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As our continental wetland resou rce continues to decli ne, the pu blication 
of Freshwater Marshes is m ost timel y. Milton W . Weller is h ighl y qualified to 
author this book. For nearly th ree decades, he has studied waterfowl and wetlands 
on a global scale. His stated int ent in writing th is book, to provide a nontechnical 
treatment of marsh ecology and wildlife management , is clearly fu lfilled . 

Chapter 1 defines in very general terms wha t constitutes a ma rsh, high lights 
areas of study (e.g ., geology, hydrology, ecology) that con tribute to understand ­
ing marshes , and d raws the reader's atte n tion to the extensive bib liography and 
the append ices. 

In chap ter 2, Marsh basins, hydrology and diversity , W cller reviews ph ysical 
and biologial forces that influence basin information , tou ches u pon th e variable 
natu re of wetland hyd rology, and shows how these features cont ribut e to wetland 
di versity. 

Substrate composition and vegetation structu re are th e main top ics of chapter 
3. Using selected aquatic plant species as examples, Well er d iscusses the influence 
of water dep th on the distribu rion of familiar p lant groups . It is no t clear , 
however , why a di scussion of algae is om itted , considering thei r impo rta nce in 
many ma rshes. W eller concludes chap ter 3 with the interesting view of a marsh 
as an "island " su rrounded by a ma trix of uplands. 

Som e basic ecological pri ncipals are present ed in chap ter 4 , The ilJar.rh as 
a system . We ller d iscusses trop hic levels and illustrates food chai ns an d food 
webs with typ ical marsh flora an d fau na . N u trien ts, a funda men tal fuel of the 
system , at e discussed last but , in terms of organization, perhaps should have 
been addressed first. We ller notes that marshes generally exhi bit h igh an nual 
primary productivity. He substantiates. th e prodigiou s p rod uction of plant 
biomass by presenting values for several eme rgent plants but fa ils (0 cite any 
literatu re . 

A pot pourri of topics is covered next in Some aspects ofmarsb communities. 
The d iversity of marsh anim al life is d ram atized in Sounds of th e Marsh , a sec­
tion that shou ld stimulate som e folks to become fami liar with marshes. Only 
one statement trou bled me . In his discussion of various species' alarm calls, Weller 
im plies group selection in the statement , "These in terspecific warn ing signals 
dead >' function fo r the good of all in th e comm unity." 

In chap ter 6 , Dominant animals, We ller focuses on the more consp icuous 
wild life of Midwestern marshes. Here and in cha p ter 7, he relates the imp or­
tance of aq uatic invertebrates in marsh systems. An excellent collect ion of color 
plates illustrate s selected wetla nd habitats, plants, and animals. 

In the chapter entitled Habitat dynamics. Weller examines the impact of 
season ality and examples of wild life responses. He corrects the frequ ent 
misconception th at succession is a unidirectiona l phenomenon . Next he add resses 
the dynamic nature of northern marshes and illustrates it with data from studies 
cond ucted under his supervision . Th e author ends th e chapter by explaini ng 
that per iodi c fluctuations in wate r levels are beneficial to marshes. 
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We ller expo unds some personal philosophy in chapter 8 on llfanageme nt 
and restoration . I strongly concur with his sta teme nt, " A general philosophy 
of management might be to leave well enough alone when a wetland is in a 
natural stat e an d seems produ ctive . but use na tural techniq ues when man­
influenced wetlands are not product ive." Weller is especially critical oflevel d itch­
ing , finding the product to be "esthetically unsat isfactory." This problem , 
however, may be of design rath er th an technique. We tland restoration is treated 
in terms of na tura l rejuvenation th roug h the floodi ng of soils having rich "seed 
banks" and the artificial creation of marshes following various human impacts . 
In ad dit ion, W eller point s to conflicts among interest groups regard ing the use 
of marshes, as well as the pro blems that have arisen in response (0 the introduc­
dons of exotic plants and anima ls. 

In chapte r 9, Marshes and man , Weller docum ent s the d ramatic reduct ion 
in wetlands that is still occurri ng and relates the loss to decreases in some wildlife 
populations. He specu lates that massive losses in wetland ha bitat may account 
for the endangere d levels of several species. He also elucidates the obvious and 
subtle benefits of marshes, bur does not bias the assessment by ignoring negative 
aspects. 

We ller opens the final chapter by expressing (he fan that marshes have less 
"water value" for most people than do lakes, although thi s atti tu de is cha nging 
largely as a result of pu blic educat ion . He ends with a plea to establish a func­
tional national policy on wetland conservation and invites the reader to take 
action in th e crusade . 

I de tecte d a num ber of minor flaws in the book. Kev words arc italicized 
in the text , although th e author sta tes (p . S) tha t th ey are und erlined . Several 
awkward sent ences occur (e.g . . ro facilita te a grasp of some terminology and 
various of th e scient ific perspective , . . (p . 4) ; the muskra t lodge, a prod uct 
of the marsh and of a marsh specialist . the mu skrat , .. . (p . 43). A confusing 
sentence appears on p . 92: "In a recent stu dy of pu blic at titude s toward wildl ife 
and wildl ife hab itat , S7 pe rcent of th e respondent s d isagreed with the view (hat 
we sho uld fill and build over marshes, as long as endan gered species weren't 
involved ." References to literature arc sometimes misnum bcred in the text and 
I was una ble to find several references in the bib liography actu ally erred in the 
text. The bibliography con tains only a few errors. 

I recommend th is book (0 nonspecialists as well as specialists in wetl and ­
related field s. Alth ough some professionals may criticize the book because of 
irs gene ral scope , I found it informative and agree with \Vel ler's stateme nt, 
" marsh specialists may find some of [he viewpoint s, data , ot ideas given here 
worth considering." The bibliography will be useful (Q any reade r. The book 
should be requ ired readi ng for undergraduate courses in wate rfowl biology and 
man agem ent and environ ment al educat ion. The paperback version is priced 
within reason for university students. Natu re centers are another app rop riate 
arena for d istribution . I urge specialists (0 br ing th is book to the attention of 
\Veller's target audience. 

Society de rives numerous ben efits from wetlands. Books and other med ia 
tha t comm unicate the hydro logic, com mercial, recreat ional . and social ben efits 
of wetland s are desperately need ed . Perhaps the ultima te goal shold be (Q ex­

130 



press these benefits in monetary terms. \X'etlands. one of our most valuable yet 
largely unrecognized natural resources. are dwind ling away and may shortly 
become endangered . \Y/e mu st take action now to preserve th is resource for the 
future. A wise man once said . "\\1e don't inherit the earth from our grandparents; 
we borrow it from our children!" 

Richard M. Kam iniski 
Ducks Unlim ited 
Win nipeg, Manitoba R3T 2E2 
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