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Problematic Hydrophytic 
Vegetation

Procedure:
 Verify that at least one indicator of hydric 

soils, and one primary or two secondary 
indicators of wetland hydrology, are present 
unless one or both of these factors is also 
disturbed or problematic 
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Examine plowed “sod” (river bulrush)

Examine remnant vegetation (river 
bulrush, cattails, water smartweed)

Ag lands – apply interagency mapping conventions !

© Steve D. Eggers

Verify indicators of hydric soils and 
wetland hydrology
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FACU-Dominated Wetlands

Examples:
 Eastern Hemlock (Tsuga canadensis)
 Eastern White Pine (Pinus strobus)
 Jack Pine (Pinus banksiana)
 Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica)

The frequency that a FACU species occurs in wetlands 
ranges from 1 to 33 percent
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Technical Literature

May be used to support decision to treat a FACU 
species as a hydrophyte or certain plant 
communities as hydrophytic

 Examples from Voss in Michigan Flora (1972):

Eastern hemlock, “Typically with beech, sugar maple, yellow 
birch…but also in coniferous swamps…”

Eastern white pine, “…invading bogs with tamarack, in swampy 
woods…even in cedar swamps.”
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FACU-Dominated Wetlands

EXAMPLE: Eastern White Pine Swamp (WI)
 Dominant shrubs and herbaceous species are FACW or 

OBL
 Soils are hydric
 No hydrologic alterations
 Soils are saturated due to groundwater seepage

©Steve D. Eggers
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FACU Dominated Wetlands --
Method

 At each sampling point, drop any FACU species (only 
those listed in the regional supplement)

 Compile species list and areal cover for all other plant 
species

 Reevaluate hydrophytic vegetation using 50/20 Rule 
and/or Prevalence Index

 If either is met, vegetation is hydrophytic
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Vernal Pools

 Typically inundated during early portion of growing season, 
then dry for remainder of growing season

 Herbaceous vegetation often lacking in early growing season 
due to inundation

 Later in growing season may be sparsely vegetated, or

 FACU or UPL annual species may dominate in late growing 
season or during dry years 
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Vernal Pools

Late Summer/Autumn

Early Growing Season
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Vernal Pools -- Method
 If herbaceous vegetation is absent due to inundation, make a 

follow-up site visit later in growing season (if practical)

 If site visit is during the dry season and FACU and/or UPL 
annuals dominate, revisit site during normal wet portion of 
growing season (if practical)

 If site is forested, and herbaceous vegetation is absent, base 
the hydrophytic vegetation call on tree species

 If the hydrophytic status of vegetation cannot be determined, 
make the call based on soils and hydrology
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Multiple-Year Temporal Shifts
in Vegetation

Examples:
 Lake Michigan interdunal swales
 Extended droughts (e.g.,1987-1989)
 Prairie potholes
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Wet and Dry Cycles
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Lake Michigan Example

Water levels fluctuate during cycles of varying length 
from annual cycles to a general observation of a 30-
to 35-year cycle 

Multiple, consecutive years of below or above 
average water levels can result in temporal shifts of 
vegetation

 During low water level cycles, dominance can shift 
from hydrophytes to non-hydrophytes within 
interdunal swales
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Multi-Year Temporal Shifts in Vegetation:
Lake Michigan Example

Interdunal Swale

Interdunal Swale
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Multi-Year Temporal Shifts in Vegetation
Common Buckthorn, Prickly Ash

Lake Michigan Interdunal Swales
• 8 consecutive years below average 

lake levels
• FACU shrubs invading sedge meadow 

and wet prairie communities 
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Lake Michigan Example

 Factor in duration of below average lake levels
 Use BPJ: (1) are soils hydric?

(2) are remnant groundlayer species    
hydrophytic?

(3) have there been substantial man-made  
hydrologic alterations?

 Are non-hydrophytic shrubs a short-term temporal 
shift? 

 Consider site as FACU-dominated problem area
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Common Buckthorn (FACU), Prickly Ash (FACU)

Hydrophytic herbaceous species

Soils within 
interdunal swale 

were hydric
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Wetland/Non-Wetland Mosaics
General Procedure:

1. Delineate contiguous wetland and non-wetland areas that are large 
enough to be delineated and mapped separately.

2. Within area of mosaic, determine representative locations for transects.

3. Complete either line-transect or point-intercept sampling.

a. Line-transect requires identifying wetland segments along transect

b. Point-intercept simply requires determining wetland status at a set 
interval along the transect
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MOSAICS
Example: 100 foot transect with 64 feet (red) in wetlands, 36 feet (black) in uplands 

In this example, 64% of 
the transect was through 
wetlands. Use multiple 
transects to determine 
average % of wetlands in 
mosaic.

WETLANDS
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Wetland/Non-Wetland Mosaics

General Procedure continued:

4.   Percent wetland area within mosaic determined:

a. For line-transect:

% wetland = x 100

b. For point-intercept:

% wetland = x 100

Total wetland length along transects
Total length of transects

Total wetland points along transects
Total number of points sampled
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Non-Vascular Plant 
Communities

 Areas lacking any vascular plants
 Dominated by peat mosses (Sphagnum spp.)
 Consider vegetation hydrophytic if indicators of 

hydric soils and wetland hydrology are present 
and hydrology has not been altered

No indicator status for non-vascular plants has been implemented

Palustrine, Moss-Lichen in National Wetland Inventory, for example

1

1
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Problematic Vegetation: 
Conclusion

 If vegetation is inconclusive, make the 
determination based on indicators of hydric soils 
and wetland hydrology

 Apply “normal circumstances” (soils and 
hydrology normally present without regard to 
vegetation)

Rationale: if a site has hydric soils and wetland hydrology it 
would support dominance by hydrophytes under normal 

circumstances
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