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In 1586, an unidentified French artist of Sir Francis Drake’s expedition
produced one of the earliest accounts of wetlands in North America. It is a simple
ochre wash, dotted with dozens of dark-brown specks representing a swarm of
mosquitoes. This record was emblematic of our attitude toward wetlands. They
were viewed as unproductive, disease-inducing sites that generated only foul-
smelling swamp gas. For several successive centuries, wetlands were dumped
on, drained, or filled without much thought. Our behavior in North America was
a sad extension of historical, global wetland destruction.

The result has been universal loss of wetlands. Research indicates that half of
the US’s wetlands have been converted to uplands since the Colonial Period. In
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 56% of our wetland habitat has disappeared
at our hands since the 1780s. As our wetlands vanish, so do a substantial number
of plant and animal species that inhabit them. In fact, much of the
Commonwealth’s flora and fauna are wetland-dependent, that is, they spend more
than two-thirds of their time in wet habitats. Moreover, 84% of Pennsylvania’s
amphibians, 46% of birds, 44% of reptiles, and 37% of vascular plants are directly
tied to wetlands. These numbers are typical of many other states and nations.

Despite a decrease in the rate of loss from earlier periods, destruction of wet-
lands still outdistances gains in many regions around the world. For example, the
Chesapeake Bay Foundation estimates that the Chesapeake Bay Watershed—
feeding the nation’s largest estuary and one of the world’s most productive—is
losing 4,500 acres of wetlands a year. These losses are attributed to government
exemption of many activities in wetlands, permit approvals without review, and
unpermitted wetland fills. This dispossession is lamentable. With habitat
degradation and loss, biological diversity at all levels—landscape, species and
genetic—is adversely impacted. Simply put, wetlands harbor critical habitats and
ecosystems and are at risk. They also serve as natural sponges in times of heavy
rain. It is imperative that we take wetland conservation seriously.

Although much is known about wetlands, our knowledge is still imperfect.
Gaps in our understanding include details of ecological dynamics; the signifi-
cance of landscape position; current status, trends and quality of wetlands; and
wetland conservation, construction, and restoration. Valuable insights into these
and other issues lie in the many chapters of this book. For instance, perspectives
on agricultural and contaminant effects on wetlands, non-point source pollution,
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