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Coastal	
  wetlands	
  are	
  essential	
  components	
  of	
  healthy	
  and	
  productive	
  coastal	
  fisheries,	
  and	
  nowhere	
  
within	
  the	
  lower	
  48	
  states	
  has	
  the	
  critical	
  linkage	
  between	
  wetlands	
  and	
  fisheries	
  resources	
  been	
  more	
  

clearly	
  demonstrated	
  than	
  in	
  the	
  Gulf	
  Mexico	
  (e.g.,	
  Chesney	
  et	
  al.	
  2000,	
  Crain	
  et	
  al.	
  1979).	
  Louisiana	
  
alone,	
  for	
  example,	
  generates	
  30%	
  of	
  the	
  nation’s	
  seafood	
  production	
  (Day	
  et.	
  al.,	
  2005)	
  and	
  accounts	
  
for	
  40%	
  of	
  the	
  total	
  wetlands	
  in	
  the	
  conterminous	
  United	
  States	
  (Richardson	
  and	
  Pahl	
  2006).	
  The	
  

ongoing	
  loss	
  of	
  wetland	
  resources	
  in	
  the	
  Gulf	
  of	
  Mexico	
  and	
  the	
  potential	
  economic	
  and	
  environmental	
  
costs,	
  especially	
  in	
  Louisiana	
  and	
  Florida,	
  is	
  an	
  issue	
  of	
  international	
  concern.	
  The	
  impacts	
  of	
  the	
  current	
  
oil	
  spill	
  are	
  unknown	
  but	
  the	
  potential	
  for	
  direct	
  and	
  indirect	
  environmental	
  damage	
  to	
  coastal	
  

ecosystem	
  services	
  are	
  extraordinary.	
  Both	
  the	
  oil	
  and	
  the	
  activities	
  used	
  in	
  the	
  cleanup	
  have	
  the	
  
potential	
  to	
  adversely	
  affect	
  wetland	
  flora	
  and	
  fauna.	
  

Thus	
  far,	
  most	
  of	
  the	
  oil	
  has	
  remained	
  offshore	
  but	
  reports	
  of	
  oil	
  reaching	
  the	
  coast	
  have	
  been	
  

geographically	
  extensive	
  ranging	
  from	
  Florida	
  to	
  Louisiana.	
  The	
  potential	
  geographic	
  extent	
  of	
  the	
  spill	
  
could	
  result	
  in	
  the	
  exposure	
  of	
  many	
  types	
  of	
  coastal	
  wetlands	
  to	
  oil,	
  ranging	
  from	
  mangroves	
  in	
  Florida,	
  
Texas,	
  Mexico	
  and	
  islands	
  in	
  the	
  Caribbean	
  basin	
  to	
  tidal	
  freshwater	
  wetlands	
  along	
  the	
  Gulf	
  Coast.	
  Most	
  

wetlands	
  that	
  will	
  potentially	
  be	
  exposed	
  to	
  oil	
  are	
  saline	
  and	
  brackish	
  tidal	
  wetlands,	
  which	
  are	
  nursery	
  
grounds	
  for	
  economically	
  important	
  coastal	
  fish	
  and	
  shellfish.	
  Seagrass	
  beds	
  are	
  also	
  at	
  risk.	
  

Experimental	
  and	
  monitoring	
  studies	
  around	
  the	
  world	
  have	
  found	
  that	
  oil	
  commonly	
  has	
  a	
  negative	
  
impact	
  on	
  emergent	
  wetlands	
  and	
  the	
  biota	
  that	
  reside	
  in	
  them	
  (e.g.,	
  Lin	
  et	
  al.	
  2002).	
  However,	
  the	
  

degrees	
  of	
  impacts	
  are	
  variable	
  and	
  complex	
  (Pezeshki	
  et	
  al.	
  2000),	
  depending	
  on	
  the	
  species	
  
composition	
  of	
  the	
  wetland	
  vegetation	
  (e.g.,	
  Lin	
  and	
  Mendelssohn	
  1996),	
  the	
  amount	
  and	
  
characteristics	
  of	
  the	
  oil,	
  the	
  extent	
  of	
  weathering,	
  and	
  the	
  geographic	
  location	
  of	
  the	
  wetland.	
  Tropical	
  

and	
  subtropical	
  mangroves	
  seem	
  especially	
  vulnerable	
  to	
  oil	
  spills	
  (e.g.,	
  Garrity	
  and	
  Levings	
  1993,	
  
Proffittt	
  et	
  al.	
  1995),	
  as	
  was	
  demonstrated	
  along	
  the	
  Persian	
  Gulf	
  following	
  the	
  Gulf	
  War	
  and	
  in	
  Panama	
  
following	
  a	
  major	
  spill	
  in	
  1986.	
  Coastal	
  wetlands	
  in	
  the	
  Gulf	
  of	
  Mexico	
  are	
  also	
  sensitive	
  to	
  oil	
  as	
  are	
  

species-­‐rich	
  tidal	
  freshwater	
  wetlands,	
  although	
  long	
  term	
  impacts	
  span	
  the	
  gamut	
  from	
  rapid	
  recovery	
  
within	
  a	
  growing	
  season	
  to	
  delayed	
  recovery	
  for	
  several	
  years	
  (Hester	
  and	
  Mendelssohn	
  2000).	
  In	
  



addition	
  to	
  direct	
  impacts	
  on	
  emergent	
  plants,	
  oil	
  that	
  reaches	
  wetlands	
  also	
  impacts	
  animals	
  that	
  utilize	
  
the	
  wetlands,	
  especially	
  benthic	
  organisms	
  that	
  reside	
  in	
  the	
  substrate.	
  

Studies	
  of	
  impacted	
  wetlands	
  have	
  demonstrated	
  that	
  wetlands	
  can	
  recover	
  from	
  the	
  impacts	
  of	
  oil	
  

spills	
  but	
  the	
  recovery	
  process	
  varies	
  from	
  extremely	
  slow	
  in	
  mangroves	
  swamps	
  (e.g.,	
  Burns	
  et	
  al.	
  1993,	
  
1994)	
  to	
  relatively	
  rapid	
  in	
  grass-­‐dominated	
  marshes	
  (Pahl	
  et	
  al.	
  2003).	
  The	
  recovery	
  of	
  coastal	
  wetlands	
  
from	
  the	
  current	
  oil	
  spill	
  will	
  be	
  further	
  complicated	
  due	
  to	
  current	
  stress	
  on	
  wetland	
  plant	
  productivity	
  

from	
  the	
  ongoing	
  1	
  cm	
  yr-­‐1	
  relative	
  sea	
  level	
  rise	
  (Stumpf	
  and	
  Haines	
  1998)	
  and	
  land	
  subsidence	
  due	
  to	
  
natural	
  and	
  human-­‐related	
  factors	
  within	
  the	
  Louisiana	
  coastal	
  zone	
  (Richardson	
  and	
  Pahl	
  2006).	
  	
  

The	
  current	
  oil	
  spill	
  in	
  the	
  Gulf	
  of	
  Mexico	
  has	
  also	
  focused	
  discussion	
  on	
  where	
  offshore	
  drilling	
  should	
  
be	
  allowed.	
  The	
  disaster	
  at	
  the	
  Deepwater	
  Horizon	
  platform	
  demonstrates	
  that	
  the	
  placement	
  of	
  oil	
  

wells	
  in	
  deep	
  offshore	
  waters	
  has	
  the	
  potential	
  to	
  have	
  far-­‐reaching	
  geographic	
  impact.	
  The	
  disaster	
  has	
  
also	
  demonstrated	
  that	
  current	
  technologies	
  are	
  not	
  adequate	
  to	
  assure	
  that	
  an	
  accident	
  of	
  this	
  
magnitude	
  in	
  deep	
  ocean	
  areas	
  can	
  be	
  effectively	
  managed	
  without	
  enormous	
  economic	
  and	
  

environmental	
  costs.	
  While	
  the	
  short-­‐	
  and	
  long-­‐term	
  impacts	
  of	
  the	
  current	
  oil	
  spill	
  on	
  ecosystem	
  
services	
  unfold,	
  the	
  Society	
  of	
  Wetlands	
  Scientists	
  supports	
  (1)	
  the	
  immediate	
  inspection	
  of	
  all	
  offshore	
  
oil	
  facilities	
  and	
  remediation,	
  if	
  required,	
  to	
  ensure	
  that	
  an	
  accident	
  of	
  this	
  type	
  does	
  not	
  happen	
  again	
  

and	
  (2)	
  a	
  moratorium	
  on	
  all	
  new	
  deep-­‐water	
  oil	
  exploration	
  and	
  extraction	
  until	
  further	
  technological	
  
advances	
  are	
  available	
  and	
  tested	
  to	
  assure	
  that	
  the	
  impacts	
  of	
  accidents	
  of	
  this	
  sort	
  can	
  be	
  managed	
  
efficiently	
  to	
  assure	
  minimal	
  negative	
  impacts	
  to	
  coastal	
  resources.	
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Society	
  of	
  Wetland	
  Scientists	
  Mission	
  

The	
  mission	
  of	
  the	
  Society	
  of	
  Wetland	
  Scientists	
  is	
  to	
  promote	
  understanding,	
  scientifically	
  based	
  

management,	
  and	
  sustainable	
  use	
  of	
  wetlands.	
  	
  The	
  current	
  oil	
  spill	
  in	
  the	
  Gulf	
  of	
  Mexico	
  has	
  the	
  
potential	
  to	
  impact	
  coastal	
  wetlands	
  and	
  cause	
  enormous	
  short-­‐	
  and	
  long-­‐term	
  damage	
  to	
  ecosystem	
  

services	
  they	
  provide.	
  	
  The	
  potential	
  short-­‐	
  and	
  long-­‐term	
  economic	
  costs	
  are	
  therefore	
  massive	
  and	
  
unprecedented.	
  	
  	
  

	
  


