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Figure 8.11. In the 1930s, extensive ditching of tidal wetlands in the Northeast was done by a civilian workforce in a government-sponsored back-to-work program: (a) workers digging tidal ditches and
( b) grid-ditched marsh lined with peat blocks. (Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection)

people worked in these occupations or took
part in waterfowl hunting, so the average
American’s view of coastal wetlands was not
a positive one, especially when mosquitoes
were identified as disease vectors. Nonetheless, salt hay remained an important commodity into the early 1900s.
After World War II, the U.S. population
and economy soared, creating a boom in
residential, industrial, and port development
from the 1950s to the 1970s. One result of
this growth was accelerated coastal wetland
destruction. Wetlands were filled for airports and commercial development in major
cities (e.g., Boston, New York City, and
Washington, DC) and filled with material
dredged from neighboring bays and marshes
to create real estate for housing developments (e.g., Ferrigno et al. 1973; Sugihara et
al. 1979; Tiner 1985b, Daiber 1986; Stalter
and Lamont 2002; Hartig et al. 2003).
Other wetlands were simply used as dumping grounds for household and commercial
wastes. Most of the landfills in New York
City were built on tidal wetlands (Walsh
and LaFleur 1995). During the 1950s and
1960s, the Hackensack Meadowlands in
New Jersey was being filled with about
10,000 tons of garbage per day—enough to
fill an average-sized football stadium ( Figure
8.13; Sullivan 1998; U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service 2007). By the 1980s, the cumulative

national losses of these wetlands resulted
in an estimated loss of fisheries worth $208
million annually ( National Marine Fisheries
Service 1983). Construction of roads across
wetlands filled wetlands but also had significant indirect impacts on upstream marshes.
Undersized culverts and tide gates beneath
roads and railroad beds restricted tidal flow
and created conditions favoring the growth
of common reed ( Roman et al. 1984). An
estimated 20 percent of salt marshes in New
Hampshire are tidally restricted ( Burdick
et al. 1997). The upper reaches of many
coastal rivers have been impounded.
Historic coastal geodetic survey maps
from the late 1700s and early 1800s have
been compared with current wetland data
to determine historic losses of salt marsh for
New England excluding Connecticut ( Bromberg and Bertness 2005). Thirty-seven percent of the region’s original salt marsh has
been lost, with Rhode Island losing the highest percentage—53 percent—since 1832.
Massachusetts lost 41 percent (with most of
the loss in the greater Boston area—losing
81 percent of its wetlands since 1777), while
New Hampshire lost 18 percent and Maine
less than 1 percent since 1851.
Another study used aerial photointerpretation and similar map evaluation
techniques to assess changes in estuarine
marshes in selected areas of M
 assachusetts
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