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Resource Ordinance APPENDIX  A:   

RATIONALE FOR THE WETLAND CATEGORIES 

The following is from: Hruby, T. 2004. Washington State Wetland Rating System for Western 
Washington – 2014 Update. Washington State Department of Ecology Publication # 14-06-029.  This 
rating system is designed to differentiate between wetlands based on their sensitivity to disturbance, rarity, 
the functions they provide, and whether we can replace them or not. The emphasis is on identifying those 
wetlands: 

where our ability to replace them is low, 

that are sensitive to adjacent disturbance, 

that are rare in the landscape, 

that perform many functions well, 

that are important in maintaining biodiversity. 

The following descriptions summarize the rationale for including different wetland types in each category. As 
a general principle, it is important to note that wetlands of all categories have valuable functions in the 
landscape, and all are worthy of inclusion in programs for wetland protection. 

CATEGORY I 

Category I wetlands are those that 1) represent a unique or rare wetland type; or 2) are more sensitive to 
disturbance than most wetlands; or 3) are relatively undisturbed and contain ecological attributes that are 
impossible to replace within a human lifetime; or 4) provide a high level of functions. We cannot afford the 
risk of any degradation to these wetlands because their functions and values are too difficult to replace. 
Generally, these wetlands are not common and make up a small percentage of the wetlands in the region. 
Of the 111 wetlands used to field test the current rating system only 11 (10%) were rated as a Category I. In 
western Washington the following types of wetlands are Category I. 

Estuarine Wetlands 

Relatively undisturbed estuarine wetlands larger than 1 acre are Category I wetlands because they are 
relatively rare and provide unique natural resources that are considered to be valuable to society. These 
wetlands need a high level of protection to maintain their functions and the values society derives from 
them. Furthermore, the questions used to characterize how well a freshwater wetland functions cannot be 
used for estuarine wetlands. No rapid methods have been developed to date to characterize how well 
estuarine wetlands function. 

Estuaries, the areas where freshwater and salt water mix, are among the most highly productive and 
complex ecosystems where tremendous quantities of sediments, nutrients and organic matter are 
exchanged between terrestrial, freshwater and marine communities. This availability of resources benefits 
an enormous variety of plants and animals. Fish, shellfish and birds and plants are the most visible. However, 
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there is also a huge variety of other life forms in an estuarine wetland: for example, many kinds of diatoms, 
algae and invertebrates are found there. 

Estuarine systems have substantial economic value as well as environmental value. All Washington State 
estuaries have been modified to some degree, bearing the brunt of development pressures through filling, 
drainage, port development and disposal of urban and industrial wastes. The over-harvest of certain 
selected economic species has also modified the natural functioning of estuarine systems. Many Puget 
Sound estuaries such as the Duwamish, Puyallup, Snohomish and Skagit have been extensively modified. Up 
to 99% of some estuarine wetland areas in the state have been lost. 

Estuaries, of which estuarine wetlands are a part, are a “priority habitat” as defined by the State Department 
of Fish and Wildlife. Estuaries have a high fish and wildlife density and species richness, important breeding 
habitat, important fish and wildlife seasonal ranges and movement corridors, limited availability, and high 
vulnerability to alteration of their habitat (Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW), 
http://www.wa.gov/wdfw/hab/phslist.htm, accessed October 15, 2003). 

Wetlands with a High Conservation Value (formerly called Natural Heritage Wetlands)  

These Category I wetlands have been identified by scientists from the Washington Natural Heritage Program 
as important ecosystems for maintaining plant diversity in our state.  

Wetlands that represent rare plant communities or provide habitat for rare plants are uncommon in western 
Washington.  As of 2013, there were only about 575 wetlands in western Washington that are characterized 
as wetlands with a high conservation value by the Natural Heritage Program (Rocchio and others 2013).  For 
comparison, the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife mapped over 27,000 wetlands in only 
three watersheds in the Puget Sound Region (WDFW 2013).  

By categorizing these wetlands as Category I, we are trying to provide a high level of protection to these 
important but rare wetlands.  

"These natural systems and species will survive in Washington only if we give them special attention and 
protection.  By focusing on species at risk and maintaining the diversity of natural ecosystems and native 
species, we can help assure our state's continued environmental and economic health.” (DNR 
http://www.dnr.wa.gov/ResearchScience/Topics/NaturalHeritage/Pages/amp_nh.aspx) 

Bogs 

Bogs are Category I wetlands because they are sensitive to disturbance and impossible to re-create through 
compensatory mitigation. 

Bogs are low nutrient, acidic wetlands that have organic soils.  The chemistry of bogs is such that changes to 
the water regime or water quality of the wetland can easily alter its ecosystem.  The plants and animals that 
grow in bogs are specifically adapted to such conditions and do not tolerate changes well. Immediate 
changes in the composition of the plant community often occur after the water regime changes.  Minor 
changes in the water regime or nutrient levels in these systems can have major adverse impacts on the plant 
and animal communities (e.g. Grigal and Brooks, 1997). 

In addition to being sensitive to disturbance, bogs are not easy to re-create through compensatory 
mitigation. Researchers in northern Europe and Canada have found that restoring bogs is difficult, 
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specifically in regard to plant communities (Bolscher 1995, Grosvermier et al. 1995, Schouwenaars 1995, 
Schrautzer et al. 1996), water regime (Grootjans and van Diggelen 1995, Schouwenaars 1995) and/or water 
chemistry (Wind-Mulder and Vitt 2000). In fact, restoration may be impossible because of changes to the 
biotic and abiotic properties preclude the re-establishment of bogs (Shouwenaars 1995, Schrautzer et al. 
1996) although one study (Lucchese and others 2010) did find that a sphagnum layer did become re-
established after 17 years.  Furthermore, bogs form extremely slowly, with organic soils forming at a rate of 
about one inch per 40 years in western Washington (Rigg 1958). 

Nutrient poor wetlands, such as bogs, have a higher species richness, many more rare species, and a greater 
range of plant communities than nutrient rich wetlands (review in Adamus and Brandt 1990).  They are, 
therefore, more important than would be accounted for using a simple assessment of wetland functions 
(Moore et al. 1989). 

Mature and Old-growth Forested Wetlands 

Mature and old-growth forested wetlands over 1 acre in size are “rated” as Category I because these 
wetlands cannot be easily replaced through compensatory mitigation.  A mature forest may require a 
century or more to develop, and the full range of functions performed by these wetlands may take even 
longer (see review in Sheldon et al. 2005, in press).  Placing mature and old-growth forests into a separate 
category makes it easier to address the temporal losses that accrue when forested wetlands are impacted 
and mitigation is required. 

Wetlands in Coastal Lagoons 

Coastal lagoons are shallow bodies of water, like a pond, partly or completely separated from the sea by a 
barrier beach.  They may, or may not, be connected to the sea by an inlet, but they all receive periodic 
influxes of salt water. This can be either through storm surges overtopping the barrier beach, or by flow 
through the porous sediments of the beach. 

Relatively undisturbed wetlands in coastal lagoons that are larger than 1/10 acre are placed into Category I.  
They probably cannot be reproduced through compensatory mitigation (we have no record of restoration or 
creation of coastal lagoons in Washington), and because they are relatively rare in the landscape.  No 
information was found on any attempts to create or restore coastal lagoons in Washington that would 
suggest this type of compensatory mitigation is possible.  Any impacts to lagoons will, therefore, probably 
result in a net loss of their functions and values. 

In addition, coastal lagoons and their associated wetlands are proving to be very important habitat for 
salmonids.  Unpublished reports of ongoing research in the Puget Sound (Hirschi et al. 2003, Beamer et al. 
2003) suggests coastal lagoons are heavily used by juvenile salmonids. 

Interdunal Wetlands  

Interdunal wetlands form in the “deflation plains” and “swales” that are geomorphic features in areas of 
coastal dunes.  These dune forms are the result of the interaction between sand, wind, water and plants.  
The dune system immediately behind the ocean beach (the primary dune system) is very dynamic and can 
change from storm to storm (Wiedemann 1984).  For the purpose of rating, any wetlands that are located 
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west of the upland boundary mapped in 1889 (western boundary of upland ownership) are considered to be 
interdunal.  

The wetlands that form in the interdunal ecosystem are not well understood and most indicators used to 
rate the hydrologic and water quality functions of depressional wetlands are not applicable.  As a result, 
interdunal wetlands cannot be rated using the three-function approach used. However, the wetland 
resource is important but small part of the total dune system (Wiedemann 1984) and needs to be protected.  

Interdunal wetlands that are larger and that are also rich in habitat structure are Category I because they 
provide critical habitat in this ecosystem (Wiedemann 1984).  Larger wetlands or those found in a mosaic of 
wetlands and dunes are Category II because they also probably provide important habitats in this ecosystem, 
but we know little about them.  Until we know more about how interdunal wetlands function we need to 
provide adequate protection for this resource. 

Wetlands That Perform Many Functions Very Well  

Wetlands scoring 23 points or more (out of 27) on the questions related to functions are Category I 
wetlands. 

Not all wetlands function equally well, especially across the suite of functions performed.  The field 
questionnaire was developed to provide a method by which wetlands can be categorized based on their 
relative performance of different functions.  Wetlands scoring 23 points or more were judged to have the 
highest levels of function.  Wetlands that provide high levels of all three types of functions (improving water 
quality, hydrologic functions, and habitat) are also relatively rare.  Of the 111 wetlands used to calibrate the 
rating system in western Washington, only 11 (10%) scored 23 points or higher based on their functions. 

 

CATEGORY II 

Category II wetlands are difficult, though not impossible, to replace, and provide high levels of some 
functions.  These wetlands occur more commonly than Category I wetlands, but still need a relatively high 
level of protection.  Category II wetlands in western Washington include: 

Smaller Estuarine Wetlands 

Any estuarine wetland smaller than an acre, or those that are disturbed and larger than 1 acre are category II 
wetlands.  Although disturbed, these wetlands still provide unique natural resources that are considered to 
be valuable to society.  Furthermore, the questions used to characterize how well a wetland functions 
cannot be used for estuarine wetlands. 

Interdunal Wetlands Greater than 1 Acre or Those in a Mosaic 

The wetlands that form in the interdunal ecosystem are not well understood and most indicators used to 
rate the hydrologic and water quality functions of depressional wetlands are not applicable.  As a result, 
interdunal wetlands cannot be rated using the three-function approach used. However, these wetlands are 
an important but small part of the total dune system (Wiedemann 1984) and needs to be protected.  
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Larger wetlands or those found in a mosaic of wetlands and dunes are Category II because they also 
probably provide important habitat in this ecosystem.  Since we know so little about them the precautionary 
principle is chosen to protect them. 

Wetlands That Perform Functions Well 

Wetlands scoring between 20 - 22 points (out of 27) on the questions related to the functions present are 
Category II wetlands.  These wetlands were judged to perform most functions relatively well, or performed 
one group of functions very well and the other two moderately well. 

CATEGORY III 

Category III wetlands are 1) wetlands with a moderate level of functions (scores between 16 - 19 points) and 
2) interdunal wetlands between 0.1 and 1 acre in size.  Wetlands scoring between 16 -19 points generally 
have been disturbed in some ways, and are often less diverse or more isolated from other natural resources 
in the landscape than Category II wetlands. 

CATEGORY IV 

Category IV wetlands have the lowest levels of functions (scores less than16 points) and are often heavily 
disturbed.  These are wetlands that we should be able to replace, and in some cases be able to improve.  
However, experience has shown that replacement cannot be guaranteed in any specific case.  These 
wetlands may provide some important functions, and also need to be protected. 
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