at the con-
fluence of the Illinois and Spoon rivers near
Havana, Illinois. Most of the land has been
drained, leveed, cleared, and converted to
intensive row-crop agriculture. The project
will show how the river and floodplain can
be effecrively reconnected. It will restore fish
and wildlife habicat, and protect backwarer
lakes from sedimentation. The backwarter
lakes will be protected from the high sedi-
ment loads of the rivers by installing water
control structures in the levee, and by a series
of constructed wetlands and wooded buff-
ers. Habitar for migratory waterfow! and
other wildlife will be created. Together wich
the existing Chatauqua National Wildlife
Refuge, across the Illinois River,and Dickson
Mounds Srate Museum to the west, this
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project provides the opportunity to re-creace
theentire river floodplain from bluffto bluff.

GoOSE LAKE

Located on the floodplain of the lowa
River, upstream from its confluence wich che
Mississippi, this project will demonstrate
how agriculture and wildlife can coexist in a
floodplain managed to store floodwaters and
how alternative crops can provide an accept-
able economic return to the landowners. A
sluice gate installed in the levee will restore
annual flood flows to the wetlands ro create
corridors of wildlife habitac connecting che
project with an existing downstream wildlife
refuge. A notched spillway in cthe levee will
allow water from less frequent, larger floods
to spill over onto the floodplain, providing
flood storage and reducing damage two the
levee. Landowners will be compensated for
the increased risk of flooding; easements will
be purchased for land used as wetlands.

Repwoob River

The upper Redwood River watershed is
part of the prairie pothole

tion practices would be used in the water-

shed.

STRAIGHT RivER

This project, in southeastern Minnesora,
is a cooperative effort between the landown-
ers, the drainage authority, and private, state,
and federal conservation organizations. Asa
1,760-acre Wetlands Reserve Program
(WRP) project, it is designed to restore a
1,280-acre drained marsh and 480 acres of
surrounding uplands. Since the marsh was
drained and farmed, the muck soils have
subsided and are frequently flooded, mak-
ing it difficult to farm without constant
pumping. The project will reestablish marsh
hydrology and demonstrate how wetlands
can be managed forboth wildlife habitatand
floodwater storage, while still maintaining
drainage of the surrounding uplands.

GREAT LAKES BASIN PLANNING

Wich support from the Great Lakes Pro-
tection Fund and the Charles Stewart Mot

region, one of the most im-
portant waterfowl breeding N
areas in North America. The |

1780s Weclamds  [] 1980s Wetlands

project will test whether hy-
drologic restoration in che
watershed, which includes
wetland restoration and soil
and water conservation prac-
tices, can effectively reduce
flood peaks in the down-
seream town of Marshall,
Minnesota. (The cown sus-
tained severe flood damages IL

in the summer of 1993.) A

Millions of Acres

]

IN MI MN NY OH PA WI
Grear Lakes Basin Srartes

combination of wetland res-
toration—accomplished by
constructing small, beaver-

Since the 1780s, approximately 63% of the wetlands in the

Great Lakes basin states have been lost,
(Source: Dabl, T.E. 1990. Wetland Losses in che United States, 1780s to

like dams along the 1980s. U.S. Department of the Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service,

streams— and soil conserva-  Washington, D.C.)
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Foundation, The Wetlands Initiative also
has focused on watershed planning in the
Great Lakes basin. We recently completed a
two-year project to provide water resource
managers with the information necessary to
incorporate wetland restoration into water-
shed management plans.

Over the past decades numerous studies
have affirmed the importance of wetlands.
Forexample, the Great Lakes Water Qualicy
Board wrote, “Wetlands not only form the
link berween aquatic and terrestrial ecosys-
tems, but also are key in the maintenance of
water quality, storage and flow.” The board
also found, however, that the decision-mak-
ing process concerning wetlands is extremely
fragmented. Insticutional barriers prevent
governmental agencies from forming an in-
tegrated approach to wetlands.

Fragmentation all too often results in the
absence of clear guidelines for development.
Different agencies may have responsibilities
for dealing with wetlands and water quality
issues. As a resulc, wetland restoration or re-
creation is often piecemeal and the commu-
nity and the environment pay the price.

The Wetlands Initiative conducted a se-
ries of workshops in the Great Lakes basin to
encourage water resource managers to con-
sider che ecosystem management approach
to water quality. Included in the presenta-
tions were results from three demonstration
projects as described below.

WAUKEGAN River

The Waukegan River project serves as an
example of how various government and pri-
vate entities can work together to overcome
the jurisdictional problems that affecta warer-
shed. The 10-square-mile wartershed is almost
fully developed, excepr for small areas of wet-
lands. Within this area, however, many differ-
ent groups or agencies influence or control the
wetlands. As a result, permits are issued to fill
the remaining wetlands one small projectata
time, often with disastrous cumulartive ef-

fects—asicuarion typical of many urban water-
sheds in the basin.

The Wetlands Initiacive’s study identifies
the parameters of the problem and develops
a plan to protect the wetlands, while using
them to improve water quality in the water-
shed. The challenge is to gain consensus with
the communiry, developers, and the regula-
tory agencies. The Wetlands Iniciative will be
working with the Conservation Fund over
the next year to define a common ground
from which solutions to this difficult prob-
lem can be achieved. Our goal is to develop
a process that can be implemented through-
out the Grear Lakes basin that provides
basinwide benefits.

SAGINAW Bay

Working with Dr. William Miesch, a re-
search scientist at The Ohio Srate Universiry,
The Wetlands Initiative was able to docu-
ment the improvements to water quality in
Saginaw Bay made possible by wetland resto-
ration of the Quanicassee River near Bay
City, Michigan. The Wertlands Inisiative
study documents how protecting and restor-
ing wetlands and riparian areas can help
improve water quality by reducing pollution
caused by agricultural runoff.

SOUTHEASTERN WISCONSIN

Although itiscommonly accepted tharwet-
lands are imporrant to the hydrology of the
Grear Lakes, che effects of wetlands on the
hydrology of tributaries has not been clearly
quantified. In this scudy, the presence of wet-
lands in nine watersheds in southeastern Wis-
consin was related to watershed hydrologic
characeristics to test the hypothesis that wet-
lands are important to protecting the water
quality of Great Lakes coastal waters. The
presence of wetlands in each watershed was
related to the hydrologic characteristics of these
basins, and hydrologic and statistical measures
were used to assess the effects.
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U.S. ForesT SERVICE NAMES
['WI rorR CONSERVATION EFFORT

The Wetlands Iniciative has been se-
lected to create the wetlands restoration
concept plan for the recently-announced
Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie (former
Joliet Arsenal). This 19,000-acre project, at
the confluence of the Des Plaines, Kaukakee,
and Illinoisrivers, is the first national rallgrass
prairie east of the Mississippi River. Owned
and managed by the U.S. Foresr Service, it
will be the largest natural area restoration
project adjacent to a major metropolitan
area in the country.

Rookrry CONSTRUCTED FOR
GreaT BLUE HERON

Can heron be lured to nesting sites chat
are out of the way of economic development
and easily protected? The
Wetlands Initiative, in as-
sociation with Wetlands Re-
search, Inc., expects to find
out through its research
project constructinga rook-
ery on the Des Plaines River
in northeastern Illinois.

Great blue heron, black-
crowned night heron, and
double-crested cormorant
populartions are reasonably
stablein Illinois. Their nest-
ing habirat, however, is
steadily giving way to the
pressure of development,
setting the scage for even-
tual conflict berween eco-
nomic and environmental
interests. The Werlands Ini-
tiarive believes conflict can

IN THE NEWS

be avoided by developing techniques to lure
these birds to nesting sites that are out of the
way of development and easily protected.
Constructed rookeries could help to avoid a
“spotted owl standoff” by getting out in
front of a problem before it escalates to the
front page.

Working with a wildlife biologist, we
have erected 36 nesting platforms on utility
poles overlooking foraging areas on the Des
Plaines River floodplain on land already
owned by the Lake County Forest Preserve
District. The birds will be ateracted by de-
coys and a solar-powered calling system.
Nest building could start as early as this
spring, with the entire project expected to
last about three years.

Contributors to the project include the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Wildlife For-
ever, Edward Hines Lumber Co., Common-
wealth Edison, Aldridge Electric Co., and

the Grace A. Bersted Foundacion.

Scientists hope to attract Great Blue Heron to nest ina protected
area of the Lake County Fovest Preserve District. The site will
be the first constructed rookery in Illinois.
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THE WETLANDS INITIATIVE

he Wetlands Initiacive is a

nonprofit corporation dedicated

to restoring wetland resources
of the Midwest to reduce flood damages,
improve water quality, and increase wildlife
habitat and biodiversity. Our mission is to
accelerate the restoration of wetlands in ways
that provide economic benefits to society
and the [andowner. TWT's goal is to restore
one million acres by the year 2010. While
this number may seem large, it represents
only 2% of the wetlandslost in the Midwest.
Wewill promote wetland restoration through
research, education and public policy analy-
sis, and by establishing demonstration
projects to test the economic feasibility of

large-scale wetland restoration.
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