
National We t l a n d s
I n v e n t o ry Pro g r a m

M a rs h e s , swa m p s , p o n d s , and bogs are
teeming biological nu rs e ries for migra -
t o ry bird s , fi s h , and aquatic plants. Th ey
also provide nat u ral flood and ero s i o n
c o n t rol. These pre d o m i n a n t ly wet are a s ,
or wetlands as they are commonly called,
n ow rep resent only about 5 percent of the
land surface of the lower 48 States. Out
of 221 million acres of wetlands that once
existed in the conterminous United Stat e s ,
the U. S. Fish and Wi l d l i fe Service (FWS)
e s t i m ates that only about 103.3 million
a c res re m a i n .

E a ch ye a r, d eve l o p m e n t , d ra i n age, a n d
agri c u l t u re eliminate another 290,000 
a c res—an area a little less than half the
s i ze of Rhode Island. From the 1950’s to
the 1970’s , c o nve rsions of wetlands to
fa rmland  caused 87 percent of all
wetland losses.

The FWS has long re c og n i zed the impor-
tance of A m e ri c a ’s wetlands because they
fo rm breeding and wintering grounds fo r
gre at nu m b e rs of migrat o ry birds. In
1 9 7 7 , the FWS began the Nat i o n a l
Wetlands Inve n t o ry (NWI), a systemat i c
e ffo rt to classify and map A m e ri c a ’s
remaining we t l a n d s .

Classification Scheme

The NWI describes wetlands according to
the “ C l a s s i fi c ation of Wetlands and
D e ep water Hab i t ats of the United Stat e s ,”
a system that describes wetlands by soils,
hy d ro l ogy, and vege t ation. 

A c c o rding to this system, wetlands are
d e fined as lands transitional betwe e n
t e rre s t rial and aquatic systems wh e re the
water table is usually at or near the
s u r face or the land is cove red by shallow
wat e r. For this cl a s s i fi c at i o n , we t l a n d s
must have one or more of the fo l l ow i n g
t h ree at t ri bu t e s : (l) at least peri o d i c a l ly,
the land supports mainly hy d ro p hy t e s
( a q u atic plants), (2) the substrate is
m a i n ly undrained hy d ric (moist) soil, a n d
(3) the substrate is sat u rated with water or
c ove red by shallow water at some time
d u ring the growing season of each ye a r.

Because plants and soils furnish a re c o rd
of the hy d ro l ogy of a site, t h ey fo rm the
basis of the hiera rchical cl a s s i fi c at i o n
s cheme that divides wetlands into five
major systems: m a ri n e, e s t u a ri n e, rive r-
i n e, l a c u s t rine (lake s ) , and palustri n e
( m a rs h e s ) .

Wo rking with the cl a s s i fi cation guide 
and color- i n f ra red aerial photograp h s ,
b i o l ogists are able to map wetlands as
small as one-tenth of an acre. The aeri a l
p h o t ographs used by the NWI we re
a c q u i red pri n c i p a l ly by the National High
Altitude Photograp hy Progra m , a consor-
tium of Fe d e ral agencies that use the
detailed info rm ation ava i l able from the
p h o t ographs. NASA high-altitude and
N ational A e rial Photograp hy Progra m
m e d i u m - a l t i t u d e, c o l o r- i n f ra red aeri a l
p h o t ographs we re also used. Biologi s t s
then ve ri fied the info rm ation by fi e l d
ch e cking the dat a .

Map Coverage

Wetland maps exist for about 87 perc e n t
of the conterminous United Stat e s , 2 9
p e rcent of A l a s k a , and all of Hawaii. Th e
wetlands given the highest map p i n g
p ri o rity are parts of the coastal zo n e ;
flood plains of major rive rs; the Midwe s t
“ p ra i rie pothole” regi o n , an area that is a
major breeding ground for ducks; and the

l ower Mississippi alluvial plain. Wo rk has
been completed in 34 States and terri t o -
ries and wo rk continues in 16 others .

A p p l i c a t i o n s

M o re than 50,000 maps produced to dat e
by the NWI are used in a va riety of way s ,
i n cluding land use planning and guides,
t own planning, w i l d l i fe hab i t at manage -
m e n t , water quality planning, p ro j e c t
s t u d i e s , soil and water conservation loans,
zo n i n g, flood hazard planning, re s e a rch ,
waste tre at m e n t , p e rmit rev i ew s , a n d
flood contro l s .

Map Specifications

The NWI produces two types of map s :
composite maps that photograp h i c a l ly
combine the wetlands inve n t o ry info rm a -
tion with standard U. S. Geological S u rvey
(USGS) topographic map info rm at i o n ,
and ove rl ays to these maps that contain
wetland info rm ation only. Both types are
ava i l able on a paper base that re s e m bles a
bl u ep rint in ap p e a rance or as tra n s p a re n -
cies on frosted mylar film. The we t l a n d s
i nve n t o ry tra n s p a rencies can be laid on
top of USGS 7.5-minu t e, 1 5 - m i nu t e, a n d
30- by 60-minute topographic maps that
se rved as base maps for the ove rl ay s .
Both the composites and ove rl ays display
the locat i o n s , s h ap e s , and ch a ra c t e ri s t i c s
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of wetlands. Maps copied on mylar are
not suitable for digitizing or scanning.

O rdering Inform a t i o n

For info rm ation on how to order NWI
ove rl ays and composites, contact any
E a rth Science Info rm ation Center (ESIC),
or call 1-800-USA-MAPS.

Copies of the "Classifi c ation of We t l a n d s
and Deep water Hab i t ats of the United
S t ates," stock number PB80168784, can 
be purchased for $31.50 per copy, plus a 
$4.00 handling ch a rge per ord e r, f ro m

N ational Te chnical Info rm ation Serv i c e
5285 Po rt Royal Rd.
S p ri n g fi e l d, VA  22161

The book may be purchased by ch e ck 
or money order only, made payable to
" N ational Te chnical Info rm ation Serv i c e. "

Additional Inform a t i o n

For ge n e ral info rm ation about we t l a n d s
l egi s l ation and protection effo rt s , call the
E nv i ronmental Protection A ge n cy hotline
at 1-800-832-7828.

For info rm ation about permits and
wetlands reg u l ations in your are a , c o n t a c t
the reg u l at o ry bra n ch of your local A rmy
C o rps of Engi n e e rs .

The NWI digital data are ava i l able free of
ch a rge via Intern e t , a n o nymous ftp to
192.189.43.33. The NWI’s Wo rld Wi d e
Web server can be accessed at
h t t p : / / w w w. n w i . f w s . gov /

For info rm ation about the NWI, call or 
w rite one of the fo l l owing U. S. Fish and
Wi l d l i fe Service regional we t l a n d s
c o o rd i n at o rs for your ge ographic are a :

A l a s k a :

Jon Hall
1011 East Tudor Rd.
A n ch o rage, AK  99503
907-786-3471; Fax 907-786-3350

C o l o ra d o , K a n s a s , M o n t a n a , N eb ra s k a ,
N o rth Dako t a , South Dako t a , U t a h ,
and Wyo m i n g :

C h a rles Elliott
D e nver Fe d e ral Center
P. O. Box 25486
D e nve r, CO  80225
303-236-4625; fax 303-236-4631

A l ab a m a , A rk a n s a s , F l o ri d a , G e o rgi a ,
Ke n t u cky, L o u i s i a n a , M i s s i s s i p p i ,
N o rth Caro l i n a , P u e rto Rico,
South Caro l i n a , Te n n e s s e e, and the
Vi rgin Islands:

C h a rlie Storrs
1875 Century Blvd. , Suite 200
A t l a n t a , GA  30345
404-679-7129; Fax 404-679-7081

C o n n e c t i c u t , D e l awa re, M a i n e,
M a ry l a n d, M a s s a ch u s e t t s , N ew
H a m p s h i re, N ew Je rs ey, N ew Yo rk ,
Pe n n s y l va n i a , Rhode Island, Ve rm o n t ,
Vi rgi n i a , and West Vi rgi n i a :

Ralph Ti n e r
300 We s t gate Center Dr.
H a d l ey, MA  01035
413-253-8606; Fax 413-253-8482

I l l i n o i s , I n d i a n a , I owa , M i ch i ga n ,
M i n n e s o t a , M i s s o u ri , O h i o , a n d
Wi s c o n s i n :

Kim Santos
U. S. Fish and Wi l d l i fe Serv i c e
N ational Wetlands Inve n t o ry Center
9720 Exe c u t ive Center Dr. , Suite 101
M o n roe Bldg.
St. Pe t e rs bu rg, FL  33702
813-570-5400; Fax 813-570-5420

A ri zo n a , N ew Mex i c o , O k l a h o m a , a n d
Tex a s :

Wa rren Hage n bu ck
500 Gold Ave. , S W. , Room 4012
P. O. Box 1306
A l bu q u e rq u e, NM  87102
505-248-6667; Fax 505-248-6922

C a l i fo rn i a , H awa i i , I d a h o , N eva d a ,
O rego n , Wa s h i n g t o n , G u a m , a n d
S a m o a :

Dennis Pe t e rs
Eastside Fe d e ral Complex
911 Northeast 11th Ave.
Po rt l a n d, OR  97232-4181
503-231-6154; Fax 503-231-2050

For information on other USGS products
and services call, 1-800-USA-MAPS,
e-mail esicmail@usgs.gov, or fax 
703-648-5548.

Receive information from the
EARTHFAX fax-on-demand system,
which is available 24 hours a day at 703-
648-4888.

The address for the USGS home page is
<URL: http://www.usgs.gov/>
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