Caring for your local wetland


A lake is easy to identify. You can swim in it, float a boat in it, fish from it, or build a bridge across it. Dry land is also easy to understand. Whether it’s a forest, a prairie, a field of corn or a grassy lawn, you can walk across it, weave a trail through it or build a house on it. A wetland, on the other hand, begs the question, “What exactly is it?” 


Known by several names - bogs, marshes, swamps or ponds - wetlands are some of Minnesota’s most vital natural resources. Wetlands help to prevent flooding and also filter sediment and pollutants out of stormwater before it reaches local lakes and rivers. They provide habitat for migratory birds, including ducks, herons and egrets and are home to several species of turtles, frogs and salamanders as well. Although they sometimes stand alone, wetlands are part of the local watershed and interact with both surface and groundwater resources. For these reason, state law protects all wetlands in Minnesota, even those without standing water.


Here are a few questions to ask when determining if you have a wetland in your neighborhood:

Is the land consistently wet throughout the year?

Does a temporary pond or stream appear in the same location every spring or after every rain?

Do you find plants such as cattail, reed canary grass, willow and red osier dogwood growing in the area?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, chances are you’ve got a wetland. Read on to find out how you can protect your newfound gem. 


The best way to ensure a high quality wetland is to maintain a healthy vegetated buffer. Buffers protect wetlands from pollution, provide habitat for reptiles, amphibians and birds and beautify the neighborhood. For this reason, many local watershed districts require wetland buffers to be at least 16 feet wide. Most wetland buffers are marked with a small sign.


You can help to protect wetlands and their buffers with a few easy steps. Allow plants such as cattail, bulrush, willow and red osier dogwood to grow and thrive. Don’t mow within the wetland buffer or clear any brush. A small access path (less than 6 feet wide) to the water’s edge may be permitted, but check with your city or watershed first to be sure. Don’t dump grass clippings, yard waste or anything else into the wetland buffer and don’t build any structures within the buffer zone. This means no decks, storage sheds, patios or paved trails. If you would like to give your buffer a helping hand, you can remove invasive species such as purple loosestrife, reed canary grass and buckthorn. For more questions about what you can and cannot do with a wetland on your property, contact Jyneen Thatcher at the Washington Conservation District at (651) 275-1136 x. 25.


With a little care, your local wetland can greatly enhance your neighborhood. As the fall approaches, keep an eye out for migratory birds stopping over on their journey south. Are you looking for a fun activity for your children? Try counting the number of different frog croaks, insect chirps and birds warbles you hear coming from the wetland. You can also grab a hand lens and head to the waters edge to see what you can find. Rest assured, knowing that your little chunk of not quite lake, not quite dry land is working overtime to keep our waters clean, protect our homes from flooding and provide valuable wildlife habitat. 
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