
Field Notes 
June 2004 Oak Hammock Marsh Interpretive Centre 

We are located only 20 minutes North of Winnipeg between Hwy 7 and 8 on Hwy 67 at 220.  
Call us at 467-3300 for more information or visit us online at www.ducks.ca/ohmic. 
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Marshes are more than just water.  They are complex living systems that 
are at their peak of production when they have an ideal mix of about half 
open water and half dense vegetation. This is called a hemi-marsh. 
 
The vegetation part of a healthy hemi-marsh is made up of 
plants like cattails, grasses, sedges, and rushes.  These plants 
are called emergents because they start growing in the water 

and extend above it.  While emergents are 
important nesting cover for waterfowl, they are 
also important as the habitat for the millions of tiny 
invertebrates that waterfowl and other marsh birds 
rely on as food. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In nature, in order to thrive emergent plants must undergo a cycle of floods 
and drought.  In years of normal rainfall, wetlands have ample water.  
However, in years of below normal rainfall, wetlands experience drought, 
often drying out. 
 
As the marsh dries, seeds from emergent plants that have been 
lying in the soil (often for many years) at the bottom of the 
wetlands begin to dry out and germinate. 
 
At the same time, dead vegetation that has accumulated at the bottom of the 
wetland begins to rot and breakdown into essential nutrients as it is exposed 
to air.  When the marsh re-floods after the plants have re-grown, which may 
take more than a year, this special ecosystem has a renewed balance.  It has 
once again become a productive and diverse wetland full of wildlife.  The 
high water starts to cause the plants to die off continuing the cycle. 
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That wetlands help clean 
water by removing 
sediments, nutrients, and 
heavy metals. 
 
 

 
 

That wetlands prevent 
flooding by holding water.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
That wetlands provide 
habitat for thousands of 
species. 
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In constructed wetlands like Oak Hammock Marsh, these natural wet/
dry cycles do not occur.  Marsh managers have developed a technique 
where they simulate this cycle — it is called drawdown.  Water is 
emptied out of one cell (area that is dyked) and it is left dry for one to 
two years. This allows the vegetation to grow back, simulating a period 
of drought.  The water is then put back in and the cycle continues. 
 

Here at Oak Hammock, the water is drained using gravity and gates that can be opened or closed.  A 
channel diverts water into the marsh when needed.  Currently, the Teal Cell is in drawdown.  It was 
drawn down this spring and will be left dry until at least next spring; longer if the plants 
have not grown back.  This spring it was an excellent place for shorebirds.  Come out to 
Oak Hammock Marsh and see the cycle of a wetland. 

Hemi-marsh 

In need of a drawdown 


