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Wetland Delineation 
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3 Parameters – Federal/Corps… 

• Vegetation 

 

• Soils 

 

• Hydrology 
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3 Parameters – but only 1 needed for 
State/Coastal Commission 

• Vegetation 

 

• Soils 

 

• Hydrology 
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Vegetation 
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Vernal Pools 
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Alkali Wet Meadows 
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Shallow Freshwater Wetlands 
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Freshwater Wet Meadows 
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Oso Flaco Lake, SLO County 
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Marine 
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Vegetation:  Wetlands Definition 
 

 Those areas that are inundated or saturated 
by surface or ground water at a frequency and 
duration sufficient to support, a prevalence of 
vegetation typically adapted for life in 
saturated soils conditions. Wetlands generally 
include swamps, marshes, bogs, and similar 
areas. 

 
 Part II Technical Guidelines – On line 1987 Corps Manual, p. 9 ¶26(a) 
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Vegetation:  Prevalence 

 “. . . . Is an imprecise term not generally used 
in the plant ecological literature” 

 

 “As used in the wetlands definition, 
prevalence refers to the plant community or 
communities that occur in an area at some 
point in time.” 

 
 Part II Technical Guidelines – On line 1987 Corps Manual, p. 13 ¶30 
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Vegetation:  Prevalence can be determined 
using different approaches, including… 

• Dominance (basal area or canopy coverage) 

• Density (number of individuals/unit area) 

• Frequency (# times Species “X” occurs/number of sample 
points x 100)  

• Importance Value (sum of relative frequency, density, and 
dominance, or any combination thereof) 

• Biomass (dry weight of species above ground, below ground, 
or both) 

• Net Primary Productivity (rate at which carbohydrate is 
accumulated in the tissue of plants [a primary producer] in an 
ecosystem) 
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Vegetation:  Methods for Hydrophytic Vegetation 

• Indicator 1: Dominance test 
– If not met but you have wetland hydrology and hydric soils, continue 

 

• Indicator 2: Prevalence Index 
– If not met but you have wetland hydrology and hydric soils, continue 

 

• Indicator 3: Morphological Adaptations 
– If not met but you have wetland hydrology and hydric soils, proceed to 

Difficult Wetland Situations procedures 
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Vegetation: National Wetland Plant List  
(2012 Plant Lists) 

http://wetland_plants.usace.army.mil  
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Vegetation:  Data Form 
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Hydrology 
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Hydrology:  Wetland Definition 

 Areas that are inundated or saturated 
by surface or ground water at a 
frequency and duration sufficient to 
support, and that under normal 
circumstances do support, a prevalence 
of vegetation typically adapted for life 
in saturated conditions.  
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Hydrology:  Indicators for the Arid West 
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Hydrology:  Indicators for the Arid West 
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Hydrology:  Indicators for the Arid West 
Datasheet 
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Hydrology – Specific Indicators 

MudCracks 

Salt Crust 

Ponding 
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Culverts 
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WHEN DO WE OBSERVE 
Hydrology Indicators? 

“Beginning and ending dates of the growing 
season may be needed to evaluate certain 
wetland indicators, such as visual observation 
of flooding, ponding, or shallow water tables 
on potential wetland sites.”  Arid West – p 59; 
WMVC – p. 56 

We observe hydrology indicators during the growing season 

Monterey County wetlands workshop Monterey County wetlands workshop 
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Growing Season:  
Vegetative Growth 

 Start of the growing season: observation of 
growth or activity in vascular plants 

  
 

 
 
 

• Emergence of herbaceous plants from 
ground 

• Appearance of new growth from bulbs, 
etc 

• Bud burst on woody plants 

• Emergence or elongation of leaves of 
woody plants 

• Emergence or opening of flowers 
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Growing Season 

Vegetative Growth 
 End of the growing season: 

• Woody deciduous species lose their leaves 
• Herbaceous plants cease flowering 
• Herbaceous leaves become dry or brown 
• Don’t confuse with early plant senescence 

which may occur in the summer dry season – 
ie Buckeyes 
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Visual observation of inundation. :  The Wingtip Test 

“If it’s wet, it’s wet… But if it’s not wet, it may be wet” 
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Saturation 
 “For wetland delineation purposes, a soil layer is 

saturated if virtually all pores between soil particles are 
filled with water under 0 tension (National Research 
Council 1995, Vepraskas and Sprecher 1997). This 
definition includes part of the capillary fringe above the 
water table (i.e., the  tension-saturated zone) in which 
soil water content is approximately equal to that below 
the water table (Freeze and Cherry 1979).” Manuals p 117 & 135 

DEFINITIONS: 
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Capillary Fringe   

 A zone immediately above the 
water table in which water is 
drawn upward by capillary 
action.  
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“This definition (of saturation) includes part of the capillary fringe above the water table 
(i.e., the tension saturated zone) in which soil water content is approximately equal to that 

below the water table (Freeze and Cherry 1979).” (glossary – both manuals). 
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Tension Saturated 
Zone 
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Soils 
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Redoximorphic 
Features 
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Soils:  Definition – “Field Indicators” are: 

Layers of soil whose  

– Thickness 

– Depth 

– Color characteristics 

– Abundance and contrast of redox. features 

have been rigidly defined. 
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Soils 
“Field indicators” are designed to find soils that 

have been anaerobic in their “upper part.” 

• These soils are saturated and have little or no 
dissolved O2 in the water. 

• Oxidation-reduction reactions have occurred in the soil 
to make it anaerobic. 
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For wetland analysis…what should you 
see? 

• Maps 

– 3-parameter vs. 1-parameter boundaries 

– Buffers 

 

• Datasheets – with range of dates! 
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California Coastal Act 

Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area (ESHA) 

• Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area  

• Any area in which plant or animal life or their habitats 

are either rare or especially valuable because of their 

special nature or role in an ecosystem and 

• which could be easily disturbed or degraded by human 

activities and developments 

Definition (CA Coastal Act, §30107.5) 
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California Coastal Act 

Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area (ESHA) 

• Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Area  

• Prohibition of significant disruption of habitat values 

• Limits development within ESHA to uses that are 

dependent on the resources 

• Requires adjacent development be sited and designed 

to be compatible with the continuance of the habitat 

(CA Coastal Act, §30240) 
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California Coastal Act 

Wetlands 
• Wetlands 

• Land within the coastal zone which may be covered periodically 
or permanently with shallow water and include saltwater 
marshes, freshwater marshes, open or closed brackish water 
marshes, swamps, mudflats, and fens 

Definition (CA Coastal Act, §30121)  

• Land where the water table is at, near, or above the land surface 
long enough to:  
• Promote the formation of hydric soils OR 

• Support the growth of hydrophytes 

     (CCR §13577(b) of Title 14, Division 5.5, Article 18) 
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California Coastal Act 

Wetlands (cont) 
• Wetlands 

• Shall also include wetlands where vegetation is lacking and 
soil is poorly developed or absent  

• As a result of frequent/drastic fluctuations of surface water levels, 
wave action, water flow, turbidity or high concentrations of salts 

• Recognized by the presence of surface water or saturated substrate 
at some time each year 

• Location within, or adjacent to, vegetated wetlands or deep-water 
habitats 

(CCR §13577(b) of Title 14, Division 5.5, Article 18) 
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California Coastal Act 

Wetlands (cont) 

• Wetlands 

• Prohibition of significant disruption of habitat values 

(Coastal Act §30233) 

• Coastal-dependent development shall not be sited in a 

wetland, except as provided elsewhere in the section 

(CA Coastal Act §30255) 

• Shall include 100-foot setback 

(CCR §13577(b) of Title 14, Division 5.5, Article 18)  
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California Coastal Act 

Wetlands (cont) 

• Wetlands 

• Shall not include wetland habitat created by the presence of 

and associated with artificial ponds and reservoirs where: 

• Pond or reservoir was constructed for ag purposes  

• No evidence that wetland habitat pre-dated pond or reservoir 

(CCR §13577(b) of Title 14, Division 5.5, Article 18)  

 

 

Monterey County wetlands workshop 

2/14/2014 

California Coastal Act 

Wetlands (cont) 

• Wetlands 

• Limits diking, filling or dredging to very narrow situations 

• Port, energy and coastal dependent facilities 

• Maintaining or restoring previously existing facilities 

• Piers in open waters for public access 

• Public service purposes (i.e. burying cables and pipes, maintenance 
of existing intake and outfall lines) 

• Mineral extraction, incl sand for restoring beaches, except in ESHA 

• Restoration 

(CA Coastal Act §30233) 
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California Coastal Act 

Wetlands (cont) 

• Flood control 

• Includes channelization, dams, or other substantial 

alterations of rivers and streams 

• Shall incorporate the best mitigation measures feasible 

• Limited to projects where no other method for protecting 

existing structure in the floodplain is feasible 

• Where necessary for public safety or to protect existing 

development 

(CA Coastal Act §30233) 
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California Coastal Act 

Bolsa Chica decision 

• Bolsa Chica decision confirmed requirements to 

avoid disruption of habitat values 

• In ESHA per §30240 

• In Wetlands per §30233 

 

• Providing mitigations not sufficient justification for 

allowing development  
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California Coastal Act 

Resources 

• California Coastal Commission 
http://www.coastal.ca.gov/   

• Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas  
http://www.coastal.ca.gov/la/lcpguide/lcpguide_resources_4.pdf   

• Wetlands                   
http://www.coastal.ca.gov/la/wetland_def.html  
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http://www.fws.gov/wetlands/Data/Mapper.ht
ml 

  
Elkhorn Slough

Region
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This map is for general reference only. The US Fish and Wildlife Service is not
responsible for the accuracy or currentness of the  base data shown on this map. All
wetlands related data should be used in accordance with the layer metadata found on
the Wetlands Mapper web site.
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USGS Topo Map of Triangle M Ranch 
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