
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wetland scientists at the University of Sheffield have 
developed a way of classifying wetlands based on an 
understanding of where the wetland water supply comes 
from and the environmental and landscape conditions in 
which the wetland develops.   
 
Understanding how a wetland ‘works’ means important 
habitats can be protected, as we can assess where, 
when and how changes in certain aspects such as 
groundwater supply and water quality may affect the 
wetland.     
 
The ‘Wetland Framework’ created by the Sheffield 
scientists was developed using field data, including a 
combination of pH categories, fertility categories and 
wetland water supply mechanisms (WETMECs) to 
define habitats.  This classification is focussed on habitat 
types found in lowland England and Wales.   
 
WETMECs can be thought of as hydrological models 
with an ecological component added.  Certain 
WETMECs are associated with specific water supply 
and landscape situations.  
 
Identifying 20 WETMECS was a key outcome of this 
study, providing a hydrological description of how 
wetlands work.  
 
Being able to describe these relationships more 
accurately improves understanding of why some wetland 
habitats are rare and confined to specific locations.  This 
knowledge will help the Environment Agency and the 
nature conservation agencies in England and Wales 
(Natural England and the Countryside Council for 
Wales) protect these habitats into the future, allowing 
them to develop objectives and thresholds that relate to 
the specific water, nutrient and management needs of 
the vegetation.  
 
Identifying some of the main factors influencing why and 
how a wetland has developed can help in finding the 
best way to manage it in an environmentally sustainable 
way, and how to restore wetland sites that have been 
damaged. 

This report will be useful for hydrologists and ecologists, 
allowing integration between the two disciplines in 
wetland assessment.   
 
The project output comprises of a number of distinct 
parts and appendices. The main report covers: 

- Ecohydrology and classification of wetlands, and 
the main concepts of the project. 

- The main approaches and data analysis 
procedures used within the project, describing 
the WETMEC typology that forms the core of the 
Wetland Framework. 

- The relationships between the occurrence and 
composition of selected wetland plant 
communities in relation to hydrological, 
ecological and management variables. 

 
Appendices contain detailed ecohydrological site 
accounts of the sites studied as part of the project 
(appendix 3) and accounts of the hydrogeological 
conceptual understanding and information collected 
(appendix 4). 
 
This summary relates to information from Science 
Project SC030232 reported in detail in the following 
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