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Agenda

Part I: Tools and information to 
improve public 
understanding about 
wetlands.

Part II: Opportunities and tools to 
improve local wetland 
protection.



Mission Statement

Wisconsin Wetlands 
Association is a non-profit 
organization dedicated to the 
protection, restoration and 
enjoyment of wetlands and 
their associated ecosystems 
through science-based 
programs, education and 
advocacy.

Brian Hansen





What are wetlands?

What do they look like?

Where are they on the 

landscape?

Why do they matter?

How are they 

protected?

How can we improve 

protections?

Questions we 

strive to 

answer and 

want to help 

YOU answer 

too.



What are Wetlands?

Where land and water meet, 

characterized by:
1. Wetland hydrology

2. Wetland (hydric) soils

3. Wetland (hydrophytic) vegetation



What are Wetlands?

ñShorelandsòñLake fringesò

ñShallowsòñSloughsò

ñFloodplain forestsò

ñMarshòñSwampòñBogò



Kangaroo Lake

Lulu Lake

Grandma Lake

Toy Lake



We need to recognize that many of our treasured 

aquatic resources are wetlands or are dependent 

upon wetlands.

We can develop commonly used messages that 

make the connection between lakes, rivers, streams 

and wetlands for the good of all of these 

interconnected water resources.

Communicating About Wetlands



What do wetlands look like?

Wetlands 
are not 
just this

Marsh



12 types of wetlands in Wisconsin*

* Based on Eggers & Reed / 1997



Coniferous Bog



Open Bog



Coniferous Swamp



Lowland Hardwood Swamp



Floodplain Forest



Alder Thicket



Shrub Carr



Fen



Sedge Meadow



Low Prairie



SUMMER

WINTER

Spring

Ephemeral Pond



Where are wetlands on the 
landscape?

Å~ 15% of Wisconsinôs land 

cover

Å80% adjacent to lakes, 

rivers and streams

Å20% ñisolatedò

Å75% are privately owned

ÅMany, but definitely not 

all, appear on Wisconsin 

Wetland Inventory maps



Identifying Wetlands

Step 1:  Review Maps

- WDNR Wetland Indicator maps

- Maps provided by County planning and 

zoning department web-sites

I dentifying wetlands



Identifying Wetlands

Step 2:  Look for Physical 

Clues Using WDNRôs 

ñWetland Clues Checklistò

Step 3:  Consult a 

Professional

I dentifying wetlands



Why do Wetlands Matter?

Wetlands perform many 

important ñfunctionsò on the 

landscape and for our 

communities.



Gary Shackelford

David Schwaegler

Jack Bartholmai

Gary Shackelford

75% of Wisconsinôs wildlife 
species use wetlands during 
some stage of their lifecycle



Ecotourism is the largest growing sector of 
our nationôs tourism industry . . . $3.8 billion 
dollars in annual retail sales and 72,000 jobs 
are associated with WIôs hunting, fishing, 

and other outdoor recreation economy.



Gary Shackelford

Kate Redmond Andy Clark

Eric Epstein

Wetlands remove pollution, trap 
sediments, remove nutrients and 

break down toxins, helping to 
maintain clean and healthy waters 

for streams, rivers and lakes.



Wetlands reduce flooding by 
soaking up runoff like sponges and 

storing and slowly releasing 
floodwaters after storms



Shoreline Protection

Jeff Kraemer

Groundwater connections

Walleye ïEric Engbretson

Fisheries habitat



Why do Wetlands Matter?

Wetland Public

Functions      Benefits

(ébut these benefits are 

still poorly understood)

=



Wetlands Educational Tools

ÁIncrease public awareness of 
wetland values

ÁMotivate citizens to explore 
and enjoy wetlands

ÁGenerate community pride in 
local wetland treasures

ÁCatalyze community 
involvement in stewardship 
and protection of local 
wetland treasures



Wetland Gems Program



Wetland Gems Program



Wetlands Educational Tools

ñWetlands of 

Wisconsinò



Wetland Gems Program

www.wisconsinwetlands.org/gems.htm



Local Outreach Program

Goals

ÁImprove wetland protections

ÁEducate local leaders on the public benefits of 
protecting and restoring wetlands

ÁReduce regulatory conflicts and inadvertent 
wetland fill

ÁImprove consistency in decision making across 
local, state and federal jurisdictions

ÁImprove integration between wetland protection 
and related programs (e.g. flood risk management)



Local Wetland Protection 
Challenges

ÅLimited authority 
(real and perceived)

ÅExpertise

ÅCapacity

ÅInaccurate maps

ÅAnd many moreé.

This is where the 

zoning map was 

supposed to go!

J



Local Decision Makersô Guide

ÁReleased in 2009

Á8-page brochure provides 
basic wetland information 

ÁWetland types

ÁCommon questions about 
wetland permits

ÁPractical steps for improving 
protection and restoration

ÁTools for wetland ID



Local Decision Makersô Guide

ÁAudiences:
ÁTown, village, city or county ï

ÁBoards of Supervisors 

ÁBoards of Adjustments or Appeals

ÁPlanning, Zoning, & Land 
Conservation Commissions or 
Committees 

ÁCitizens & other organizations

ÁFree download online

ÁPrint copies available upon 
request (no charge)



Mink River Estuary ïDoor County, Photo ïClint Farlinger 

Up Next: Opportunities & Tools for 
Improved Local Wetland and Land Use 

Decision-Making

Questions?



BREAK UNTIL 10:45am

Up Next:
Opportunities & Tools for Improved Local 
Wetland and Land Use Decision-Making



Local Outreach Program

Goals

ÁImprove wetland protections

ÁEducate local leaders on the public benefits of 
protecting and restoring wetlands

ÁReduce regulatory conflicts and inadvertent 
wetland fill

ÁImprove consistency in decision making across 
local, state and federal jurisdictions

ÁImprove integration between wetland protection 
and related programs (e.g. flood risk management)



Is Local Protection Necessary?

ÁCommunities are 
connected by water

ÁWetlands perform key 
water-related services

ÁWorkhorse wetlands

ÁExpensive to replace and 
can strain budgets

ÁBut what about from a 
regulatory standpoint?



Principles of Regulatory Protections

1)  Discharge of Dredged & Fill Material

2) Wetland Delineation

3) No Significant Adverse Impacts



Principles of Regulatory Protections

4) Alternatives Analysis

5) Sequencing

Always required:

Avoid Ą Minimize

In certain situations:

Avoid Ą Minimize Ą Mitigate



Principles of Regulatory Protections

6)  Compensatory Mitigation
ÁDoes not alleviate an applicantôs obligation to FIRST avoid 

and THEN minimize impacts

7)  Public Participation

8)  Jurisdiction . . . 



Federal Wetland Protection

ÁJurisdiction (Section 404 of Clean Water Act) 
limited to wetlands with evident connection to 
surface waters (e.g. lakes, rivers, streams)

ÁSWANCC decision 

ÁProtection against direct impacts 

ÁUnregulated activities 

ÁAgriculture, forestry

ÁExcavation 

ÁVegetation removal



State Wetland Protection

ÁJurisdiction allows protection of all wetlands 
regardless of location (and size or type)

ÁDNR reviews projects for compliance with state 
wetland water quality standards (ñNR 103ò)

ÁSame federal regulatory gaps exist at state level



Limits on Federal/State Protection

ÁComplex jurisdiction depending on federal or 
state involvement

ÁFederal / state wetland program always 
vulnerable to further dismantling 

ÁSeveral regulatory gaps

ÁMinimal land use authority

ÁCase-by-case permitting

ÁLimited ability to consider wetland loss and 
degradation at a watershed or landscape scale



Shoreland Zoning

ÁFebruary 2012

ÁWhat standards stayed the same?
ÁLot sizes

ÁStructural setbacks (75 ft.)

ÁVegetated buffers (35 ft.)

ÁWhat standards changed?
ÁShoreline buffers

Á Impervious surface limits

ÁMore flexibility for nonconforming principal structures

ÁShoreland mitigation requirements

Á Attend Heidi Kennedyôs (DNR Shoreland Policy Coordinator) 
presentation Wednesday, 2:35-3:15pm for more detail



Shoreland -Wetland Zoning

ÁBasic shoreland-wetland zoning (NR 115) requirements
ÁMapped wetlands, per WI Wetland Inventory, must be zoned in 

shoreland-wetland district 

ÁPermitted uses consistent with federal and state wetland 
regulatory exemptions
ÁOther uses considered prohibited

ÁNo significant adverse impacts



Is Local Protection Necessary?

ÁYES!

ÁNo longer can rely exclusively on federal 
and state wetland protection

ÁLocal governments have clear authority 
and are better positioned to control 
activities in and adjacent to wetlands

ÁNeed/opportunity to address long-
standing challenges



Coastal County Inventory

ÁGrant support from WI Coastal 
Management Program

ÁLearn how counties already 
protect wetlands

ÁUse findings to evaluate the 
extent to which land use 
decisions protect or fail to 
protect wetlands

ÁSee handout for Q&A template

What are Counties Doing?


