Florida Ornithological Society
Position Statement on Geographically Isolated Wetlands

The Florida Ornithological Society (FOS) is concerned with the protection of geographically
isolated wetlands (GIWs) in the wake of the Supreme Court decision, Sackett v. EPA. The
recent ruling altered the definition of “waters of the US” as defined by the Clean Water Act, to
not include GIWs, and now leaves these wetlands without federal protections (Simmons et al.
2024).

What are they?

Geographically isolated wetlands (GIWs) are wetlands that are completely surrounded by
upland habitat for most, or part, of the year (Tiner 2003). This means they are embedded
components of larger habitats, and they come in a variety of types, including vernal pools in the
Northeast, prairie potholes in the Midwest, and sinkholes here in Florida (Tiner 2003). Many
estimates suggest that GIWs represent, at minimum, between 27-45% of all wetlands in the
United States (Lane and D’Amico 2016; Lane et al. 2023). Despite the word “isolated” these
wetlands are interconnected through groundwater, and influence many ecosystem functions on
the landscape, like flood-water storage and groundwater purification (Cohen et al. 2016; Golden
et al. 2017). Typically this is achieved with natural wetlands on the landscape, but due to
increasing anthropogenic alteration to the landscape, we now construct many wetlands to serve
these same functions.

Why should we care?

GIWs act as important repositories for biodiversity, especially for birds across the United States
(Comer et al. 2005). They act as the sole reproductive habitats for many rare and endangered
amphibian species that rely on their lack of surface water connection to eliminate predation of
their eggs by fish (Snodgrass et al. 2000; Surdick 2005). They are also an incredibly important
breeding habitat for many North American waterfowl species in the prairie potholes of the
Midwest, but they are also used by a multitude of rare and endangered species like the Wood
Stork here in Florida. In addition to their biodiversity benefits, they also act as the kidneys of our
drinking water supply, filtering out heavy metal pollutants before entering our aquifers.

What can we do?

Recent studies suggest that flooded vegetation cover can promote bird biodiversity in GIWs,
even those that were constructed as stormwater ponds or as restoration wetlands (Morganti et
al. 2019; Fairbairn and Dinsmore 2001). Encourage your local home owner associations to
consider the impacts of habitat management on GIWs on your property. Building vegetative
buffers around stormwater ponds can increase their longevity, reduce maintenance costs, and
promote biodiversity (Cannon et al. 2024; Hassall and Anderson 2015). Urge your local and
federal elected officials to consider the immense importance these wetlands play as habitats for
flora and fauna and for their ecosystem services. As GIWs are still protected by state law in
Florida and this is enforced by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection, ask state
officials for clarity on any questions related to wetland destruction, mitigation and construction.
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