23 May 1994
SUBJECT: WASHI NGTON REG ONAL GUI DANCE ON THE 1987 WETLAND DELI NEATI ON MANUAL

I ntroducti on and Background. Several issues have arisen regionally regarding the
identification and delineation of wetlands using the 1987 Corps of Engi neers'
Wet | ands Del i neati on Manual (hereafter "Manual ™).

The purpose of this information paper is to provide guidance on specific issues
whi ch are frequently m sunderstood when using the Manual. These issues include
the foll ow ng:

Interpretation of Hydrophytic Vegetation Indicators.
QO her Hydrophytic Vegetation Field Indicators.

Met hods for Anal yzi ng Vegetation Conmuniti es.

Growi ng Season.

Interpretation of Normal Circunstances.
Interpretation of Hydrol ogic Data.

ookwnE

| SSUE 1: 1987 Manual, pages 19-26, CQuidance on "Indicators of Hydrophytic
Veget ation" paragraphs 35 a and 35 b (1), pages 19 and 23.

| ssue Description.

In the 1987 manual, the hydrophytic vegetation criteria are defined in Part 11
and are ternmed "diagnostic characteristics.” Part |1l describes the technical
basis of the criteria and identifies indicators which help to determine if a
criterion is net.

An item of particular concern has been proper interpretation of the vegetation

i ndicators. We have found that many manual users focus only on the indicator
which states that: "Mirre than 50% of the doni nant species.(in a plant comrunity)
are OBL, FACWor FAC on lists of plant species that occur in wetlands."

I n Washi ngton, we are aware of several wetland plant comunity types which do not
provide a positive indicator of hydrophytic vegetation when consideration is
limted to only "indicator all (i.e., presence of over 50% FAC, FACW or OBL

pl ant species). These wetland conmmunities can occur on either organic or mneral
soils and under a wi de spectrum of water reginmes. They are generally referred to
as "Facultative upland (FACU) doni nated wetlands." Because FACU dom nat ed
wet | ands are common in Washington, it is essential that hydrophytic vegetation

i ndi cators be properly interpreted.

It is inportant to consider that wetlands develop in response to hydrol ogic
conditions; i.e., presence of water (we do not regul ate hydrophytic vegetation or
hydric soils of the U S., rather we regulate waters of the U S.). Thus, the known
presence of wetland hydrology is very strong evidence of wetland occurrence if
soils and vegetation are present. The utility and necessity for wetl and
identification manual (s) derives fromour frequent inability to directly observe
hydr ol ogi ¢ conditions thus creating a need to rely on indicators of vegetati on,
soils, and hydrology to nake a determ nation



Cui dance.

There are several positive indicators for hydrophytic vegetation provided in the
Manual . In referring to these indicators the 1987 Manual states: 11 . . . any one
of the following is indicative that hydrophytic vegetation is present”: (listed
on pages 19-26). I|nvestigators shoul d consi der whether any of the positive

i ndi cators of hydrophytic vegetation are present and consider information on
soi |l s and hydrol ogy before naking a deci sion on the presence of hydrophytic
vegetati on.

There is also confusion regarding interpretation of "indicator b (1)": Visual
observation of plant species growing in areas of prolonged inundation and/or soi
saturation (page 23 of the 1987 Manual). In general, if the hydrology and soils
criteria are clearly nmet, then an area has prol onged periods of inundation or
saturation. Thus, one has made an observation of plant species grow ng under
wet | and conditions consistent with the Diagnostic Environnental Characteristics
(i.e., criteria) for vegetation

Caution is urged in interpreting this field indicator. Docunentation should be
included to indicate that the situation observed is not the result of unusual
flooding, particularly high rainfall, or a one tinme condition such as a tenporary
wat er di ver sion.

Interpretation of this field indicator is nore difficult when soils and hydrol ogy
features are not so evident; i.e., during dry seasons when direct observation of
wet |l and hydrol ogy is not possible or where sone drai nage has taken place. In such
cases, investigators should rely on their previous experience, consultation with
ot her experienced delineators and the literature to deternmine if the vegetation
conmmunity is known to occur in areas of prolonged inundation or soil saturation

Vegetation informati on should be conbined with soils and hydrol ogy observations
to make a wetland determ nation. Information sources used as a basis of the
deci si on shoul d be docunmented. Docunentation should include description of
previous field observations of simlar comunities, who was consulted, etc.

I nvestigators nust also be certain that the site being investigated does not
represent an Atypical Situation (Section F, Page 83 of the Manual) The site may
al so represent a Problem Area (Section G Page 93) where positive evidence of
vegetation is absent during sone seasons of the year

| SSUE 2: 1987 Manual , Pages 23, 24, 26, Paragraph 35 b (2) (3) (4) and (5): other
Hydr ophytic Vegetation Field Indicators.

| ssue Description

The Manual is inconsistent in its guidance regardi ng use of hydrophytic
vegetation field indicators other than "indicator a." In the section on routine
delineation for areas under 5 acres, (page 61), the 1987 Manual states under Step
9: "Wien nore than 50% of the domi nant species in a community type have an
i ndi cator status of OBL, FACW and/or FAC, hydrophytic vegetation is present
[plortions of the area failing this test are not wetlands.” 1In contrast to
this, on page 65 of the 1987 Manual, in the nethod for areas greater than 5 acres
in size at step 19 c. 1. it states: "Hydrophytic vegetation is present at the
observation point when 505k of the dom nant species have an indicator status of
013L, FACW and/or FAC, when two or nore dom nant speci es have observed
nor phol ogi cal or known physi ol ogi cal adaptations for occurrence in wetlands; or
when ot her indicators of hydrophytic vegetation are present."



Gui dance.

The size of the project site is- irrelevant when applying the field indicators.
Observations of all evident field indicators should be recorded for each site

i nvestigated and all should be used to determine if hydrophytic vegetation is
present.

| SSUE 3: Met hods used for determ ning dom nant plant species.
I ssue Di scussion and Qui dance.

DATA FORM 1 in the 1987 Manual states under Vegetation: , [list the three

dom nant species in each vegetation layer (5 if only 1 or 2 layers)] .11 Recent
gui dance (see reference 3) states that other ecologically based nethods for

sel ecti ng doni nant species fromeach stratum are acceptable. Methods contained in
the 1989 Manual are specifically referred to as acceptable. For exanple, when
gquantitative data is collected, the definition in the 1989 nanual can be used. It
states the follow ng:

Dom nant species are those species in each stratumthat, when ranked in
descendi ng order of abundance and cumul atively total ed, inmediately exceed 50
percent of the total dom nance neasure for that stratum plus any additiona
pl ant species conprising 20, percent or nore of the total domi nance neasure
for that stratum Dom nance neasures include percent areal coverage and basal
area, for exanple.

In low diversity communities, doninants will be less than five or three and may
only be one. Sound professional judgenent based on careful observation and data
col l ection nmust be used in selecting dom nant speci es.

| SSUE 4: G owi ng season.
I ssue Di scussion
The manual defines the grow ng season as:

"The portion of the year when soil tenperatures at 19.7 inches below the so
surface are higher than biologic zero (5 degrees C). For ease of determnation
this period can be approxi nmated by the nunber of frost-free days."

Several issues arise in deternining the growi ng season

--In much of the Northwestern U S. sone plant species are grow ng during
every nonth of the year.

--Each county soil survey has several |ocations for which air tenperature
data is tabulated. This can result in numerous growi ng seasons for each
county.

--The data | ocation nearest to a wetland delineation site may not be
representative of the growing season for the site being investigated. For
exanpl e, SCS data may be froma site at sea |l evel but the delineation site
may be at high elevation with an annual tenperature reginme nuch different
than the SCS data site.



Cui dance.

Use sound professional judgenment based on careful observation to determine if the
growi ng season is in progress. For exanple, evidence of new or recent growth such
as flowers, new shoots, new | eaves, or swollen buds on plants suggests that
active growh is occurring. Basically, if plants are growing, it is the grow ng
season.

Take soil tenperatures at 19.7 inches to deternmine if the formal definition of
growi ng season is net. Soil thernoneters are readily available at nost forestry
supply stores.

Use sound professional judgenent in interpreting the data tables in the soi
surveys. Use the data set which nmakes the npst sense for the site being
investigated. Be particularly cautious when the site being investigated is
located far fromor in a different physiographic setting than the nearest data
stati on.

For much of Western Washi ngton the nesic growi ng season has, in the past, been
consi dered a good rule of thunb; i.e., 1 March to 31 October (except for sone
coastal areas which may have a year round growi ng season and in areas that have
nore extrene winter tenperatures which may result in a shorter grow ng season).
However, this should not be used to conflict with field data and observati ons.

| SSUE 5: Normal Circunstances.
| ssue Di scussi on

The term "normal circunstances” has created confusion for nmany Manual users as it
is often misinterpreted to nean "nornmal environnmental conditions." As such '
users often confuse the nethodol ogy associated with the Section F (Atypical
Situations) and the Section G (Problem Areas).

Gui dance.

Normal circunmstances is an integral and inportant termin determ ning the extent
of jurisdiction under the Cean Water Act. The termcones fromthe definition of
wet | ands:

"Wetl ands are those areas that are inundated and saturated for a frequency and
duration sufficient to support and, under NORVAL Cl RCUMSTANCES do support a
preval ence of vegetation typically adapted to life in saturated soil conditions .

The original intent of this termwas to assure that the extent of Federa
jurisdiction would not be obscured by hunan-caused activities done without
benefit of a Section 404 permt. For exanple, if an individual renoved the
vegetation of a wetland, it would still be a wetland under normal circunstances.
That is, physically renoving the vegetation neither elimnates the site from
jurisdiction nor fromthe definition of wetlands. The same would hold true if

fill materials were placed in wetlands wi thout benefit of permt; the area is
still under the jurisdiction of the Federal Governnent even though the wetl ands
have been covered by unauthorized fill. These conditions are discussed in the

Manual under Section F - Atypical Situations. There is also a nethodol ogy
associ ated with Atypical Situations which hel ps the user assess the extent of
jurisdiction when the wetl and paraneters are obscured due to unauthorized
activities.



Keep in mnd that if fill is placed with benefit of permit (that is, the fill is
pl aced legally), that condition is now the new "normal circunstances” and the
area woul d not be considered jurisdictional, unless wetland characteristics
return.

A "problemarea"” is a wetland systemthat is a natural or naturalized systemthat
may permanently or periodically lack certain field indicators for a specific
paranmeter. These can be a seasonal wetland where hydrology is mssing during the
dry season; a newy created wetland; a wetland with soils derived fromred parent
materials; etc. This is discussed in Section G of the manual and also in the
March 6, 1992, @uidance.

| ssue 6: Interpretation of Hydrol ogic Data.
I ssue Di scussion

Many users of the Manual have spent considerable tine and effort installing and
monitoring ground water wells under the assunption that the water table nmust be
at 12 inches for sufficient time during the growi ng season for the wetl and
hydrol ogy criterion to be net. However, the hydrology criterion states:

"The area is inundated either permanently or periodically at nmean water
depths < 6.6 ft., ORthe soil is saturated to the surface at sone tinme during
the growi ng season of the preval ent vegetation." (Page 14, D agnostic

Envi ronmental |ndicators).

Under "Field Indicators of Hydrol ogy" the Manual states:
"For soil saturation to inpact vegetation, it nust occur within a major

portion of the root zone (usually within 12 inches of the surface) of the
preval ent vegetation). Page 38, field indicators.

Well data only reflects the depth of the water table and not the zone of soi
saturation. If the water table is near or at the surface for sufficient tine, the
observer can be reasonably certain that surface saturation is occurring. However,
several soils can have a capillary fringe of 18 inches or greater (especially
organic soils). In addition, wetland systens that are driven by surface water nay
have a deep water table where the root zones of the soil are saturated from
persistent surface water (not just periodic rainfall).

While well data can be extrenely useful, w thout supplenental observations of
surface soil saturation and/ or observations of surface ponding or flooding, the
data may be neani ngl ess.

Many users have also limted the anount of time that they nmake groundwater
observations (2-3 nonths out of the year) naking the assunption that this was
sufficient time to adequate characterize wetland hydrol ogy. This |limted sanpling
time may incorrectly interpret the hydrology of the site. W recomend that the
sanpl e adequately refl ect seasonal hydrology and its effect on vegetation
(generally from about m d-Cctober to md-June to capture both dormancy and new

gr owt h)

Gui dance.

G ound-water well data mnmust al ways be suppl enented with observations of the
extent in the soil profile of the capillary fringe. This can be done by exam ning



a soil profile in the nearby vicinity of a ground water well every tinme depth to
the ground water is neasured. Cbservations of surface ponding and/or fl oodi ng
shoul d al so be made. In addition, soil tenperatures at approximtely 20 inches
shoul d be recorded to adequately determi ne extent of the growi ng season at that
site. As discussed in Issue 4, reliance on air tenperature data to determne
growi ng season may artificially restrict the tinme that a site is actively
functioning as a wetl and.

ADDI TI ONAL | NFORVATI ON.  Shoul d you be interested in obtaining any of the
avail abl e references cited or have further questions, please contact either of
the foll owi ng Federal agencies:

LOCATI ON: Regul at ory Branch
U S. Arny Corps of Engineers
Seattle District
Federal Center South
4735 East Marginal Way Sout h
Seattl e, Washi ngton

CONTACTS: Debbi e Knaub, Chris MAuliffe, T. J. Stetz
TEL EPHONE: (206) 764- 3495
MAI LI NG ADDRESS: Post O fice Box 3755

Seattl e, Washington 98124-2255
or
MAI LI NG LOCATI ON: Wet | ands Secti on
U. S. Environnental Protection Agency
Regi on 10
1200 Si xth Avenue, MS WD 128
Seattl e, Washington 98101

CONTACT: Fred Wi nmann
TEL EPHONE: (206) 553-1414
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