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Saxton said. “They’ve specialized
inliving in these wetland commu-
nities.”

As well as providing a home
for many, wetlands can also miti-
gate the effects of climate change
with the flora that they support,
according to St. Louis University
assistant professor Matthew Bast.

“We have this
fundamental
disconnect between
ourselves and the
natural world. We’ve
lost that sense that
we belong to an
ecosystem.”

Michael Sexton

“Water plants can hold a ton
of water, so wetland areas soak
up more water than regular land,”
Bast said. “[They] can soak up
pollutants, slow the spread [of
floods] and hold tons of carbon
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But despite all these positive
qualities, over 87% of Missouri
wetlands were destroyed, ac-
cording to an article by St. Louis
National Public Radio. This has
made the wetlands vulnerable to
threats like climate change.

“Those wetland communities
are almost all gone,” Saxton said.
“If the 13% that remains are less
resilient because they’ve lost so
many species, in an era of climate
change and various other pres-
sures, they’re even more at risk.”

A Deeper Dive

Wetland destruction is often
dismissed as a concern because of
the agriculturally rich farmland
that has replaced them. After all,
wetlands themselves don’t pro-
vide any economic benefits. A
closer look at this issue reveals
deeper, more insidious crises that
we may not recover from.

Flooding is an issue that has
plagued Missouri for decades, and
according to the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency, it has
worsened, with waterflow rising
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The reserve
is a branch of
the Missouri
Botanical
Garden.

2,400

acres of land
are used for
conservation.

)«

32

acres form
the wetland

complex of
the reserve.

Since

q e~ »

2016

the reserve
has hosted
restoration
educational
workshops.

CURIOUS?

Scan here for
more on the
Shaw Nature
reserve

Water Lilies mei,
Thrivesin‘wetihabitats;
one species; the white =
water lily, is native to
Missouri. |

. - -

»

“The wetlands were expansive
lowlands where, when there was
flooding, those areas took the
water,” Saxton said. “Now, we’ve
built a series of levees, berms and
dikes that keep water out. We’ve
created human barriers to try to
control water, which is not a good
strategy. Water always wins.”

However, flooding and cli-
mate change are only two parts of
a larger picture. Another major
concern results from species loss.

“People have gotten the mes-
sage about the climate crisis, and
that’s important, but equally
important is the biodiversity cri-
sis,” Saxton said. “They’re linked.
We’ve lost species, we continue to
lose species and [it is] occurring
without anyone noticing.”

This problem, according to
Saxton, needs more attention.

“These [species] have inher-
ent value,” Saxton said. “They’ve
evolved over millions of years.
But we don’t care about what we
don’t understand, we don’t love
what we don’t care about, we
don’t support and protect what
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start caring.”

To Maginel, wetland preservation ef-
forts are vital.

“Anything that we’re doing to recog-
nize and restore communities with bio-
diversity in mind, those are good steps,”
Maginel said. “We’re still extracting
without full recognition of what it took
to create what we’re extracting. That’s
scary to me.”

Outreach and Opportunities
As time ticks and wetlands are de-
stroyed, the need for a biodiverse habi-
tat has proved critical. But government
solutions are full of problems, begging
the question: how can we move forward?
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“At this stage, our natural areas are
so fragmented,” Saxton said. “We’ve
taken this historic, expansive assem-
blage of habitats and we’ve converted it
to different land uses. We’ve fragment-
ed areas with roads and subdivisions
and cities. We’ve introduced invasive
plants all over the place. What we can’t
do now is put a fence around it and let
nature take its course. We have to be ac-
tive participants in the natural world.”

Organizations like the Shaw Nature
Reserve target artificial restoration.

“We are trying to recognize the im-
portance of functioning wetlands and
increase the diversity of the ones we’re
creating,” Maginel said.

e 1 90

~

Iéast 13

X :/00 Ber Speges.«-\ = ho =

CONSERVING | NATURE

The reserve also promotes wetland
education; Maginel and his colleagues
hope that this will increase awareness.

“The more you know, the harder it
is to not care,” Maginel said. “If we can
reach people, talk about the importance
of [the wetlands], and show not only its
beauty, but also what it does for biodi-
versity, it’s harder to destroy one later.”

There are many ways to help pre-
serve the wetlands, according to Saxton.

“There are a lot of good places [to
get involved],” Saxton said. “People will
say, ‘I don’t know where a wetland is. I’d
have to go 100 miles away.” No, we have
those areas right here in our own back-
yard. We ]usth etos [P]
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