
WHAT IN THE WORLD IS A WETLAND?
Some people say that wetlands are areas too wet to be considered land but not wet enough to be
lakes.  They are areas where the land is saturated with water long enough to have poorly drained
soils.  Wetlands also have water-loving plants and biological processes suited to wet areas.

There are many different types of wetlands in Alberta (See Wetland Words).  Each type has cer-
tain kinds of plants and animals that live there.  Most of Alberta’s wetlands (93%) are bogs and
fens.  Although these are mostly found in the northern part of the province they extend as far south
as Edmonton and Rocky Mountain House.  Sloughs or marshes can be found throughout the
province but are most common in central and southern Alberta.

Many wetlands, particularly bogs and fens, build up a supply of peat.  Peat is a build up of partial-
ly rotted plants that grow in wet conditions.  Peat is mostly made up of mosses, but also of sedges,
rushes or grasses.  One type, made up of Sphagnum moss, is called peat moss.  Over the years,
tonnes of peat are produced and it is gradually compacted by the weight of the new growth on top.
Since plants die at a faster rate than they decompose, the decaying material builds up and forms
peat.  In bogs, the decay process is slowed down by wet ground, a lack of oxygen, colder temper-
atures and the acidic conditions.

Because wetlands are so rich in resources, there can be
a great deal of human activity there.  Some examples are
hay cropping on the margins of wetlands, trapping, fish-
ing, timber and wild rice harvesting, and peat mining.

Peat mining is the digging up of peat from wetlands.
Peat accumulates very slowly, only renewing itself over
a long period of time.  Therefore, if peat is extracted in
large amounts and the living surface is destroyed, it will
not continue to renew itself.  If extraction is done care-
fully, peat harvesting can be a sustainable activity.

Peat can be used to improve soil for gardening.  Another
use for peat is to burn it for fuel.  There are two ways
peat is harvested in Alberta.  Both methods require the
area to be drained to allow the peat moss to dry out.
Some harvesters use a backhoe to remove the peat.
Larger operations use a machine that vacuums up the
dry peat (see poster front).

Wetlands can bring both costs and benefits to agricul-
ture.  The native grasses and sedges found in and around
wetlands may be grazed by cattle or cut for hay.  Prairie
wetlands are also valuable for reducing erosion, increas-
ing moisture in the soil and supplying water both for
livestock and human use.

Wetlands can also be a hindrance to agriculture.  They
may result in less available land for crops and water-
logged crops after rain storms.  On the other hand,
drainage of wetlands can make more land available for
crops.  It also allows earlier access to the land in the
spring when the snow melts.

The most extensive use of land in the northern third of
the province is from forestry.  If a wetland has to be dis-
turbed because of forestry operations, the forest compa-
ny will require an approval.

Wild rice is a growing renewable resource industry in
Alberta.  In 1989, more than 45,555 kilograms of wild
rice was harvested.  Wild rice is grown in shallow water
often found around the edges of wetlands and lakes.

Other plant and animal species are collected from wet-
lands for scientific study and medical supplies.
Wetlands even contribute to art and culture.  Willows
are used for furniture and baskets, birch bark for some
canoes and photographs, and paintings of wetlands
hang in many places.

As water flows into fens, calcium may be deposited in
the bottom sediment.  This is called marl.  It is mined
out of some of these fens and used as cement.  This is
most common in the mountains but can also be found
and mined in other parts of Alberta (near Edmonton).

Action In The

Wetlands
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WETLAND 
WHEREABOUTS

Do you know where Alberta’s wetlands are
located?  Most of our wetlands can be found
in the northern third of the province.  These
wetlands are mostly bogs and fens.  In some
northern areas, wetlands make up 100% of
the land area.  Central Alberta has sloughs
and marshes, but there are also some bogs,
fens and swamps.  In the southern third of the
province, the wetlands are mostly potholes and
marshes.  Although marshes do not cover as
much of Alberta as bogs and fens, they occur
where the majority of Albertans live (central
and southern Alberta).  Look at a map of Alberta
to identify where those areas might be.

Most of the wetlands in northern Alberta are per-
manent.  Permanent wetlands are those that

have water year round.  There are fewer per-
manent wetlands in central and southern

Alberta.  In those areas, wetlands are
usually temporary (they hold water

only in the spring), or semi-perma-
nent (they hold water until sum-

mer when hot weather usually
dries them out).  The climat-

ic conditions and shape of
the land affect whether a

wetland is temporary,
semi-permanent or per-
manent.

WETLANDS ALIVE!
Wetlands are home to many different kinds of plants and animals.  These productive places can
support huge numbers of insects, fish, birds and other animals and plants.  They depend on
wetlands for food, water, shelter and space.

As wetlands disappear, these plants and animals are in danger of dying out.  For instance, since
the 1960s the number of waterfowl such as mallard, pintail, and blue-winged teal ducks has
decreased.  These birds need temporary wetlands, like potholes, in the spring because the shal-
low water heats quickly and produces lots of insects and other food for them to eat.  They also
need more permanent locations once summer heat dries up the temporary locations.

One third of North America’s threatened and endangered species are found in wetlands.  The
loss of wetland habitat has been a major factor in their decline.  Some examples of species that
have been affected are:

• In Alberta, there are now fewer than 100 pairs of Piping Plovers.  These birds are similar to
sandpipers.  They need dry, open, offshore areas for nesting and wet shoreline close to the
waters edge, for feeding.

• Trumpeter Swans nearly died out on the prairies as the ponds where they built their nests
disappeared.  Because the swans are now protected birds, their numbers are increasing.

• In 1941, there were only 21 whooping cranes left, but with biologists’ help, they became a
protected species too and their numbers have grown.

Other animals are also affected by a decrease in wetlands.  Woodland Caribou use bogs and
fens during calving season in the spring and in the winter.  Deer find shelter in black spruce
swamps during snowstorms and moose seek wetlands as food sources.  Wood Bison are a
threatened species who depend on wetland meadows for food.

Wetland water tends to be slow-moving and shallow.  The water in non-peatlands is also high
in nutrients.  Because of this, plant material is produced 2-3 times faster than on our best agri-
cultural land.  The rich nutrients of wetlands allow plants from microscopic algae to tall cat-
tails to flourish there.  Wetlands also support rare plants such as the Western Blue Flag.

Because so many important plants and animals depend on wetlands for shelter and food, we
need to work to keep the wetlands that we have for the future.
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Fierce
Competition
Competition is more than winning
and losing. In the wetland, it’s a way
of life. Take the red-winged black-
bird, the yellow-headed blackbird
and the marsh wren for example.

In the spring, red-winged blackbirds
are usually the first to establish ter-
ritory for good nesting sites in and
around the wetland. A good nesting
site offers good cover and distance
from predators. Yellow-headed
blackbirds also want to find a good
place to raise their families. They
are bigger than the red-winged
blackbirds and provide fierce com-
petition. They often push the small-
er red-wings from their territories.

What really makes things interesting
are the marsh wrens. They are small-
er than both the red-winged black-
bird and the yellow-headed black-
bird. Can they actually compete
with the bigger birds? Yes, they can
destroy the eggs of their competitors
when they aren’t looking. The com-
petitor then leaves the nest and the
marsh wrens move in!

Next time you visit a wetland, try to
see if you can see some competition!

Wetlands Hide-and-Seek
Find the letters spelling the word WETLANDS hidden somewhere on the front of the poster.  The location of the hid-
den letters will be a clue to help you fill in the missing words below.  The hidden letters are the first letters of the miss-
ing words.  The missing words are also given to you scrambled at the end of each sentence.

1. By providing places to store __ __ __ __ __, wetlands act like giant sponges.
(awret)

2. Peat mining contributes to Alberta’s __ __ __ __ __ __ __.
(nmoyeco)

3. Alberta’s many wetlands provide a variety of __ __ __ __ __ __ __ opportunities.
(sotiurm)

4. Purple __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __, an introduced plant, is a threat to wetlands because it spreads quickly
and takes over the habitat of naturally occurring plants.
(soelofrsite)

5. Sometimes wetlands are drained so more land can be used for __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __.
(uegractilru)

6. Many species of birds find excellent __ __ __ __ __ __ __ habitat in wetlands.
(tniesgn)

7. Wetlands have a great __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ __ of plant and animal life.
(sitvdeyri)

8. The Trumpeter __ __ __ __ is a threatened species that relies on wetlands in Alberta.
(wnas)

EXPLORE NATURE’S WATER RECYCLER
Wetlands are important because they link groundwater and surface water.  The water table is the level at which water in the ground is located.  The level of the water
table varies from location to location depending on things such as the type of soil and rock underground.  Wetlands can recharge groundwater supplies when the water
table is low.  Water is slowly released from the wetland into the underground soil and rock.  This adds valuable moisture to the soil, which can be very important, espe-
cially during dry spells or times of drought.

Water can also flow from the water table into the wetland.  This is called discharge. Discharge into a wetland occurs when the water table is high.
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Signs Of Seasons
A marsh can look very different from one season to the next.  If you live near a marsh, you could
write field notes for each season.  (See Rubber Boot Adventures)  Here are some             things 
to begin the field notes of what you might see in summer, fall, winter and spring.  In which season 
do you see a greater diversity of life?  You might want to use the images to write your own marsh
poem.

Summer: insects, red-winged blackbirds, muskrats, frogs, ducks, dragonflies, wild rice, sedges,
grass, lilypads, berries such as raspberries and gooseberries

Fall: deer, skunks, migrating birds such as Canada geese, cattails, mice, cattail flowers
fluffing out their seeds, leaves turning colour, frost

Winter: trees without leaves, ice instead of water, deer, snowshoe hares, snow, footprints in the
snow

Spring: buds on trees, flowers in bloom, returning birds, melting ice, cattails, tadpoles, fox,
mosquitoes, muskrats, ducklings, goslings, pussy willows

 

BOGGED

DOWN
Bogs have had “shady” reputations in the past.
People stayed away from bogs because sometimes
they could get stuck in the soft, spongy earth.  The
water below the moss was dark and mysterious.
People thought they were smelly, damp places
filled with strange creatures and annoying pests
like mosquitoes.

The open pool of the water towards the centre of
the bog is sometimes called the eye of the bog.  In
the first century, mapmakers filled unknown areas
in their maps with “sandy deserts full of wild
beasts and unapproachable bogs.” Movie makers
have sometimes set scary movies in or near bogs.
The truth is that bogs are fascinating places and are
no more dangerous than any other habitat.  Bogs
also have been known to preserve old secrets like
ancient bodies.  In Britain, these areas are often
referred to as moors and mires.  Read about bogs
in the library to discover more of their strange rep-
utation and then write your own mysterious bog
tale.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN?
Webbed feet not required means...
• wetlands have many functions and values in

addition to providing habitat.

• anyone can visit a wetland, even those without
webbed feet!

• not all wetlands are standing water (see
Wetland Words).

• wetlands are not just duck habitat.  They pro-
vide habitat for a variety of species.

• webbed feet are not a requirement but curiosity
is.

• it’s your frame of mind that counts; not your
feet.

• you don’t even need feet; roots will do fine.

• many living things value wetlands, not just those
with webbed feet.

Watch Out For 
Those Wetlands!!
Here are some places to look for wetlands:

• sites where black spruce and
tamarack trees grow

• low spots that hold water
for a week or more

• places where water is pooled

• edges of streams or creeks

• areas where you see cattails, bulrushes and
sedges

• areas where you see ducks swimming, feeding
or nesting

Be sure you have your parents’ permission and the
landowner’s permission if you are going on some-
one’s private land before exploring wetlands ... and
be careful!  Water and mud can be dangerous.
Don’t go alone.

For more information please contact:
Alberta Environment 

Education and Information Centre
Phone: (780) 427-2700
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