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Dr. Mark Clark, the Wetlands & Water Quality Extension Specialist at the University of Florida IFAS, spoke at a free public lecture hosted by Save Our Suwannee.  Members of Our Santa Fe River (OSFR) were in attendance. The lecture, entitled "Protecting the Vital Functions of Wetlands" in the Ichetucknee and Suwannee Watersheds" will be on September 24th at 7:00 PM, at the Fort White Community Center in Fort White, Florida.
There is a growing recognition that natural wetlands have vital functions which support human societies. In particular, wetlands provide at least three functions in our North Central Florida habitats (native, rural, agricultural, and suburban) such as the Ichetucknee springshed or Suwannee River Basin.  Wetlands have the potential to retain and store water in wetland soils and low-lying areas during high rainfall periods. Additionally wetlands also reduce flooding impacts to springs, rivers, and other surface waters associated with runoff from agricultural fields, urban lawns, streets and highways, and other human-modified landscapes.  Secondly wetlands function is to soak up excess phosphorous or eliminate nitrogen in storm water runoff from agricultural or urban lands and thus improve our water quality.  Lastly but not least wetlands provide habitat for many native plants and animals including threatened species, thus vastly enhancing the beauty and diversity of the landscape. 
Awareness of challenges in water quality and quantity in the springs and rivers of the Suwannee watershed make it increasingly important to find innovative ways to address these issues. One recent attempt is to use an incentive based program to pay agricultural producers for preserving their wetland acreage (acres additional to those that generate food and timber). At present there are few examples of programs that pay directly for measurable wetlands. Since 2005, a coalition of non-governmental environmental organizations, state and federal agencies, ranchers, and researchers have been developing just such a program called Pay-for-Environmental Services (PES).   This program would compensate cattle ranchers in the northern Everglades region South Florida for providing water storage and nutrient retention on private lands. Besides its benefits Dr. Clark will also discuss some of the challenges to the PES program concept, and put it in the context of land uses typical of the Ichetucknee springshed & Suwannee River watershed.

_1316382725.bin

_1316382724.bin

