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Introduction 

Wetlands are areas where water covers the soil or is 
present at or near the surface of the soil for at least 
part of the year. The saturated conditions in wetlands 
favor the growth of specially adapted plants, called 
hydrophytes, and the development of anaerobic (low 
oxygen) soils, called hydric soils. Historically, wet-
lands were not widely recognized as valuable or ap-
preciated, and they were readily drained for agricul-
ture and other land uses. In colonial times, there were 
215 million acres of functioning wetlands in the con-
tinental United States. Today, less than half (98 mil-
lion acres) remain. About 87 percent of wetland loss-
es have resulted from agricultural activities. More 
recently, however, the enormous importance of wet-
lands has been recognized. Wetlands provide many 
ecological, social, and economic benefits such as 
wildlife habitat, flood control, and hunting and fishing 
opportunities. 

Some wetlands are wet only during parts of the year, 
such as the spring or fall, and may be dry during the 
summer. These are known as seasonal or temporary 
wetlands. Many temporary wetlands occur in cultivat-
ed fields and are tilled and planted when conditions 
allow. These cropped wetlands may be considered 
nuisance spots by agricultural producers, but con-
tinue to provide significant ecological and econom-
ic benefits. Ecological benefits are derived from these 
sites not because they are cropped, but from their 
ability to continue to provide important wetland func-
tions. In most years, these wetlands are dry enough 
to farm. Their soils hold moisture longer than well-
drained soils and are extremely productive in dry sea-
sons. This leaflet focuses on cropped wetlands, where 
they are found, and the particular benefits they pro-
vide to wildlife. A few economic benefits of cropped 
wetlands are also discussed. Landowner assistance 
programs to help maintain or restore cropped wet-
lands are presented. 
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Cropped wetlands may retain wildlife value. 

Distribution 

Cropped wetlands are most prevalent in four dis-
tinct regions in North America. They are the Prairie 
Pothole Region, Nebraska’s Rainwater Basin and 
Sandhills, the Playa Lakes Region, and the Mississippi 
Alluvial Valley. 

Prairie Pothole Region 
The Prairie Pothole Region is about 300,000 square 
miles in size and covers parts of South and North 
Dakota, Minnesota, Montana, Iowa, Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, and Alberta. The region is character-
ized by an abundance of small wetlands situated in 
shallow depressions that were created by glaciers sev-
eral thousand years ago. The region supports more 
than 200 species of migratory birds and produces 
more than 50 percent of the ducks in North America, 
even though it accounts for only 10 percent of the en-
tire North American duck breeding area. Many of the 
potholes have been drained to produce agricultur-
al crops. The region once contained 20 million acres 
of wetlands, of which 5.3 million acres remain. More 
than 78 percent of the remaining wetlands are smaller 
than 1 acre in size. 
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A cropped wetland in the Prairie Pothole Region 

Rainwater Basin and Sandhills 
The Rainwater Basin and Sandhills cover 4,200 
square miles south of the Platte River in south central 
Nebraska and features wetlands in depressions un-
derlain by clay. Large numbers of waterfowl use this 
area during spring migration to rest and prepare for 
the long trip northward. Some 2.5 million ducks move 
through this area each spring. Approximately 90 per-
cent of the wetlands in this region have been drained 
and irrigated for corn production. 

Playa Lakes Region 
The playa lakes are shallow, circular depressions that 
are seasonally or semi-permanently flooded by rain 
water and snow melt in the Texas panhandle, west-
ern Oklahoma, eastern New Mexico, southwestern 
Kansas, and southeastern Colorado. The region pro-
vides extremely valuable wintering grounds for migra-
tory birds. During winters with high precipitation, the 
playas are used by up to one million ducks, 500,000 
geese, and more than 350,000 sandhill cranes. At least 
70 percent of playas 10 acres or larger have been hy-
drologically altered by irrigation development. 

Mississippi Alluvial Valley 
The Mississippi Alluvial Valley covers portions of 
southern Illinois, southwestern Missouri, western 
Tennessee, western Kentucky, eastern Arkansas, 
western Mississippi, and eastern Louisiana. Here, 
more than 85 percent of the original 24 million acres 
of seasonally flooded bottomland hardwood forest 
have been converted to cropland for soybean, rice, 
corn, and cotton production. Cropped wetlands in 
this area provide wintering grounds to 1.5 million mal-
lard ducks (almost 70 percent of all mallards in North 
America) and numerous other water birds. 

Wildlife benefits 

Small wetlands, many of which are cropped, play an 
important role in the life cycles of many waterfowl. 
In the northern breeding grounds, cropped wetlands 
are typically small basins that thaw earlier than oth-
er wetlands and hold water during the early spring, 
which provides migrating birds with food and breed-
ing habitat not found on semi-permanent and perma-
nent wetland types. Studies show that temporary and 
seasonal wetlands, including cropped wetlands, com-
prise about 35 percent of the wetland area in North 
Dakota, but support 57 percent of the breeding wa-
terfowl population. The loss of these wetlands would 
likely translate into a 20 to 60 percent loss of produc-
tion for mallard, gadwall, blue-winged teal, and pintail 
populations. 

During their migratory journey northward, dabbling 
ducks stop to rest and feed at various wetlands along 
their route. Dabbling ducks (those that ordinarily 
feed in shallow water on or near the surface by sub-
merging part of their body, leaving their tail stick-
ing straight up) include mallards, blue-winged teal, 
gadwall, and northern pintail. The long migration re-
quires large amounts of energy, and the ducks must 
accumulate fat and nutrient reserves for the upcom-
ing egg-laying season. Cropped wetlands provide nu-
trient-rich water (snow-melt run-off, spring rain), as 
well as protein-rich invertebrates (fairy shrimp, midge 
larvae, snails, etc.), seeds, and tubers, which satisfy 
the high-energy demand of the ducks during this time. 
Invertebrates are more abundant and more easily ob-
tained in temporary wetlands than in deeper, more 
permanent wetlands. 

A little history 

The Wetland Conservation or Swampbuster provi-
sion of the 1985 Farm Bill, as amended, requires ag-
ricultural producers to protect the wetlands on the 
farms they own or operate if they want to remain 
eligible for USDA farm program benefits. Wetlands 
that were drained and cropped before December 
23, 1985, but no longer exhibit the characteris-
tics of a wetland are called prior converted crop-
lands. Wetlands that were drained and cropped 
before December 23, 1985, but that continue to ex-
hibit the characteristics of a wetland are called 
farmed wetlands. Farmed wetlands are subject to 
the Swampbuster provision; prior converted crop-
lands are not. 
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ity of invertebrates and vegetation, but birds still ben-
efit from their presence on the landscape. Cropped 
wetlands still offer more biological value than drained 
wetlands. During drought years, these areas are usu-
ally not used by waterfowl and other migratory birds, 
and may provide farmers with the only productive ar-
eas on the farm because of the retained soil moisture. 

Other benefits 

In addition to serving as feeding and breeding grounds 
for migratory birds, cropped wetlands provide ben-
efits to farmers, including protecting and improving 
water quality, storing floodwaters, and allowing for 
ground water recharge, which contributes to base 
flow to surface water systems during dry periods. 

Cropped wetlands protect and improve water quality 
by removing silt and excess nutrients from field run-
off. The low-oxygen wetland soils transform excess 
nitrogen into a harmless gas that enters the atmo-
sphere. Studies show that a 1-acre wetland can effec-
tively purify the nitrate runoff from approximately 100 
acres of cropland. Excess phosphorus and other pol-
lutants are stored in the soil. 

Wetlands, including those that are cropped, possess 
valuable flood control properties. They act like natu-
ral sponges that absorb surface water, rain, snowmelt, 
groundwater, and floodwaters, reducing flood fre-
quency and peak flood levels on adjacent and down-
stream land. Over time, retained floodwaters are slow-
ly released back into streams, rivers, the atmosphere, 

NRCS 

U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Small cropped wetlands provide space for mallard ducks to 
form pair bonds in isolation from other ducks. 

Cropped wetlands also offer crucial habitat for wa-
terfowl pair formation in the early spring. A 0.1-acre 
wetland will lead to the production of as many ducks 
as a 1-acre wetland because waterfowl form mating 
pairs as a direct result of territorial behavior, which 
is accommodated by small isolated wetlands, rath-
er than when crowded on large wetland bodies. Thus, 
100 1-acre wetlands are many times more valuable 
than a single 100-acre wetland. The area of wetlands 
in the Prairie Pothole Region that are less than a quar-
ter acre in size totals over 167,000 acres. These small 
wetlands may seem unimportant to some, but collec-
tively represent significant waterfowl courtship hab-
itat. Studies in the Prairie Pothole Region have also 
shown that killdeer, marbled godwits, and savannah 
sparrows achieve higher breeding densities on tem-
porary and seasonal wetlands than on any other wet-
land type. 

Many cropped wetlands can be farmed in most years, 
although spring tillage and planting operations may be 
delayed. Plowing and disking may affect the availabil- Aerial view of cropland interspersed with wetlands in 

South Dakota
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or groundwater. This process allows for ground water 
recharge, which helps maintain stream flows during 
dry periods. A study in North Dakota found that small 
wetlands could retain 72 percent of the runoff from 
a 2-year storm and 41 percent of that from a 100-year 
flood, thus providing substantial benefits at virtually 
no cost. Even a small, 1-acre wetland can hold 330,000 
gallons of water that is prevented from going down-
stream and causing flood damage. 

Restoration of cropped wetlands 

While cropped wetlands retain valuable wildlife ben-
efits, these benefits may be enhanced by restoring 
the wetlands to their original state. If these wetlands 
are left uncropped and drainage ditches or tiles are 
plugged when necessary, natural wetland vegetation 
will return. Once restored, the wetlands established 
will likely have greater ecological and, in some cases, 
economic values. A number of voluntary assistance 
programs (table 1) are available to landowners wish-
ing to restore or preserve wetlands on their property. 

Table 1  Technical and finanacial assistance to restore or preserve wetlands 

Program Land eligibility Type of assistance Contact 

Wetlands Reserve 
Program (WRP) 

Conservation 
Reserve Program 
(CRP) 

Farmable Wetlands 
Program 

U. S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service 
Easements 

Partners for 
Fish and Wildlife 
Program (PFW) 

Previously degraded 
wetland and adjacent 
upland buffer, with 
limited amount of 
natural wetland and ex-
isting or restorable ri-
parian areas. 

Highly erodible land, 
wetland, and certain 
other lands with crop-
ping history, stream-
side areas in pasture 
land. 

Farmable wetlands and 
associated buffers. 

Areas that enable pro-
ducers to continue to 
crop wetland basins 
while preventing addi-
tional drainage. 

Most degraded fish 
and/or wildlife habitat. 

75% cost-share for wetland restoration 
under 10-year contracts and 30-year 
easements, and 100% cost-share on res-
toration under permanent easements. 
Payments for purchase of 30-year or 
permanent conservation easements. 

50% cost-share for establishing perma-
nent cover and conservation practic-
es, and annual rental payments for land 
enrolled in 10- to 15-year contracts. 
Additional financial incentives for some 
practices. 

50% cost-share for establishing perma-
nent cover and conservation practic-
es, and annual rental payments for land 
enrolled in 10- to 15-year contracts. 
Additional financial incentives for some 
practices. 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service pur-
chases easements from willing land-
owners. 

Up to 100% financial and technical as-
sistance to restore wildlife habitat un-
der a minimum 10-year cooperative 
agreement. 

NRCS state or local 
office 

NRCS or FSA state or 
local office 

NRCS or FSA state or 
local office 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service local office 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service local office 
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Natural Resources Conservation Wildlife Habitat Council

Service 8737 Colesville Road, Suite 800


Silver Spring, Maryland 20910

(301) 588-8994


Check your local telephone directory for a field 

office near you.


The mission of the Wildlife Habitat Council is to 
The Natural Resources Conservation Service increase the amount of quality wildlife habitat
provides leadership in a partnership effort to on corporate, private, and public land. WHC en-

help people conserve, maintain, and improve our gages corporations, public agencies, and private,
natural resources and environment. non-profit organizations on a voluntary basis for 

the recovery, development, and preservation of 
wildlife habitat worldwide. 

www.nrcs.usda.gov www.wildlifehc.org 
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To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326W, Whitten Building, 14th 
and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410, or call (202) 720-5964 (voice or TDD). USDA is an 
equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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