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Connecticut’s  

Inland Wetlands & Watercourses 

Status and Trends Report for the Year 2009 

 

Introduction  

 
There are approximately 510,000 acres of freshwater wetlands and watercourses in Connecticut (Metzler 
and Tiner, 1992).  This acreage comprises approximately 16 percent of the state’s surface area.  In 1972, 
recognizing that inland wetlands and watercourses are indispensable and irreplaceable fragile natural 
resources, and that such resources have been destroyed or are in danger of destruction because of 
unregulated use, Connecticut’s legislature enacted the Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Act (IWWA - 
General Statutes of Connecticut Sections 22a-36 through 22a-45).  The IWWA requires municipal 
regulation of activities that affect wetlands and watercourses; and provides an orderly process to balance the 
need for the economic growth of the state and the use of its land, with the need to protect Connecticut’s 
environment and ecology.  Included in this process is the requirement that the Commissioner of the 
Department of Energy and Environmental Protection (DEEP) develop a reporting form on which 
Connecticut’s municipal Inland Wetlands Agencies (Agencies/Agency) can report on the permits they issue 
that may impact or affect inland wetlands and watercourses, as well as report on enforcement actions and 
other proceedings such Agencies undertake. 
 
The authority for the Commissioner of DEEP to collect reports from municipal Agencies was codified into 
the IWWA in 1987 with the passage of Public Act 87-533.  While the legislation did not direct the DEEP to 
analyze the collected reports, or publish any findings or conclusions, the DEEP believes that doing so 
provides insightful baseline information regarding the regulation of inland wetlands and watercourses across 
Connecticut.  The information provided in these “status and trends” reports are used by various state and 
federal agencies and provides the Connecticut legislature with critical data on actions affecting wetlands and 
watercourses. The data allows the DEEP to formulate strategies to increase the effectiveness of existing 
programs as well as develop new programs for protecting and restoring the state’s inland wetlands and 
watercourses.  This report summarizes the reporting data received from Agencies for 20091. 
 
 

Statewide Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Activity Reporting  

 
In 1987 the DEEP implemented a municipal Agency reporting requirement to collect information on 
actions affecting inland wetlands and watercourses.  In 1990 the DEEP began tracking reporting data in a 
statewide database.  Prior to the implementation of the reporting program, there was little information on 
the extent of inland wetlands and watercourses impacts occurring across Connecticut.   
 

                                                           
1 The data and information provided in this report is not field verified and strictly based on self-reporting by Connecticut’s 171 
municipal Agencies.  No functions or values assessment of reported wetland and/or watercourse impacts has been conducted.   
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Agency actions are reported to the DEEP on a statewide inland wetlands and watercourses activity 
reporting form.  Such form, developed by the DEEP, provides for systematic reporting of Agency actions.  
The current form and instruction sheet are shown in Appendix A.  The form has been designed for ease of 
use with each of the required reporting items on the form relating to a specific detailed instruction item.  
Agency actions reported are required to be submitted on a monthly basis no later than the 15th day of each 
month to the Wetlands Management Section of the DEEP.  The reporting form is revised as necessary to 
reflect legislative changes or management issues.   
 
All reported municipal Agency actions (i.e. permits issued, permits denied, enforcement orders issued, 
etc.) are classified by codes which identify one purpose for such action (i.e. residential, commercial, 
agricultural, etc.), and identify one or more activity types (i.e. filling, excavation, culverting, etc.).  For 
example, wetlands may have been altered for the purpose of a new residential development that required 
two types of activities, filling and excavation of wetlands. 
 
Further, Connecticut’s IWWA defines the terms “wetlands” and “watercourses” separately.  As a result, 
data on wetland and watercourse impacts are reported independently.  The reporting form includes line 
items for the acres of wetlands altered, acres of “open water body” altered, and the linear feet of 
watercourses altered.  The reporting item “open water body” is used when dredging or filling occurs within 
a pond or a lake. Lastly, the reporting form differentiates activities occurring in the upland that may impact 
or affect inland wetlands and watercourses.   
 
Approximately 3,500 reports are submitted every year to the DEEP and entered into the Statewide Inland 
Wetlands and Watercourses Activity Reporting Form Database (Database).  The Database is utilized to 
filter the reported data for egregious errors such as missing data, typographic and scale errors.  Errors are 
corrected with input from the appropriate Agency.  As a result, the DEEP obtains consistent yearly 
estimates of the actions undertaken by municipal Agencies and the total wetland and watercourse impacts 
associated with such actions.  
 
 

2009 Status and Trends  

 
The 2009 calendar year marked the 20th year of standardized reporting of Agency actions2.  Of the 171 
municipal Agencies, reports were received from all but 19 Agencies.  The average number of reporting 
forms received by Agencies from 2000 through 2009 is 4,006.  In 2005 the DEEP received 4,481 reporting 
forms from municipal Agencies.  The number of reports received has been steadily declining since that 
time.  For 2009, the DEEP received 2,811 reporting forms.  This represents a 37% decrease in total actions 
taken since 2005.  The pace of development in Connecticut is reflected in the volume of actions municipal 
Agencies manage.  The economic downturn seems to be reflected in the number of Agency actions 
reported in 2009.  Chart 1 below shows the number of Agency actions reported for the 10-year period of 
2000 to 2009.   
 
Table 1 below summarizes all the 2009 actions reported on the statewide inland wetlands and watercourses 
activity reporting form, and subsequently entered into the Database.  The majority of actions carried out by 

                                                           
2 Information contained in this document reflects reports received prior to August 13, 2013.   
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municipal Agencies involves the issuance of permits for activities likely to impact or affect inland wetlands 
or watercourses.  Permits are either issued directly by the Agency, or by a duly authorized agent who has 
been delegated certain permitting authority by the Agency.     
 
 

CHART 1: REPORTED MUNICIPAL INLAND WETLANDS AND WATERCOURSES ACTIONS  
2000-2009 
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Table 1:  Total Agency Actions Reported in 2009 

Actions Number Reported 

Permit Issued a 1738 

Permit Denied 52 

Permit Extended/Amended 103 

Map Amendment 33 

Enforcement Action 61 

Jurisdictional Ruling b 60 

Agent Approvalc 753 

Appeal Of Agent Approval 0 

Total 2800 d 
a: Permits can be issued for activities directly in wetlands and  
    watercourses as well as for activities in the upland that may impact or  
    affect a wetland or watercourse.  
b: Jurisdictional Rulings are often associated with “exempt” activities.  
    Such activities do not need a permit even though the activity may result  
    in an impact to a wetland and/or watercourse. 
c: Agent Approvals can only be for activities in the upland that have no  
    greater than a minimal impact on wetlands and/or watercourses.  
d: There were 2811 reporting forms received by DEEP of which 11  
    reporting forms did not report an action taken.  

 

 

Number 

of 

Actions 

Year 
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Each action reported by a municipal Agency may have associated wetland and/or watercourse impacts.  For 
example, a jurisdictional ruling made by an Agency may state that a particular agricultural activity is exempt 
from needing a permit, yet such activity may involve the filling of an eighth of an acre of wetland.  Most 
wetland impacts are associated with issued permits.  Table 2 below shows the acreage of reported wetland 
and open water body impacts associated with permits issued.   
 
 

Table 2: Permitted Wetland and  
Open Water Body Alterations – 2009a 

Resource Altered Acres Altered Reported 

 
Wetland 

 
79 
 

 
Open Water Body

a
 

 
222 

 
a. Acreage is based solely on reported municipal agency actions 
b. “open water body” is used when dredging or filling occurs within a 

pond or a lake 

 
 
Actions may also result in watercourse impacts.  Such impacts are reported in linear feet and include the 
total length of a river, brook, stream or other watercourse directly altered as a result of an action taken by 
the Agency.  Again, most watercourse impacts are associated with issued permits.  The permitted linear 
feet of watercourse alterations in 2009 is shown in Table 3 below and equates to approximately 3.4 miles. 
 
 

Table 3: Permitted Watercourse Alterations - 2009 a 

Resource Altered Linear Feet Altered Reported 

 
Stream 

 
17,942 

 
a. Linear feet is based solely on reported municipal agency actions 

 
 
It is important to point out that the permits issued, and their associated wetland and/or watercourse 
alterations, are for activities that are not only directly in a wetland or watercourse, but for activities 
occurring in an upland area that may impact or affect nearby wetlands or watercourses.  Of the 1,738 
permits issued, 134 permits were issued for activities with a direct impact to wetlands and/or watercourses 
with no activity in the upland.  Further, of the permits issued, 962 were for regulated activities solely in the 
upland that had a likely impact or affect on a wetland or watercourse.   
 
Not only are Agencies issuing permits for activities outside of wetlands and watercourses that likely impact 
or affect such resources, but they are also delegating permitting authority to a duly authorized agent for 
activities in the upland.  Pursuant to the IWWA, a municipal Agency can vote to delegate to a duly 
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authorized agent the authority to approve or extend an activity that is not located in a wetland or 
watercourse when such agent finds that the conduct of such activity would result in no greater than a 
minimal impact on any wetland or watercourse.  Therefore, it is interesting to note that besides the 962 
permits issued by Agencies for activities solely in the upland, there were an additional 753 permits or 
approvals issued by duly authorized agents for activities in the upland.    
 
The regulation of activities outside of wetlands and watercourses is a significant trend over the past 10 
years.  The economic downturn seems to be reflected in the number of duly authorized agent approvals, as 
it is reflected in the overall number of reporting forms received.  Chart 2 below shows the number of agent 
approvals that have been reported to the DEEP from 2000 through 2009. 
 
 

CHART 2: DULY AUTHORIZED AGENT APPROVALS ISSUED 2000-2009 
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Agency actions, including those actions of a duly authorized agent, can be qualified by the purpose for the 
action.  Table 4 below shows the purpose, or reason, why Agencies issued permits in 2009; and the number 
and percent of permits issued for those purposes. The three most common reported purposes were 
residential improvement by homeowner, new residential development for single family units, and 
commercial/industrial uses.  Even with recent economic issues, Connecticut’s geographic location and 
robust economy guarantee that our state will be in demand for development.  The DEEP believes 
residential and commercial development will continue to be the majority of Agency actions in the future. 
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Table 4: Permitted Wetland and Watercourse Alteration  
Activity Purposes - 2009 

Activity Purpose Number Percent 
Residential Improvement By Homeowner 733 42.3 
New Residential Development for Single Family Units 238 13.7 
New Residential Development for Multi-
Family/Condos 32 1.8 
Commercial/Industrial Uses 217 12.5 
Municipal Improvements 158 9.1 
Utility Company Improvements 25 1.4 
Agriculture, Forestry, or Conservation 69 4.0 
Wetland Creation/Restoration 51 2.9 
Storm Water/Flood Control 33 1.9 
Erosion/Sedimentation Control 39 2.3 
Recreation/Boating/Navigation 29 1.7 
Routine Maintenance 62 3.6 
Map Amendment 4 0.2 
State Agency Improvements (For DEP Use only) 2 0.1 
Non-profit organization (churches, scouts, 4H etc) 39 2.3 

TOTAL 1731a 100 
a: There were 2811 reporting forms received by DEEP.  However, not every form was  
    completed in its entirety.  Some forms received did not provide a purpose. 

 
 
Although the majority of permits issued by Agencies are either for residential improvements by 
homeowner, new residential development for single family units, or commercial/industrial development, 
the number of acres of wetlands and watercourses actually impacted for these reasons is low.  Agriculture, 
forestry and other conservation projects seem to impact the greatest number of wetland and watercourse 
acres as indicated in Chart 3 below.   
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*Acreage is based solely on reported municipal agency actions 

 
 
The reporting form not only requires the purpose for the permit to be reported, but also asks for further 
details as to the type of activity that is being reported.  Agencies are allowed to indicate that the purpose for 
the permit has one, two, three or four associated regulated activities.    For example, an Agency may deny a 
permit that was for the purpose of a commercial development that involved two activities - filling wetlands 
and culverting a stream.  Table 5 below indicates the activity types that were permitted in 2009.   
 
The majority of permits being issued by Agencies are for activities in the Upland Review Area (URA).  The 
URA is the term used to describe the non-wetland or non-watercourse area in which certain types of 
activities, as defined in municipal regulations, are considered regulated activities.  These activities are 
deemed to be regulated activities because the Agency feels such activities are likely to impact or affect 
inland wetlands or watercourses.  Most towns have delineated the URA to be 100 feet from the delineated 
boundary of a wetland or watercourse, but distances vary across Connecticut from zero to a few hundred 
feet.  The URA is not a prohibitory set-back or ecological buffer; it simply serves as an administrative 
convenience by triggering a potential applicant to go before the inland wetlands agency for a permit.  The 
majority of Agencies in Connecticut are routinely regulating activities in the URA.  This further confirms 
that the regulation of activities outside of wetlands and watercourses is a significant trend over the past 10 
years.   
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The second most common activity is excavation.  Excavation accounted for 20% of reported permitted 
activities.  The third highest reported permitted activity is filling, accounting for 15% of all permitted 
activities.   
 
   

Table 5: Permitted Wetland and Watercourse Alteration  
Activity Types - 2009 

Activity Type Number       Percent 

Filling 614 14.8 
Excavation 840 20.3 
Land Clearing/Grubbing (no other activity) 121 2.9 
Stream Channelization 27 0.7 
Stream Stabilization (includes lakeshore stabilization) 63 1.5 
Stream Clearance (removal of debris only) 20 0.5 
Culverting (not for roadways) 54 1.3 
Underground Utilities (no other activities) 60 1.4 
Roadway/Driveway Construction 400 9.7 
Drainage Improvements 287 6.9 
Pond Dredging / Dam Construction 81 2.0 
Regulated Activity in established Upland Review Area 1226 29.6 
Regulated Activity in Upland 347 8.4 
      

TOTAL 4140a 100 
a: Each reporting form submitted to the DEEP can indicate from one to four activities.  Therefore  
    the total number of activities reported will always be higher than the actual number of forms  
    submitted. 

 
 
Further, of the activities associated with permits issued by Agencies, the activity of land clearing and 
grubbing accounts for the greatest alteration to wetlands and watercourses (see Chart 4 below).  Relatively 
few reports were submitted to the DEEP indicating the activity of land clearing and grubbing.  However, of 
those submitted reports, a significant amount of acres were impacted.    
 
It is important to note that Table 4 and Table 5 only include those reports filed with the DEEP for permits 
issued by the Agency.  It does not include reports that were filed for jurisdictional rulings (often associated 
with exempt agricultural activities) or for reports that were filed for agent approvals (for activities in the 
URA or the upland area beyond the URA). 
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*Acreage is based solely on reported municipal agency actions 

 
 
Finally, the reporting form also inquires as to the acres of wetlands and watercourses that are restored, 
enhanced or created.  While these three terms mean different things (i.e. restoration involves the return of 
habitat and ecological conditions to a close approximation of its condition prior to disturbance; 
enhancement means an improvement o f habitat and ecological conditions over existing conditions; and 
creation is developing a wetland area usually from exiting upland) they are combined as a reporting item on 
the form.  Therefore it is difficult to accurately determine the acreage of wetlands and watercourses that are 
truly created from upland.  However, it is still worthy to look at the data (see Chart 5 below).   
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*Acreage is based solely on reported municipal agency actions 

 
 
 
 
The reporting forms submitted to DEEP indicate that 79 acres of wetlands were permitted to be altered and 
87 acres of wetlands were permitted to be restored, enhanced or created.  The mitigation of permitted 
wetland and watercourse alterations is a continuing trend in Connecticut.  The 10-year average, for the 
period 2000 through 2009, shows that 96 acres of wetlands and watercourses are being impacted and 151 
acres of wetlands and watercourses are being restored, enhanced or created per year.  An average of 1.6 
acres are being restored, enhanced or created for each acre altered (see Chart 6 below).  It appears, based 
on reported municipal agency actions, that Connecticut has reached a no net loss – net gain of wetlands and 
watercourses due to changes in the IWWA specifically authorizing mitigation of impacts, and the focus on 
training of municipal inland wetlands agencies since 1996.  Regulatory authority reinforced by training and 
guidance has resulted in more municipal Agencies seeking mitigation opportunities through the regulatory 
process.   
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*Acreage is based solely on reported municipal agency actions 

 
 

Summary  

 
Although the economy of the state, and the country as a whole, has slowed down development and 
therefore the number of applicants that go before municipal Agencies, the 2009 reporting form data suggest 
that Connecticut’s municipal Agencies are handling a large volume of proposed regulated activities with 
careful application of the IWWA and their associated municipal regulations, and are executing or 
implementing mitigation of wetland and watercourse impacts in the regulatory process.    
 
Overall, the status and trends regarding inland wetlands and watercourses for 2009 is especially 
encouraging to see that the no net loss – net gain of these resources is continuing even in tough economic 
times, and becoming a long-term trend in Connecticut.    
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Appendix A:  Statewide Inland Wetlands & Watercourses Activity Reporting Form: 
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