Getting To Know Your Watershed, No. 4


"When land does well for its owner, and the owner does well by his land; when both end up better by reason of their partnership, we have conservation.  When one or the other grows poorer, we do not."

    -Aldo Leopold


Most people know that salt and brackish marshes are among the most productive ecosystems on earth.  Millions of dollars each year are spent from the sale of firearms and ammunition to perpetuate the quality and quantity of fish and waterfowl in Virginia.  Until recently however, the value of low and upland marsh habitat for non-commercial animal species has been relatively unknown and rarely taken into account in land-use decisions.  By understanding our significance within this complex habitat, we can favorably influence our human/wildlife interactions not only in our neighborhoods, but also in our watershed's coastal wetlands.


A marsh profile has six components, each with its unique set of habitats. It includes the obvious water components with its tidal pools and guts.  Working landward the low marsh area is a regularly flooded zone.  The third zone is the high marsh area, an irregularly flooded zone.  This area is home to marsh shrubs, grasses, and cypress trees.  Next is the marsh upland transition zone containing wax myrtle other small berry shrubs.  Many of us have homes here and our land-use decisions have great impact.  This zone opens the door for many upland bird and animal species to access marsh habitats.


Surprising discoveries are being made about the interrelationship between marsh components and their wildlife friends.  For example, when we think of marshes, ducks and geese come to mind.  However, many birds nest in marshes. When we bulkhead or alter the shoreline, food sources for herons, otters, and other animals are lost.  A similar problem exists when pine trees used for nesting are cut down.  Even if the marsh is left intact, the next nearest nest site may be too far away.  Birds need a place to live and eat.  When these two places are in different habitats, it becomes more difficult for us to evaluate the effects of our land-use decisions.  All those unsightly shrubs and tall grasses beckoning to be lawn are home to many birds, reptiles, and amphibians.  Support for wildlife and beauty can go hand in hand.

Unlike many other wildlife/human interactions, however, with the coastal marshes and uplands in the Powhatan Creek Watershed we still have time to compromise and reach a balance without losing more species.  The survival of the wildlife within our watershed is dependent on compassionate and far-sighted thinking of those making land-use decisions about the remaining remnants of wildlife habitat.  As usual, the decision is our own. 

