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Appendix 2-A 
Methods for Organizing and Grouping 
Information about Wetlands 

The following information is adapted from Hruby (1999). 

Many groups including federal and state agencies have been developing techniques for 
analyzing wetland functions ever since wetlands were first subject to regulation in the 
1970s.  The motivation for developing such methods has primarily been the need to 
predict the effects of alterations to wetlands and set appropriate requirements for 
compensatory mitigation.   

Methods for organizing knowledge about wetlands have been called classifications, 
categorizations, characterizations, ratings, assessments, and evaluations.  These 
groupings are meant to indicate the type of information a method provides.  
Unfortunately, the scientific community has been sloppy in the use of these terms to the 
extent of misnaming many of the analytical tools developed.  Users of methods 
developed for analyzing wetlands should be aware of some of these problems with 
definitions.  Standard definitions for analytical methods based on Webster’s Seventh New 
Collegiate Dictionary (1963) are described below. 

Classification/categorization—a systematic grouping into categories according to 
established criteria or shared characteristics.  The two most common wetland 
classifications are those of Cowardin et al. (1979), which is based on shared 
characteristics of vegetation and water regime, and the hydrogeomorphic classification 
(Brinson 1993b), which is based on shared characteristics of geomorphic setting and 
water regime.  The criteria used for grouping are generally not linked to specific 
functions, and thus classifications are not true methods for assessing functions.  They can, 
however, provide a basis on which to develop assessment methods (Brinson 1995). 

Characterization—a grouping by a distinguishing trait, quality, or property.  For 
example, the Oregon method (Roth et al. 1993) characterizes wetlands by the properties:  
“provides” a specific function; “has the potential to provide” a function; or “does not 
provide” a function.  These are three distinct attributes that give some information about 
whether a wetland performs a function, but no information is generated about levels of 
performance.  The Washington State wetland rating systems are characterizations based 
on five properties (sensitivity to disturbance, rarity, importance, ability to replicate, and 
relative level of functioning) (Hruby 2004a, b).  

Rating—classification based on a grade.  Ratings usually group wetlands using the 
qualitative grades of high, medium, or low on a variety of scales such as the performance 
of a function or its value.  The wetland evaluation technique or WET (Adamus et al. 
1987) is probably the most widely used rating method. 
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Assessment—an estimate or determination of importance or value.  This is the first 
level at which numbers are generated to represent an estimate of performance or value of 
a function.  All commonly used “rapid” numeric methods fall into this category.  These 
methods only provide an assessment that is relative to some predetermined standard.  
They do not provide an assessment of actual levels of performance or value.  The term 
assessment is one of the most commonly misused words in the lexicon of wetland 
scientists.  Almost any method developed is now called an assessment, regardless of 
whether it might actually be a categorization, a rating, or a true assessment. 

Evaluation—a determination or fixing of value.  The fixing of value for any item is 
based on having a generally acceptable currency.  Up to now the only currency used has 
been monetary, and evaluations of wetland functions have most often tried to generate 
dollar values based on different types of economic models such as the travel cost method, 
random utility model, hedonic techniques, contingent valuation method (Titre and 
Henderson 1989, Lipton et al. 1995), or willingness-to-pay method (Farber and Costanza 
1987).  
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