
In very low relief landscapes, where precipitation does not run off

so easily,-and waters are slow to develop sufficient head, wetlands

dominate the landscape. Viewed from above these lands resemble figure

ground studies of uplands and wetlands, where it is sometimes difficult to

determine which is the figure and which is the ground. The dominant

energy in this case is the chemical potential energy in water. The

resulting landscape pattern is one dominated by "isolated" wetlands (in

some areas these are considered nonjurisdictional wetlands). Without

steep gradients, surface waters with low nutrient and sediment loads

accumulate in low areas developing conditions favorable to the

establishment of wetland vegetation.

Coastal landscapes have energy signatures that are dominated by

physical energies of waves and tides. Where the energies of waves and

tides are high, the coastline is void of wetlands, adapting instead to

these high energy inputs with relatively "barren" beach and dune systems

or rocky shores. Where wave energies are low, in protected bays and

estuaries, vast expanses of salt marsh and mangrove wetlands dominate

utilizing the energy inputs of alternating fresh water inflows and tidal

pulses of salt water.

In all, the character of the landscape mosaic is determined by its

energy signature. In managing any landscape unit, its dominant driving

energies should be considered, and any protection strategy should include

the protection and management of the driving energies as well. Managing

bottomland hardwoods without managing the watershed that collects and

converges waters that drive the system makes little sense in the long run.

Regulations designed to protect coastal wetlands that do not include

regulation of development in surrounding uplands and concern for quality

and quantity of inflowing fresh water and flushing tidal waters do not

effectively protect the resource. Alteration of driving energies

ultimately changes the system that is adapted to them. The question that

must always be considered, is how much change is tolerable?

Energy Diagrams for System Understanding

To assess wetland values and to help with management decisions, a

means of overview is needed. Wetland values and strategies for their


