The
Accelerating

Erosion of
Dyke Marsh

BAsic FINDINGS OF THE U.S.
GEOLOGICAL SURVEY STUDY

In 1940, the wetland known as Dyke Marsh was
around 180 acres. By 2010, it was around 53 acres.

It is eroding six to eight feet or 1.5 to two acres per
year on average. “Analysis of field evidence, aerial
photography, and published maps has revealed an
accelerating rate of erosion and marsh loss at Dyke
Marsh, which now appears to put at risk the short
term survivability of this marsh.” - USGS

At this rate, Dyke Marsh could be
gone in 30-40 years.

Dredging of sand and gravel from 1940 to 1972 was
a strong destabilizing force, transforming it from
a net depositional state to a net erosional state.
Dredging removed around 101 acres or 54 percent
of the 1937 marsh.

Erosion is both continuous and episodic. The chang-
es caused by dredging have made the marsh subject
to significant erosion by storm waves, especially
from winds traveling upriver. Damaging storms oc-
cur approximately every three years.

Dredging out a promontory removed the geologic
wave protection of the south marsh that existed
back to at least 1864 and altered the size and func-
tion of the tidal creek network.

“This freshwater tidal marsh has shifted from a
semi-stable net depositional environment (1864-
1937) into a strongly erosional one . . . The marsh
has been deconstructed over the past 70 years by a
combination of manmade and natural causes. The
marsh initially experienced a strong destabilizing
period between 1940 and 1972 by direct dredge
mining of the marsh surface. By 1976 the marsh had
entered a net destructive phase, where it remains
at present.” - USGS

The minimal protection needed to protect and en-
hance natural deposition includes a wave break in
the location of the former promontory.
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WHAT, WHERE IS DYKE MARSH?

The Dyke Marsh Wildlife Preserve is a 480-acre freshwater,
tidal wetland ecosystem on the Virginia shoreline of the
Potomac River in northern Mount Vernon district, Fairfax
County, Virginia, two miles south of Alexandria. It is a unit
of the George Washington Memorial Parkway, managed

by the U.S. National Park Service, U.S. Department of
Interior. Congress added it to the National Park Service
system in 1959 “so that fish and wildlife development and
their preservation as wetland wildlife habitat shall be
paramount.” (P.L. 86-41)

Inlet at Dyke Marsh in the spring

Left: Tiger Swallowtail Butterfly feeds on a Turk’s Cap Lily.
Right: Osprey with fresh catch

A
Black and Yellow Garden Spider, aka the Writing Spider
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WHY RESTORE DYKE MARSH?

The Dyke Marsh Wetland Is Unstable

A 2010 U.S. Geological study found that in 1940, the wetland known as
Dyke Marsh spanned about 180 acres. By 2010, it had declined to 53
acres. The marsh is losing 1.5 to two acres a year and could disappear
in 30 to 40 years without action (www.pubs.usgs.gov/of/2010/1269).
The U.S. National Park Service (NPS) has prepared four restoration
options (www.parkplanning.nps.gov/gwmp) and is now finalizing a plan.

Rare

Dyke Marsh is a rare, freshwater, tidal wetland along the Virginia
shoreline of the Potomac River in the Washington, D.C., area, one of
the most highly-valued habitats in the region. It is one of the most
significant temperate, climax, riverine, narrow-leafed, cattail marshes
in the U.S. national park system. According to USGS scientists, the
southern part of Dyke Marsh is at least 2,200 years old. Other parts

of Dyke Marsh, such as the northern part, are around 500 years old,
having survived in a large, heavily-developed, metropolitan area.

Habitat Loss Means Species And Opportunities Lost

Over the years, there has been a decline in many species and some
have become extinct in Dyke Marsh. Dyke Marsh supports the only
known nesting population of marsh wrens (Cistothorus palustris) in
the upper Potomac tidal zone, a species once found in many of the
marshes that lined the Potomac River. In 1950, 87 singing males were
counted. In 2012, two nests were found. The least bittern, which also
nests in Dyke Marsh, is on Virginia’s threatened species list. A restored

Clockwise from top left: Red Fox, Bullfrog, Muskrat, Eastern
Amberwing, King Snake



Dyke Marsh can provide expanded habitats for birds, fish, other
wildlife and plants and increase biodiversity and opportunities
for recreation, education and scientific study.

Cleaner Water

The restoration of Dyke Marsh can help improve water quality
in the Potomac River and the Chesapeake Bay because wetlands
filter out pollutants and sediment loads from stormwater runoff.
The Potomac provides drinking water to over five million people
in the Washington area. Minimizing contaminants that might be
missed during water treatment procedures can improve human
health.

Restoration May Buffer Flooding, Surges

Wetlands can stem flooding. A one-acre wetland can store
about three acre-feet of water or one million gallons (U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency) -- the equivalent of one
foot of water covering three-fourths of a football field.
Preserving and rebuilding natural defenses against storms is
one of the most cost-effective and sustainable ways to protect
communities and natural resources (Defenders of Wildlife,
www.defenders.org/press-release/hurricane-season-begins-
new-report-demonstrates-nature-best-defense-against-natural).
Virginia has lost almost half of its wetlands.

.

Yellow Warbler feeding young

Youngsters of all ages learn all about raptors at the annual 7
raptor demonstration. Gabrielle Hrycyshyn of the Raptor
Conservancy of Virginia explains raptor characteristics.

Rich In Diversity

Dyke Marsh has 300 known species of plants, 6,000 arthropods,
38 fish, 16 reptiles, 14 amphibians and over 230 birds. It is the
only site in the upper Potomac River with a breeding population
of marsh wrens and has a state-threatened breeding population
of least bitterns. A restored marsh can support and expand that
biodiversity.

Congress Stressed Preservation

In 1959, the U.S. Congress passed a law designating Dyke Marsh
as part of the National Park Service system “so that fish and
wildlife development and their preservation as wetland wildlife
habitat shall be paramount.” In 1974, Congress authorized the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to assist NPS in restoring the “his-
toric and ecological values of Dyke Marsh.” Congress reaffirmed
its support and the marsh’s significance in 2009 by approving
House Resolution 701 and Senate Resolution 297, recognizing
the marsh as a unique and precious ecosystem and commending
the FODM for its longstanding commitment and stewardship.

Human Caused

Extensive dredging of almost half the marsh from 1940 to 1972
destabilized the marsh (USGS). Humans inflicted the damage; it
is up to us to fix it.




