Floodplains & Wetlands:  Why Are They So Important?

Why are floodplains and wetlands so important?  What do they do or what is their function?  Do you remember the name Hurricane Katrina and an area call the Gulf of Mexico?  Over the pass 100 years wetlands have been filled and drained around or in New Orleans.  The activities that destroyed the wetlands were to create short cuts for shipping channels, urban development and the construction of the levees.  Approximately 1.22 million acres of wetlands were destroyed, filled and drained.  Draining wetlands causes subsidence of the land through a process called soil oxidation, which created the bowl effect in New Orleans.  640 acres or one square mile of coastal wetlands can lower a storm surge approximately one foot.  The 1.22 million acres or 1,900 square miles of wetlands destroyed in New Orleans should have buffered the city from Hurricane Katrina.  The building of the levees destroyed more wetlands and the short cut canals systems served as a fast lane into the city for the storm surge. 
What about wetlands and floodplains in the local area?  The majority of Stark County’s wetlands are known as jurisdictional wetlands, which means they are connected to waters of the U.S. and fall under the jurisdiction of the US Army Corp of Engineers.  These riverine wetlands are very important on the local level because they are usually associated or function with the floodplain.  These wetlands buffer the impact of storm surges on a smaller scale and retain storm water within the floodplain.  Furthermore these wetlands remove pollutants, such as, sediment from the streams.  When you place fill in these critical areas, the floodwaters or storm surge is not dissipated and actually will be displaced.  This displacement will cause flooding and may direct damage to other areas.  Think of it like a glass full of water.  If you place your hand in that glass, the water will be displaced and over top the glass. Filling these areas will cause damage within that watershed and can have accumulative effect.  
Most individuals feel these areas are a nuisance but actually have a very important role with flooding and pollutant removal.  It is important to direct development away from these areas and allow them to function the way nature designed them.  By avoiding them the cost or economic benefit is beneficial for the developer, landowner, government and tax payers.  The floodplains provide a free service that grey infrastructure can never mimic and is not as costly to develop or maintain.
