Comments on Development of a Wetland Monitoring Protocol for Acadia National Park

The goal of this research is admirable and sorely needed.  Specific comments for each of the tasks is presented below. 

1. Testing the variables on a new set of fens.

This is a great way to test their model. 

It would be nice to have more detailed information on the sampling strategy in the fens.  Is it a stratified random design? Releve? How are the number of plots needed to capture the community determined?  I notice that species richness and composition is noted, what about community structure?  Are undisturbed examples being used as the model? For example, if species richness in an undisturbed fen is 10, would a fen with 25 species be suspect?  

Finally, it is critical to know when and how the samples for water chemistry and for measuring hydrology are taken. This is not clear.  I am sure it is available elsewhere, but I could not comment on this as no information was available in the proposal I received.  Obviously, many of the water chemistry variables vary diurnally and seasonally and I wanted to know how the researchers were controlling for this…

Are invertebrates being assessed at all? Would the identified variables be the complete suite or are there plans for using others (key plant or animal indicators?)

2. Test candidate monitoring variables within forested and sphagnum-dominated wetlands.

Part of the problem with current wetland assessment tools is that they do not compare wetlands within the same class or hydrogeomorphic setting.  I don’t think a broadly applicable set of variables would capture the functions of different wetland classes/settings.  It would be better to focus effort on collecting key variables from major classes of wetlands…The hydrogeomorphic setting of forested wetland as a class varies dramatically from perched, isolated red maple swamps to ground-water fed evergreen forested fens. Sphagnum dominated wetlands range from peatlands to mineral, forested wetlands, especially on the coast. They would have very different hydrology, chemistry, and community types.  I think it is critical to pre-group wetland types by both hydrogeomorphic setting and gross vegetation structure. It is these driving forces that determine wildlife habitat quality and ecosystem function. 

3. Define the spatial and temporal sampling frequency necessary to characterize wetland condition

What are the type classes? Also, I am not familiar with the earlier sampling design alluded to.

It would seem like 3 years of data , taken in spring, mid-summer, and late summer, within a given wetland class and hydrogeomorphic setting, would give the most information.

Would sampling also been done within wetland class/setting along a disturbance gradient?

When does sampling begin?

4. Develop a mechanism for identifying wetlands at risk.

It would be useful to have a complete list of risk factors.  Is bedrock/surficial geology considered for example?   The hydrologic classification in this section could be used to classify wetlands by hydrogeomorphic setting rather than just by whether or not they are forested or emergent.

5. Produce an operational monitoring protocol.

Sounds great…My only concern would be, as indicated in number 2, is how the wetlands are classified and the fact that I do not believe one set of criteria will be broadly applicable for monitoring diverse functions associated with wetlands in different settings. For example, we know that a red maple swamp in an upland depression functions very differently than a riparian red maple swamp or a hillside seep.

I don’t think the current methods will be able to meet the goal of identifying attributes suitable as indicators for monitoring predominant freshwater wetland types as identified.  If the design is altered to study specific types based on hydrogeomorphic setting (pick the most common), the goals could be achieved.  The overall goal of this project may take more than 3 years if all major wetland classes/settings are considered.  It is a wonderful project, very needed….I would just be careful about the design.  I understand that a rapid assessment that is broadly applicable is desirable, but I don’t think ecologically it is feasible.  This may be something that needs more than 3 years to complete if all freshwater wetland types are to be covered.  Doing less in this project may actually be more in that we need focused monitoring protocols that will be widely applicable within a class.

I am happy to discuss my comments/suggestions with the investigators.  Thanks for the opportunity to comment,
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