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introduction

The purpose of this document is to explain how to read and interpret information from a
National Wetlands Inventory map. By following the "decoding” procedure examples, the
user will learn to quickly decipher the wetland classification code. The user will be given
definitions of specific terms, and examples of wetland types are presented in the accom-
panying tables. This User's Guide also clarifies some of the seemingly complex wetland
terminology and provides a quick reference table to general wetland types.

National Wetlands Inventory

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service's National Wetlands Inventory Project (NWI) was
established in 1974 to produce information on the characteristics, locations and extent
of wetlands and deepwater habitats on a nationwide basis. The two main types of infor-
mation produced are wetland maps and status and trends reports. The maps are used
for local and regional site-specific planning and management purposes, while the status
and trends reports provide information on the type, amount, location and causes of
wetland changes on a regional and national scale.

Classification System

In order to provide national consistency of wetland concepts, terminology and classifica-
tion for its National Wetlands Inventory Project, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service devel-
oped a new classification system, Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of
the United States. The classification system was developed in 1979, and takes a hierar-
chical approach to classifying different wetland types. It first describes wetlands broadly
by five systerns: Marine, Estuarine, Riverine, Lacustrine, and Palustrine. The term sys-
tem is defined as "...a complex of wetlands and deepwater habitats that share the influ-
ence of similar hydrologic, geomorphologic, chemical, or biological factors" (Table 1).
Each system (with the exception of the Palustrine System) is divided into subsystems
based on major hydrologic characteristics (Table 2). Subsystems are subdivided into
classes, describing the general vegetative types or substrate types (Table 3). The
classes are then divided into subclasses which describe specific vegetative and sub-
strate types. Additional "modifiers” describing hydrologic and soil properties, water
chemistry, or physical modifications of the wetland, are commonly used following the
class or subclass level designation (Tables 4, 5 ,6 and 7).




The National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) Map

The main product of the National Wetlands Inventory is the large-scale NWI map. These
maps show approximate boundaries and wetland classifications on a 1:24,000 scale*
U.S. Geological Survey topographic base map ( Figure 1). Actual wetland classifications
are abbreviated onthe map as alpha-numeric codes. These map codes can betrans-
lated using the map legend located in this guide and at the bottom of each NWI| map.

The classification system, its terminology, and alpha-numeric map codes may seem
overwhelming at first, but the user does not need a thorough understanding of the classi-
fication system to use the maps. The following section shows how quick and easy it is to
translate any map code into a meaningful description of a particular wetland type.

*Most maps are produced at the 1:24,000 scale, however, some maps are only avaifable at the 1:25,000 or
1:62.500 scala.
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Figure 1. Section of NWI map - Presque Isle Peninsula - Erie North Quadrangle, Pennslyvania



How To Interpret the Map Codes

Each map code consists of an ordered series of letters and numbers (alpha-numeric)
that reflect certain characteristics of wetlands and deepwater habitats. While the num-
ber of characters in each map code may vary from three to ten symbols depending on
the date of the map production, most codes will have from five to seven characters. All
maps will have at least three characters for the systern, subsystem and class. All map
codes are identified under the appropriate system in the map legend at the bottom of
each map. The most commonly used codes will be described in the tables of this guide.

Since Palustrine (inland freshwater) and Estuarine (coastal salt and brackish) wetlands
are the most common types of wetlands on the maps, they will be used as examples.

Example #1: E2ZEM1P6

Step 1. The first character is an ypper case letter representing which
SYSTEM the wetland belongs to.

E | = the ESTUARINE SYSTEM (salt and brackish
= tidal wetland)

(Refer to Table 1 for descriptions of SYSTEMS.)

Step 2. The second character is a number, (except in the Falustrine System -
no Subsystems/) which represents the SUBSYSTEM.

2| = the INTERTIDAL SUBSYSTEM (periodically flooded
' by tides).

(Refer to Table 2 for descriptions of SUBSYSTEMS.)

Step 3. The third character is a set of two upper case letters representing
the CLASS.
EM | = the EMERGENT CLASS (non-woody vegetation)

(Refer to Table 3 for descriptions of CLASSES.)



Step 4. The next character is a number representing the SUBCLASS.

1| = the PERSISTENT EMERGENT SUBCLASS
: (vegetation remains throughout the year)

MNote: To determine SUBCLASS, vou must refer to the legend under the
appropriate CLASS to find the proper | i,e., SUBCLASS codes are
not_interchangeable between CLASSES.)

(The SUBCLASSES are generally self explanatory; refer to map legend.)

Step 5. The next character is an upper case letter representing the
WATER REGIME MODIFIER.

P | = the IRREGULARLY FLOODED, TIDAL WATER
= REGIME (flooded less than once daily)

{Refer to Tables 4, 5 and 6 for descriptions of WATER REGIMES.)

Step 6. Following the WATER REGIME MODIFIER, there may be additional
numbers or fower case letters identifying WATER CHEMISTRY or
SPECIAL MODIFIERS.

6 | = the OLIGOHALINE WATER CHEMISTRY MODIFIER
— (salinity between 0.5 and 5.0 ppt)

(Refer to Table 7 for descriptions of commonly used
additional MODIFIERS.)

There is no limit to how many additional modifiers may be used to describe

a wetland. Generally, however, there will be only one modifier following the
WATER REGIME MODIFIER,

Solution: E2EM1P6 means ESTUARINE, INTERTIDAL, PERSISTENT EMERGENT
WETLAND, IRREGULARLY FLOODED, OLIGOHALINE
{common name = slightly brackish marsh).




Example #2: PFO1Cb

Step 1. The first character is an upper case letter representing
which SYSTEM the wetland belongs to.

= the PALUSTRIMNE SYSTEM (freshwater wetland)

(Refer to Table 1 for descriptions of SYSTEMS.)

Remember, there are no SUBSYSTEMS in the Palustrine
System. Proceedto Step 2 to determine the CLASS.

Step 2. The second character in a Palustrine wetland classification, is a set
of two upper case letters representing the CLASS.

FO | = the FORESTED CLASS (tree-dominated)

(Refer to Table 3 for description of CLASS.)

Step 3. The next character is a number representing the SUBCLASS.

1 | = the BROADLEAF DECIDUQUS SUBCLASS
e (hardwoods that drop their leaves annually)

{(Note: To determine subcl ou must_refer he legend under th ropri-

ate CLASS to find the proper subclass, i.e., subclass codes are not interchange-
able between classes.)

(The SUBCLASSES are generally self explanatory; refer to map legend.)

Step 4. The next character is an upper case letter which represenis
the WATER REGIME MODIFIER.

€ | = the NONTIDAL SEASONALLY FLOODED
WATER REGIME (flooded for two weeks or more
during the growing season)

(Refer to Tables 4, 5 and 6 for descriptions of WATER REGIMES.)



Step 5. Following the WATER REGIME MODIFIER, there may be additional
numbers or lower case letters identifying WATER CHEMISTRY or

SPECIAL MODIFIERS.

= the BEAVER SPECIAL MODIFIER (created by or
maodified by beaver activity)

(Refer to Table 7 for descriptions of commonly used additional
modifiers.)

Solution: PFO1Cb means; PALUSTRINE, FORESTED WETLAND, BROADLEAF
DECIDUOUS, SEASONALLY FLOODED, BEAVER MODIFIED
(common name - wooded swamp).

f;:Remew uf Exampies #1 and # o e
- suB-

'MAP CODE-E:_: SYSTEM__SYSTEM CLASS SUBCLASS R

ackish marsh

‘wooded swamp




NWI Map Uses and Limitations

The brief statement below, found in the map legend, outlines how the map was produced
and some limitations of map use.

SPECIAL  NOTE

This document was prepared primarily by stereoscopic analysis of high altitude serial photographs.
Wetlands were identified on the photographs based on vegetation, visible hydrofogy, and geagraphy in
aecordance with Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of the United States, (FWS/085 -
78431 Decamber 18781 The acrial photographs typically reflect conditions during the specific year and
season when they were taken. In addition, there is a margin of error inherent in the use of the agrial
photographs. Thus, a detailed on the ground and historical analysis of a single site may resultin a
revision of the wetland boundaries established through photographic intergretation. In addition, some
small wetlands and those obscured by dense forest cover may not be included on this docurnent,

Federal, State and local regulatory agencies with jurisdiction over wetlands may define and describe |
wetlands in & different manner than that usedin thisinventory. Thereisno attempt, in eitherthe design
or products of this inventary, to define the limits of propristary jurisdiction of any Federal, State or
local government or to establish the geographical scope of the regulatory programs of government
agencies. Persons intending to engage in activities involving modifications within or adjacent to
wetland areas should seek the advice of appropriate Federal, State or local agencias concerning
specified agency regulatory programs and propriatary jurisdictions that may affect such activities.

The information on the NWI map is an excellent source of general wetland locations,
boundaries and characteristics, however, as stated in the SPECIAL NOTE;t is nof a
substitute for intensive on-ground, site-specific investigations when detailed informa-
tion is required. Due to the limitations of the photointerpretation process, all wetlands
are not shown on the NWI map. Certain wetland types such as evergreen forests can be
difficult to identify on aerial photographs and are sometimes missed. Aguatic bed wet-
lands are often not visible on early spring photography, making identification nearly
impossible without the use of collateral information. Also, the drier wetland types are dif-
ficult to detect, especially on aerial photography taken during drier seasons, dry years or
during drought conditions. NWI maps are utilized by a wide variety of users such as en-
gineers, environmental consultants, local conservation commissions, foresters, hunters
and fisherman, planning commissions as well as local, county, state and federal conser-
vation and regulatory agencies. Some of the common uses of the maps include project
review, analysis of wildlife habitat, comprehensive management plans, land
acquisition, oil spill contingency plans, baseline data, environmental impact
assessment, identification and education, permit review, wetland evaluation,
and utility corridor and facility siting.
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Artificial (K) Flooding controlled by purnps, siphons, ete.

*Notused on all map
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TABLE 7. COMMONLY USED MODIFIERS
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ADDITIONAL TIPS FOR INTERPRETING THE NWI MAP

*The inverted omega symbol -{_j' represents non-wetlands or uplands.

* All wetland polygons are labelled with a map code; the label is located either inside the
polygon or a leader line runs from the map code into the appropriate polygon.

Pssm. o m L2ABH

*\Wetlands that are too narrow to be delineated with polygons are identified by lingar
symbols consisting of a dashed line, ora series of dots and dashes.

*Each linear wetland is labelled with a leader line running from the map code.

TN N e
T i " ‘]F;;—LJBH

PSSIE
* A linear wetland may form the boundary of a wetland polygon, orrun through a wetland
Pehgan: PFOIAd
INPFOI S
R2UBHx
PEMIR ™~

*The ends of a linear segment which form the boundary of a wetland polygon, ora
classification change along a linear segment, are shown by a short dash, perpendicular

to the linear feature.
\PSSIE R2UBH

et o T pUBHh ~_—PEMIFh
Reven

*Sorme map codes indicate a mixture of either classes or subclasses within a single
polygon. The ¢/ass or subclass listed first in the mixed map code is dominant in terms
of the amount of surface area covered by that classification type.

0

mixed class or _Eg
doass PFOI[SSIE Po3 IE

mixed subclass PSS | f BBO\ o P 55-.1—3”30\
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LIST OF MATIOMAL WETLANDS INVEMTORY
MAP DISTRIBUTICN OUTLETS FOE THE NORTHEASTEEN U.S.
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State Cublets (verifisd 4/397)

CT

TE

Bl Lewvers

CT Dept. Eov'l. Protecticn
Matural Resourges Center
Maps and Publication Sales
79 Elm Strest

Hartford, CT 08106
Bel-d424-3543

For Quantities of 1-5 Only:

Delaware Depkb. of MNatural
Eescurces

Wetlands Section

89 Fings Highway

E.O. Box 1401

Dover, DE 19903

302-739-45891

For Any Size Order:

Gerald A, Donovman
bzeociates, Inc.

429 South Gorermors Avers

Dover, DE 19904

A02-6T74-2903

Bok Tucker

Mains CGeological Survey
22 SBtate House Station
Pugusta, ME  04333-0022
207-287-2801

Maryland Geclogical Survsy
Dele Sheltonm, Publications
2300 S5t. Paul Strest
Baltimore, MD 21218
410-554-5505

Dennis Swarbwoub

Earth Science Information
Office

Blaisdell House

Thiwv. of Massachusetts

Ernherst, MR 01003

413-545-0350

413-545-2304 FoE

Bea Jillette

Dffice of State Planning

State of MNew Hampshire

2 1/2 Beacon Street

Comcoord, NH 03301

B03-271-2155

*Also distrilbutes NWI maps for AR,

AR, I, ID, M5,

M3, and MM,

13

NI

'igh and Wildlife Service - Region 5

MJ Dept. Env'l. Protection
Office of & rt Services
Maps and Publications - CN-420
Trenton, WNJ 08625-0420
605=-777-1038

Institute for Resourcs
Informastion Syvstems (IRIS]

Resource Information Lab

Cormmell Thiveraity

452 Hollister Hall

Ithaca, NY 14BS3

B07-255-4854

Dept. of Ervironmental Mgmi.
Div. of Freshwater Wetlands
235 Promenade Strest
Providence, BT 02%08

41 -27T7-6820

Patty Usle

Dept. of Env'l. Conservation
Water Cuality Division

103 South Main st., Bldg. 10-W
Waterbanmy, WI 0GET1-04082
BOZ-241-3770

Barbara Sargent

Matural Heritage Program

WV Div. of Matural Resocurces
P.0O. Box &7 - Ward Road
BElkins, WV 28241
A04-637-0245

MNaticnal Cutlet

Bastern Mapping Center - NCIC

Tarth Science Info. Center

U.3. Geological Survey

Bestonm, VA 22092

TOR-648-6045

or

1-200-TUSA-MAPS (cutside of

Erea Code 703}



