
 

 
 
 
 

 

Maura T. Healey 
Governor 
 
Kimberley Driscoll 
Lieutenant Governor 
 

Rebecca L. Tepper 
Secretary 

 
Gary Moran 

Acting Commissioner 

 

This information is available in alternate format. Please contact Melixza Esenyie at 617-626-1282. 
TTY# MassRelay Service 1-800-439-2370 
MassDEP Website: www.mass.gov/dep 

Printed on Recycled Paper 
 

 

3/7/23 
 
To: All Circuit Riders, MassDEP Regions 
From: MassDEP Wetlands Program Boston 
 
RE: Massachusetts Handbook for Delineation of BVWs Revision and Release 
 
New Handbook link located on the MassDEP Wetlands Information page: 
https://www.mass.gov/doc/bvw-delineation-handbook-2022/download 
 
Fillable PDF and Instructions link located on the MassDEP Wetlands Permitting Forms page: 
https://www.mass.gov/doc/bordering-vegetated-wetland-determination-form/download 
 
The purpose of the update is to incorporate the current state of the science and better align the 
Massachusetts method with the methodologies used by the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) in 
conducting wetlands delineations under the U.S. Clean Water Act. While Massachusetts retains its 
authority to conduct jurisdictional determinations in accordance with the Massachusetts Wetlands 
Protection Act, the scientific techniques presented in the USACE Regional Supplement (Regional 
Supplement to the Corps of Engineers Wetland Delineation Manual: Northcentral and Northeast Region. 
v2.0. 2012) have valid applicability to help understand and evaluate vegetated wetland characteristics.  
The updated MassDEP Manual is intended to better align the two methodologies. Specific changes 
include: 

• Massachusetts 2 plus-parameter approach (in addition to requiring hydrophytic vegetation and 
hydric soil as an indicator of hydrology for all sites, Other Indictors of Hydrology are also 
required for some sites and recommended for all sites) 

• Adopt federal classification of vegetative strata (i.e., the current Massachusetts methodology 
uses five strata, the new classification uses four strata by combining the sapling / shrub) 

• De-emphasize small observational plots for vegetation sampling and recommend the use of 
variable-size plots (i.e., these relatively larger plots avoid having to make decisions about the 
appropriate number and placement of smaller plots but require the delineator to estimate 
percent cover over a larger area) 

• Adopt federal hierarchy for vegetation analysis (Rapid, Dominance, Prevalence) 
• Reference the 2020 National Wetland Plant List: 

https://wetland-
plants.sec.usace.army.mil/nwpl_static/data/DOC/lists_2020/National/National_2020v1.pdf (i.e., 
the Wetlands Protection Act currently references the 1988 plant list. MassDEP is proposing a 

https://www.mass.gov/doc/bvw-delineation-handbook-2022/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/bordering-vegetated-wetland-determination-form/download
https://wetland-plants.sec.usace.army.mil/nwpl_static/data/DOC/lists_2020/National/National_2020v1.pdf
https://wetland-plants.sec.usace.army.mil/nwpl_static/data/DOC/lists_2020/National/National_2020v1.pdf


regulation revision to adopt the 2020 plant list. The Handbook will align with the proposed 
regulation change when it is promulgated).   

• Categorization of “Other Indicators of Hydrology” by reliability 
• Separate soils from “Other Indicators of Hydrology” (i.e., soils provide the best evidence for the 

presence (or absence) of long-term wetland hydrology for the purposes of wetland boundary 
delineation. Furthermore, soils are separate in the federal method). 

• Inclusion of both a simplified list and a detail list of hydric soil indicators 
• New data form. (i.e., the new data form reflects the changes in the rest of the Handbook and 

aligns to the extent possible with the federal delineation data sheet).  
 

While MassDEP recognizes that the Manual will be used by wetland science practitioners, the primary 
audience is the municipal Conservation Commissions. Therefore, it was determined that the Manual 
should present the information using understandable language that avoids technical jargon; yet still 
provide references to specific technical information required for other wetland science practitioners or 
interested Conservation Commissioners.  
An initial draft of the manual was prepared and then reviewed by the MassDEP Wetlands Program 
Regional Office Section Chiefs and the Boston Office.  Additional reviews were conducted by the 
Massachusetts Association of Conservation Commissions (MACC), Massachusetts Society of Municipal 
Conservation Professionals (MSMCP), and the Association of Massachusetts Wetland Scientists (AMWS). 
Following the rollout, MassDEP will partner with MACC to conduct up to four statewide full-day 
classroom/field workshops with a target audience of Conservation Commissions, other state agencies, 
consultants, and other applicants. The training events are currently being planned for late spring / early 
summer of 2023.  An hour-long update summary will be provided during the MACC Annual Conference 
on March 9 at 4PM and later at a MACC Lunch and Learn Webinar (TBA).  Both the Massachusetts 
Handbook for Delineation of BVWs and the Massachusetts Inland Wetland Replacement Guidelines will 
be covered in the update and trainings.  
 
 


