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BEFORE USING THIS WETLAND CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM: 

No classification system can capture effectively all of the inherent variability in natural systems, nor can it provide 
a foolproof determination given the different experiences of users.  This wetland classification system for the Mid-
Atlantic region is designed to distinguish among major wetland types with recognizable differences.  It also 
purports to serve both the needs of the regulatory community where certainty is preferred, and the science 
community that grapples with variability in ecological systems.  Given that dual function, it is critical that users 
consider the landscape and hydrologic contexts of each wetland.  How large an area is being classified?  A river 
channel and the associated floodplain on both sides of the channel, or just the wetland associated with a property 
on the upland edge of a floodplain.  Context really matters, and should be carefully and succinctly documented. 
 
When seeking to classify a particular wetland, the most fundamental question the user must ask is, “How was the 
wetland formed?”, which can be stated as, “What is the origin of the wetland?”.  If this question is thoughtfully 
answered and described in a brief narrative, then the actual label assigned to the wetland matters less, because 
the user will have considered where and how the wetland fits in a given landscape and hydrologic setting.  
Obviously, this is more relevant for regions where wetlands do not form the dominant matrix of a landscape (e.g., 
coastal salt marshes, bottomland hardwood forests).   
 
For example, is it a depression that is isolated during drier times of the year but located in a floodplain setting?  Or 
is it isolated from all riverine influences, and receiving a combination of groundwater and precipitation?  Clearly, 
these wetlands are distinctively different in many of their attributes and functions, but they could have the same 
basic morphometric dimensions.  Either wetland also could have some characteristics of yet another type, 
warranting a dual label (e.g., depression/slope) just as NWI mapping recognizes mixed vegetation classes (e.g., 
forested/scrub-shrub, FO/SS).  Thus, it is important to recognize these distinctive elements and document the 
reasons for labeling the wetland as a specific type.  This is especially important when addressing wetlands that 
occur along a broad hydrologic gradient and when a group of microhabitats occur in a cluster.  Thoughtful 
selection of classes supported by careful documentation will make any classification system more consistent 
among users. 

 


