
1  "Classification of W etlands and Deep-Water Habitats of the United States."  By Lewis M. Cowardin, et

al, United States Department of the interior, Fish and W ildlife Service, December 1979.
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ATTACHMENT "L"

TECHNICAL CRITERIA FOR IDENTIFYING AND MAPPING W ETLANDS AND OTHER

W ET ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE HABITAT AREAS

The purpose of this discussion is to provide guidance in the practical application of the definition of "wetland"

contained in the Coastal Act.  The Coastal Act definition of "wetland" is set forth in Section 30121 of the Act which

states:

Sec. 30121

"W etland means lands with in the coasta l zone which m ay be covered periodically or permanently

with shallow water and include saltwater marshes, freshwater marshes, open or closed brackish

water marshes, swamps, mudflats, and fens.

This is the definition upon which the Commission relies to identify "wetlands".  The definition refers to lands

"...which m ay be periodically or permanently covered with shallow water..."  However, due to highly variable

environmental conditions along the length of the California Coast, wetlands may include a variety of different types

of habitat areas.  For this reason, some wetlands may not be readily identifiable by simple means.  In such cases,

the Commission will also rely on the presence of hydrophytes and/or the presence of hydric soils.  The rationale

for this in general is that wetlands are lands where saturation with water is the dominant factor determining the

nature of soil development and the types of plant and animal communities living in the soil and on its surface.  For

this reason, the single features that most wetlands share is soil or substrata that is at least periodically saturated

with or covered by water, and this is the feature used to describe wetlands in the coastal Act.  The water creates

severe physiological problems for all plants and animals except those that are adapted for life in water or in

saturated soil, and therefore only plants adapted to these wet conditions (hydrophytes) could thrive in these wet

(hydric) soils.  Thus, the presence or absence of hydrophytes and hydric soils make excellent physical parameters

upon which to judge the existence of wetland habitat areas for the purposes of the Coastal Act, but they are not

the sole criteria.  In som e cases, proper identif ication of wetlands will require the skills  of a qualified professional.

The United States Fish and W ildlife Service has officially adopted a wetland classification system1 which defines

and classifies wetland habitats  in these terms.  Contained in the classification system  are specific biological criteria

for identifying wetlands and establishing their upland limits.  Since the wetland definition used in the classification

system is based upon a feature identical to that contained in the Coastal Act definitions, i.e., soil or substrata that

is at least periodically saturated or covered by water, the Comm ission will use the classification system as a guide

in wetland identification.  Applying the same set of biological criteria consistently should help avoid confusion and

assure certainty in the regulatory process.  This appendix discusses the adaption of this c lassification system  to

the Coastal Act definition of "wetland" and other term s used in the Act, and will form the basis of the Com mission's

review of proposals to dike, fill or dredge wetlands, estuaries or other wet habitat areas.


