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ABSTRACT 

 The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) administers the National Wetland Plant List 
(NWPL) for the United States (U.S.) and its territories.  Responsibility for the NWPL was transferred 
to the Corps from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) in 2006.  The list was updated in 2012, 
and the Corps led an interagency effort to revise the list again in 2013.  As part of the authorization of 
the revised NWPL in 2012, new methods were adopted for annual updates to the scientific names, 
regional distribution, and wetland ratings.  This paper presents the third update of the list under Corps 
administration.  The 2012 list contained 7,828 species, and the 2013 update contained 7,937 species.  
As part of the BONAP (Biota North America Program) database used for the 2013 update, there were 
754 reports of species of wetland plants with new range extensions within the 10 Corps wetland 
regions.  Also, BONAP and other users requested that 124 other species be added to the NWPL, 
which increases the number of species to 8061.  These 878 species were evaluated and rated by 
Regional Panels and by the National Panel representatives from four agencies.  The inclusion of these 
species represent the 2014 update to the NWPL.  
 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 Since the Corps assumed administrative responsibilities for the NWPL in 2006, the list has 
gone through an extensive updating process that culminated in its authorization for national use in 
May 2012 (Federal Register 2012; Lichvar 2012).  The development of the 2012 list was a 
cooperative effort between four federal government agencies: the Corps, the FWS, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).  
The effort was managed by a National Panel consisting of representatives from the four agencies.  
The 2012 NWPL is the standard reference for wetland indicator status ratings of vascular plants in the 
United States and territories, and is used for many purposes, including wetland delineation, 
assessment, mitigation, and habitat restoration.  The NWPL is available to all users through a web 
application (http://wetland_plants.usace.army.mil/). 
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 The 2012 update built on the legacy of the FWS’s 1988 (Reed 1988), 1993 Region 9 
(Northwest) Supplement (Reed, 1993), and draft 1996 wetland plant lists.  It updated all taxonomic 
views and nomenclature in accordance with BONAP and revised wetland ratings (Lichvar and 
Minkin 2008).  Additionally, the 2012 revision included several changes to the management of the 
NWPL, along with revised definitions of wetland categories, new Corps geographic wetland regions, 
protocols for challenging wetland ratings, and procedures for annual revisions.   
 
 As with previous versions of the wetland plant list, the 2012 NWPL and updates support 
wetland delineation efforts under Sec. 404 of the Clean Water Act and the Swampbuster provisions of 
the Farm Bill (as amended), and it is used in the National Wetland Inventory Program.  To accomplish 
this more effectively, the Corps re-aligned the NWPL’s geographic regions to correspond to those of 
federal wetland efforts, including the interagency wetland delineation manual and its regional wetland 
delineation supplements.  The NWPL is now divided using the 10 regional Corps wetland delineation 
regions for the U.S. and its territories (Wakeley 2002) (Fig. 1).  Included within four of these Corps 
regions are 17 subregions in which small numbers of wetland plants have wetland ratings that differ 
from the ratings for the same plants in the rest of the region.  
 
 

 
Figure 1.  Geographic regions for the 2012 NWPL, based on Corps regions. 

 
 
 
 



                                                       Lichvar, Butterwick, Melvin, and Kirchner: National Wetland Plant List: 2014 update 3 

 The five wetland rating categories in the NWPL were developed in the 1980s by Reed (1988).  
Each plant species was assigned a rating representing the estimated probability, or frequency, with 
which it was thought to occur in wetlands, as opposed to non-wetlands, across its entire range.  The 
1988 ratings were divided into categories based on quantitative ranges of frequency, but the 2012 
ratings were based on simpler qualitative definitions (Lichvar et al. 2012) (Table 1).  Indicator status 
ratings are now assigned to each species based on a review of the botanical literature and herbarium 
records, along with the best professional judgment of national and regional experts.  Longer 
quantitative rating definitions are still used, but only for field testing of wetland ratings. 
 
Table 1.  Short qualitative descriptions of the five wetland indicator status ratings used to determine if 
vegetation is hydrophytic during wetland delineations in the United States. 
 

Indicator status 
rating (abbreviation) 

Designation Qualitative Description 
(Lichvar et al. 2012) Obligate (OBL) Hydrophyte Almost always occur in wetlands 

Facultative Wetland 
(FACW) 

Hydrophyte Usually occur in wetlands, but may occur in non-
wetlands Facultative (FAC) Hydrophyte Occur in wetlands and non-wetlands 

Facultative Upland 
(FACU) 

Nonhydrophyte Usually occur in non-wetlands, but may occur in 
wetlands Upland (UPL) Nonhydrophyte Almost never occur in wetlands 

 
 
ANNUAL UPDATE PROCESS 
 As part of the 2012 NWPL update, representatives from each of the four Federal agencies 
responsible for the NWPL agreed on new protocols and procedures for managing the list.  These 
procedures were described in the 2012 Federal Register announcement for updating the NWPL.  
Under the NWPL authorization, it is now possible to update and maintain the list annually so that the 
nomenclature and taxonomy do not become outdated and wetland ratings can be refined as new 
information becomes available.  In particular, the annual NWPL updates will include additions or 
deletions to the list; modifications to wetland indicator statuses that were revised during the previous 
year; and updates of the nomenclature, taxonomy, and geographic distribution of species on the 
NWPL.  
 
 The annual update of the list has two steps.  First, this and previous updates to the database 
for nomenclature, taxonomy, and U.S. state/Canadian province and U.S. county-level phytogeography 
have been made by Dr. John Kartesz of BONAP.  Second, input from the public, as well as from 
federal and state agencies, is used to modify wetland ratings by processes of evaluation that are 
similar to those used during the 2012 update.  These requests may include adding new species to the 
list. 
 
 The annual update is released in three parts: 1) the NWPL web site is updated to reflect any 
modifications from the previous year, 2) a series of downloadable files for the Corps regions and 
states is made available via the web site, providing local lists of wetland species and their wetland 
indicator ratings, and 3) the national list is published and subdivided by Corps regions.  This 
publication represents the third component of the 2014 update. 
 
THE 2014 NWPL UPDATE 
 The 2012 NWPL contained 7,828, and the 2013 NWPL contained 7,937 wetland plants for 
the United States and its territories.  The 2014 NWPL has increased to 8,061 wetland plants, mainly 
because of newly suggested additions to the list and geographic range extension reports for species 
new to a Corps wetland region. The 2014 NWPL update is in the Appendix A. 
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 The 2014 NWPL update list is based on the database we received from BONAP in 2013 and 
used in generating the 2013 NWPL update.  Included in the 2013 BONAP database were 754 species 
with new geographic range extensions in Corps wetland regions and 123 species proposed for 
consideration to be added to the NWPL.  We postponed evaluating these species until 2014.  In 
addition, the National Panel (NP) requested that Lonicera japonica Thunb. occurring in the Atlantic 
and Gulf Coastal Plain be reevaluated by that Regional Panel (RP).  
 
 For the 2014 NWPL update, we evaluated and rated 878 species.  The first step in the 
updating process was to see if any of these species occurred in other Corps regions.  If they did and if 
they were rated in two or more regions with the same wetland rating, we assigned the same wetland 
rating to the species in the new geographic region.  This group then was referred to as the “auto 
assigned” group.  If a species had only one other rating or the ratings varied across the Corps regions, 
we moved it to the next step.  There were 294 species in the auto assigned group. The remaining 
species were evaluated by a Regional Panel (RP) consisting of one representative from each of the 
four agencies within the Corps regions where the species occurs.  The RP reviewed the literature, 
interviewed other professional botanists, and used their personal field observations to assign wetland 
ratings.  The RPs, by consensus, assigned ratings to 450 species.  Those species for which the RP did 
not reach consensus were then evaluated and rated by the NP.  The NP assigned wetland ratings for 
246 species.  The culmination of these steps and assigned rating then represent the 2014 efforts to 
update the NWPL. 
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