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IntroductIon

Wetlands contribute greatly to the wealth of Illinois. 
The state’s richest agricultural soils originally formed in 
wetlands that subsequently were drained for farming, and 
valuable resources such as coal and peat are mined from 
the deposits of ancient and modern wetlands. Existing wet-
lands perform economically and environmentally impor-
tant functions, such as storing floodwaters, removing sedi-
ment and chemicals from surface water, recharging shallow 
aquifers, maintaining low flows in streams, and providing 
wildlife habitat and recreational opportunities (National 
Research Council 1995).

Wetlands are places that are continuously or recurrent-
ly flooded or saturated long enough to produce oxygen-de-
ficient conditions in the soil. The anoxic environment cre-

ates hydric soils, which support vegetation uniquely suited 
to these conditions. Wetlands include swamps, marshes, 
bogs, and many other similar environments, but deep water 
bodies such as lakes and rivers generally are not considered 
wetlands. The definition of a wetland used here is adapted 
from the Corps of Engineers Wetlands Delineation Manual (En-
vironmental Laboratory 1987), which is widely used in the 
United States to identify wetlands.

Due to gradients in temperature and moisture across 
the state, Illinois has a large variety of wetland types, from 
swamps in the south to bogs in the north, including forest-
ed and prairie-dominated wetlands (Figure 21-1). This rich 
wetland heritage includes the extensive cypress swamps 
of southern Illinois, which are one of only 29 “Wetlands 
of International Importance” in the United States, as cur-
rently designated by the international Ramsar Convention 
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Figure 21-1 Photographs of Illinois wetlands: (a) cypress swamp, Union County (photograph by Marshall Lake); (b) floodplain 
forest, Wabash County (photograph by Keith Carr); (c) sedge meadow, Lake County (photograph by James Miner); and (d) marsh, 
St. Clair County (photograph by Steven Benton).


