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SAM Guide to Hiking in Freshwater Wetland 

Ecosystems 

What are the different types of wetlands? 
 

The different wetland types provide a range of habitat for various organisms and processes. The wetland 

type can indicate the potential wildlife habitat and services that it provides. Wetlands obtain water from 

numerous sources such as rainfall, groundwater, runoff from upper slopes, and potentially from oceans. 

Some wetlands are really only wet temporarily while some contain water throughout the year. Over time, 

these environments can contain a range of vegetation. The water source, vegetation, and the duration of 

water saturation help determine the wetland type. Ducks Unlimited resources are full of details about 

wetland specifics. 

 

Fresh Water Wetland Classification 

 

BOGS are typically formed in low depressions and high water table areas and characterized by their 

accumulation of sphagnum moss. 

 Bogs provide habitat for a variety plant species that have adapted to varying nutrient conditions such 

as sundew, pitcher plants, black spruce, tamarack, and Labrador tea. Animals that may inhabit 

bogs are weasels, foxes, owls, mice, voles, shrews, white-throated sparrow, and moose. 

 Most water and nutrients in bogs comes from rain, creating a nutrient poor environment. 

 Bogs store an abundance of carbon within the peat and plants. 

FENS are similar to bogs; however, they are predominantly formed on peaty organic soils dominated 

with sedges. This habitat is less acidic and receives groundwater from upper slopes, thus more nutrient 

rich than bogs and has very low internal seepage. 

 Fens contain a variety of unique plants due to the chemistry of the habitat from the changing 

levels of water. Fens can contain wildflowers, orchids, tamarack, and cedar. 

 Important habitat for caribou. 

SHALLOW WATER WETLANDS (ponds) are productive ecosystems containing standing or flowing 

water usually 1-3 metres deep. 

 Dead woody shallow water wetlands are usually created by beaver activity, old sawmill sites or 

dammed waterways. 

FRESH- WATER MARSHES are very productive wetlands that are characterized by water zones up to 

two metres in depth with emergent vegetation in and along the perimeter on mineral soils. 
 Marshes provide feeding and spawning grounds for minnows, sunfish, bass, pike, crustaceans, 

shell fish, muskrats, minks, frogs, mallards, blue-winged teal, and golden eyes. 

 Marshes contain an abundant and a variety of plants that use energy from the sun to create 

biomass for the food chain such as cattails, bulrushes, and water lilies. 

 Marshes filter silt, toxins, heavy metals, and other pollutants from the water. 

SEASONALLY FLOODED FLATS/VERNAL POOLS are temporary pools of shallow water that 

usually exist from winter to spring and are dry in the summer. 

 This ecosystem is a crucial breeding spot for salamanders (Labrador), frogs, insects, and provide 

food for other wildlife. 

 Alders often grow in and around vernal pools. 
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MEADOWS are productive ecosystems that occur as open water basins with fluctuating 

water levels from rainfall or runoff 

 Meadows usually contain sedges, rushes, and/or grasses. 

 Often forms from flowing and draining of a pond from beaver activity, or people. 

 Meadows can turn into swamps if deciduous plants are left to establish for example if 

grazing, ice scour does not continuously remove the early succession species. 

SWAMPS are productive wetlands that are dominated by water tolerant shrubs or trees 

growing in muck soil. 

 Swamps provide habitat for hawks, owls, hares, coyotes, black bears, song birds, and 

wood ducks. 

 Prominent vegetation is often alder, maple, ash, and cedar. 

 Swamps are important water storage areas by acting as a natural reservoir to prevent 

flooding but also releasing the water slowing during dry periods. 

FORESTED WETLANDS occur from flooding in dense forest areas without permanent 

standing water. 

 The trees that are prominent in this type of ecosystem are red maple, oak, or ash. 

Why are wetlands Important? 
 

SAM conservation plans are trying to protect wildlife habitat thus, it is important to inform 

your audience that this area provides ecological services. These services are natural and help 

your municipality save money on various anthropogenic structures, and provide tourist 

opportunities.  

Wetlands play an important role in the hydrological cycle, the movement of water 

from the atmosphere (think clouds) to the land and eventually to the sea by streams and 

rivers, through ponds and wetland ecosystems.  

Hydrological Functions 

Water moves through wetlands as part of the hydrological cycle. The wetland roles in the 

hydrological cycle are its hydrological functions. The vegetation and soils in wetlands act like 

huge sponges, absorbing and slowing the flow of the water through them which prevents 

flooding and soil erosion in surrounding areas. They also act like filters, reducing the flow of 

sediment, nutrients, and pollution into waterways and groundwater. 

 

Biological Functions 

Wetlands are very productive areas from an ecological point of view and many species are not 

found anywhere else. They are very productive areas for plant growth and are home for many 

specialized plants such as pitcher plants. In addition to plants, they provide habitat for many 

different types of wildlife. Some animals live there year round like beavers, muskrats and 

trout. Others come to wetlands in their search for water and food, to raise their young, rest, and 

fuel up during migration.  

 

Recreation 

People value wetland areas for recreational opportunities. They provide opportunities such as 

bird watching, hunting, fishing, berry-picking, and canoeing. 

 

Economic 

Wetlands in their natural state provide a source of renewable resources including wild berries, 

and wildlife species such as moose and mink which are commercially important for hunting 

and trapping. Their ecosystem services provide economic benefits but are not always 

associated with an obvious dollar amount. Peat has been harvested from Newfoundland’s 

abundant bogs for domestic fuel. There are efforts to grow cranberries commercially in 

Newfoundland (EHJV WaterScapes, n.d). 
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Common Vertebrates of Newfoundland and Labradors Wetland Habitats 

Mammals 

American Mink 
Mustela vison 

 

Beaver 
Castor Canadensis
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Mink have a long, slender body with short, sturdy 

legs and a long neck and pointed face, bushy tail and 

small ears. The fur is soft and shiny (brown under fur 

and long, shiny guard hairs) and varies in color from 

rich brown to almost black. They are native to 

Labrador and were introduced into the island in the 

1930s for farming. 

Fur is dark brown; large flat tail; large webbed hind 

feet; front feet are not webbed but has claws. Diet 

included leaves, water lilies, cattails and tree 

branches. A beaver builds its home, or lodge, in deep 

water by damming streams and brooks. 

 

 

 
River otter 
Lontra canadensis  

 

Black and tail fur is black; belly fur is white; short 

legs and muscular neck; slender body; tiny rounded 

ears; webbed feet. Diet includes fish, and frogs. 

Builds homes along edges of rivers and lakes, with 

underwater and above water openings. 
Photo: K.E.E.P. 
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Muskrat 
Ondatra zibethicus 

 

Long tail, slightly flattened and covered in scales. 

Light to dark brown, short, thick fur. Diet mostly 

includes plants, frogs and fish. Produces a musky 

odour. Builds homes in banks of rivers and wetlands 
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Amphibians 
 

 
 

 

Green Frog  
Rana clamitans 

 

Large, distinct tympanum and prominent dorsolateral ridges. It may 

be green, bronze or brown, or a combination but is typically green on 

the upper lip. Aquatic frog commonly found in or near shallow, 

permanent water such as springs, swamps, brooks and pond and lake 

edges. 
Photo: April Muirhead 
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American Toad 
Bufo americanus 

Warty brown, reddish or olive skin, two prominent glands on the 

back of its head to secrete poison. Typically found on terrestrial 

habitats except during breeding season (March-June) when then 

reproduce in warm, shallow ponds, shallow streams and river margins 

and even large puddles and roadside ditches. 
Photo: Beth Hoar 

 

 

Birds 

Canada goose  
Branta Canadensis 

Diet includes mainly grasses and sedges sometimes seeds, insects, 

crustaceans, snails, and small fish. They have the same mate for life. 

ID: black head, neck legs, feet and bill; white chin, cheeks and across tail; 

grey brown back and wings; beige and grey underparts.   

Geese fly in a V formation when flying in a group in the Fall is called a 

“gaggle”. 

 Voice: ka-ronk                                                                                                      

            Photo: NL Government Wildlife Division 
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Common loon 
Gavia immer 

Appears on $1 coins.  

ID: adults/summer- black upperparts; green gloss on head/neck; 

white rectangle marks; white and black vertical stripes on neck. 

Voice: ha-OO-oo 
 

Photo: NL Government Wildlife Division  
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American bittern 
Botarurus lentiginosus 

Camouflages well in wetland 

grasses 

ID: long neck; brown upper parts 

with dark and light streaks; 

brown crown; white throat; black 

stripes on neck; relatively short 

yellow green-legs. 

 

 
 

Great blue heron 
Ardea herodias 

Found on the West coast of 

Newfoundland. 

ID: about 1.2 m tall, white 

face; black line of feathers 

above eye; slate blue-grey 

body; grayish wings; long 

neck and green-brown legs. 
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Birds 

Common grackle 
Quiscalus quiscula 

Found in open settings 

usually near urban areas or 

pastures. 

Diet: grains, insects and 

berries.  

ID: black body with green, 

blue or purple sheen on 

head, neck and upper breast. 

 

 

Red-winged 
blackbird 
Agelaius phoeniceus 

ID: adults/male – 

black body with red 

and yellow patch on 

shoulder of wing. 

Adults/female-

mottle brown 

upperparts; brown 

underparts. 
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Common yellowthroat 
warbler 
Geothlypis trichas 

Diet often included insects and 

spiders. Nests on the ground or in 

vegetation. 

ID: adults- olive upperparts; 

yellow chin, throat; breast; black 

face (female faint or absence); 

white/grey stripe above eye;   

Northern 
harrier 
Circus cyaneus 

ID: adults/male- 

slate grey; 

pale/white under-

parts with brown 

spots.  Adult/ 

female- red/brown 

upperparts; white   

 

 

 

underparts grey or white. underparts  with brown streaks. 

 

Tree swallow 
Tachycineta bicolor 

Can catch insects in the 

air and also feeds on 

berries and seeds. Nests 

in cavities of trees or 

boxes. Bicolor refers to 

the contrast in colour 

between its upperparts and underparts. 

ID: adults/male- blue-green sheen upperparts; white 

underparts; notched tail. Young adult females have 

dull brown and green upperparts. 
Photo: Brad James 
 

F) Ring-necked duck  -  

Aythya collaris                             

ID: Adults/male (summer)- 

black upperparts; purple 

green or blue sheen on 

head; white patch on chin; 

grey bill with white or blue 

stripe. Adult/female – grey-

brown upperparts; thin 

white eye ring; pale grey 

upper belly. 
 
Photos: © Ducks Unlimited Canada /  Angus Shortt illustration 
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Green-winged 
teal - Anas crecca 
Smallest dabbling 

duck in North 

America. 

ID: Adults/male 

(summer)- brown 

head, with green   

stripe; brown   

upperparts with  black stripes; speculum  bright 

green/black  with a tan  stripe above  and  white stripe 

below; black bill.  
Photo by: NL Government Wildlife Division, of Adult/male(summer) 

Common 
goldeneye 
Bucephala 

clangula 

Diving duck.  

Often referred to 

as Whistlers 

from the loud whistling sound their wings make in 

flight. ID: adults/male(summer) – black  dome shaped  

head; white patch on face, neck, breast, wings; gold 

eye; black upperparts. Adults/male (eclipse) and 

female, and immatures – brown head, slate-grey 

breast, back tail and sides; white underparts. 
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Birds 

American wigeon   

Anas americanca 

ID: male/adults (summer)- white crown and forehead; 

sides of head and speculum green; cheeks and neck 

cream with black streaks; brown upper parts; pink 

brown breast; white underparts; blue-grey bill with 

dark tip. Male/adults (eclipse) and females- brown-

black head, grey-brown upper parts. Speculum mainly 

black, underparts reddish tint. 

Northern pintail  
Anas acuta 

Dabbling duck 

ID: adults/male (summer) -brown head, white lower 

parts, grey and black upper parts legs with blue bill; 

long tail feathers. Adults/ male (eclipse) - paler and 

shorter tail feathers. Adults/females and immature – 

similar to female mallards except for blue bill, red-

brown crown; white flash marks on edge of wing. 
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Mallard   
Anas platyrhynchos 

Most abundant duck in North America. 

ID: adults/male/summer-glossy green head; thin white 

neck ring; red-brown breast; body and wings 

brownish to light grey; violet – blue speculum. 

Adults/male (eclipse) and female and immatures-

similar to American black; paler colour; speculum 

blue purple with white outline orange bill with dark 

patches rather than a green colour. 

American black duck  
Anas rubripes 

Associates, cross breeds with Mallards and is more 

abundant in Newfoundland. Found in freshwater 

ponds when breeding and salt-water site in the winter. 

Dabbling duck that feeds on surface water matter, 

berries, invertebrates, fish and grains. 

ID: Adults/male – generally black-brown; pale grey 

neck; red orange legs and feet; blue purple speculum. 

Adults/female- paler then males and is bill greener. 
Photos: © Ducks Unlimited Canada / Angus Shortt illustration  
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Common Plants of Newfoundland and Labrador Freshwater Areas 

Gymnosperms 

Twigs on branch

 
 
 Photo: John Maunder 

Twig

 
 
Photo: John Maunder 

Black spruce Picea mariana 
Provincial tree of Newfoundland and 

Labrador and represented on the 

Labrador flag. Coniferous evergreen 

tree with stiff pointed 4-sided 

needles. Occurs mostly on poorly 

drained soils and wet, boggy sites 

however, it is present on drier sites. 

Fire adapted species where cones are 

attached to the tree and are un-

opened until exposed to high 

temperatures to release the seeds.  
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 Male cone 

 
 

Photo: John Maunder 

Female cone and twig

 
 

Photo: John Maunder 

Tamarack/ Eastern Larch      
Larix laricina 
The tops of these trees lean toward 

the northeast. Needles are 1 -2.5 cm 

long  and grow in clusters and fall off  

in the fall. (One of the very few 

coniferous trees that do). Tamarack 

can be found in forest, wetland, and 

barren ecosystems, generally on 

poorly drained soils. 

Angiosperms 

Bog laurel   
Kalmia polifolia 

Bog laurel 

produces pink 

saucer shaped 

flowers in June. 

The upper surface 

of its leaves is 

shiny green with a 

white lower 

surface.  

Flowers 

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Alder Alnus spp. 

Cones and leaves 

 
Photo:  John Maunder 

Deciduous shrub with 

alternate simple leaf 

arrangement.  Two species 

in province. Alnus viridis 

subsp. crispa most common 

shrub in regenerating areas. 

Alnus incana subsp. rugosa  

is less common. These 

species do grow on drier 

sites as well. 
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Pitcher plant 

Sarracenia purpurea 

Provincial flower of Newfoundland and Labrador.  

Leaves are specialized to trap insects for food for a 

source of nitrogen. Very common in bogs which is 

a nitrogen poor environment. Flower is a deep red 

colour and leaves are tubular.  Grows in solitary or 

in groups.  
 
 

Flower

 
 

Pitcher

 
Photos: John Maunder 
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Angiosperms 

Marsh marigold 
Caltha palustris 

Part of the buttercup 

family. Flower with five 

bright sepals. Roots are 

adapted to wet habitats 

via small root hairs to 

increase the surface of 

the roots to increase 

water and nutrient 

uptake.  

Flower 
 

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Creeping Buttercup 
Ranunculus repens 

 

Yellow flowers with the 

leaves growing near the 

base of the stem deeply 

lobed three times with 

ragged edges 

Leaf 
 

 
Photo: John Maunder 
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Tall meadowrue 
Thalictrum pubescens  

The flowering stalks 

contain cluster of white 

flowers that are up to 2 

m in height. Some of the 

leaves have three lobes. 

Flowers

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Violets 
Viola sp. 

Low growing plants with a 

round-to heart shaped long-

stalked leaves. These plants 

have 5 petals where the 

lower petal is usually the 

longest 

Flower 

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Bakeapple, 
Cloudberry 
Rubus chamaemorus 

Individual plants have 

1-3 leaves and have one 

white flower that turns 

into an edible orange 

berry in August. 

Fruit and plants in 
habitat

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Marshberry, Bog 

Cranberry 

Vaccinium oxycoccos 

Creeping plant with tiny 

leaves and nodding pink 

flowers arising from the 

end. The flowers produce 

edible bright-red berries that 

are ripe in October. 

Flowers 

 
Photo by John Maunder 

Canadian burnet, 
Bottlebrush 
Sanguisorba canadensis 

This flower has 

compound leaves 

similar to Dogberrys. 

Canada burnet produces 

a spike that contains 

very small flowers. 

Flowers 

 
 
Photo: John Maunder 

Sundew 
Drosera sp 

Small and insectivorous 

with white flowers on top of 

deep-red stem. Bottom of 

stem is deep-red thin leaves 

that end with a roundish 

lobe covered in glandular 

hairs to attract and digest 

insects. 

Leaves

 
 
Photo: John Maunder 

Bladderworts 
Utricularia sp. 

Carnivorous plant 

lacking roots but has 

modified leaves and 

flowers called bladders. 

Bladderworts have 

yellow flowers and 

grow in wetlands across 

the province. 

Flower 

 
Photo:  John Maunder 

Yellow Waterlily 
Nuphar variegata 

 

Yellow flowering plant that 

grows in water. Leaves are 

the typical lily pad shape. 

Rootstocks are eaten by 

moose and the seeds of 

waterfowl. 

Flower

 
Photo: John Maunder 
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MONOCOTS 

Cattails 
Typha latifolia 

Tall plants that can reach 2m 

in height. The top of the 

stem looks like a fuzzy tail 

but actually is the plant’s 

flower.  The top part is the 

male part and the bottom 

sections are the female 

flowers. Muskrats feed off 

the rootstalk and use the stem and leaves as 

materials for their houses.  
Photo: NL Government, Wildlife Division 

Sedges  
Carex spp. 

 

Grass-like plants that 

form dense beds and 

provide food for many 

ducks. Sedges stem has 

edge shaped stems 

rather than round stems 

such as rushes or flat 

stems like grasses. 
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Bog candle, 
Scentbottle 
Platanthera dilatata 

Stem of flower has 

spike of white flowers. 

Plant can reach 2 ft 

over. Leaves are linear 

and clasp stem. 

Flower

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Cotton grass 
Eriophorum spp. 

Flower is white and 

“fluffy”. This aids in seed 

dispersal in the wind. 

Belongs to the same 

family as the Sedges,  

Cyperaceae. Grows in 

acidic bog habitats. 

    Flower 

 
    Photo: John Maunder 

Blue flag iris 
Iris versicolor 

Light to deep purple 

flowers, with various 

yellow and white 

markings on the inside. 

Flowers grow in sets of 

three for every stem. 

Leaves are narrow and 

sword shaped.  

Flower

 
Photo: John Maunder 

Bulrush 
Scirpus spp. 

There are two varieties: a 

round-stem and three-

square (triangular) stem. 

Round-stems can reach 2.5 

m high and the triangular 

stem variety can reach 60 

cm. The seeds of both are 

eaten by waterfowl. 

Flower 

 
 Photo:  John Maunder 

Pteridophytes 

Sensitive Fern 
Onoclea sensibilis 

The fertile frond is 

beadlike, while the 

sterile frond has a 

netted vein. Relatively 

simple fronds in that 

the pinnules have less 

noticeable lobes.  

Frond in habitat 

 
Photo:  John Maunder 

Cinnamon Fern 
Osmundastrum 

cinnamomeum 

Fertile frond is a long 

stalk, bearing the 

spores in cinnamon 

coloured branch. The 

sterile fronds pinnae are 

lobed once. 

Fertile and sterile frond

 
        Photo: John Maunder 
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Bryophytes 

Peatmoss 
Sphagnum spp. 

Dominant in bog wetlands. Can hold up to 25 times its dry weight in 

water. Very easy to sink in a bog a few feet because this moss 

accumulates in layers.   
Photo: April Muirhead 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyperaceae

