Chapter 1. Introduction

This book describes the sedge species (Carex species) of Wyoming, Colorado,
and western parts of South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas. The purpose of the
book is to provide field people with information in one book that is sufficient for
identification and description of all sedge species of the Region.
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Sedges are important components of many ecosystems of the Rocky
Mountains and Great Plains. There are a number of wet* sedges whose
identification and understanding is critical to correctly inventory, evaluate, and
assess riparian areas and wetlands. Their functions in these water-dominated
ecosystems include water holding, bank binding, and soil binding — and so these
sedges are economically valuable way beyond their mere scientific research
potentials. Maintenance of key populations of wet sedges is, in turn, a very
important part of maintenance and protection of water sources.

Dry sedges and moist sedges are important components of forests,
grasslands, and alpine tundra. They often act as soil binders and slope holders.
Alpine ecosystems — that will come under increased pressure in years to come —
are often dominated by sedges. In this Region, grasses tend to have less cover
under shade of trees, and sedges can be among the only plants in those
situations.

You cannot understand the function of sedges in ecosystems, or their
ecosystem values, or economic values, without correct identification and research
study. The botanical community has a critical part to play — local experts,
scientists, professional and research organizations. College and university
herbaria desperately need our support, for they are the principal data sources for
identification.

Two trends will make these concerns more important in future years:
increased population pressures on public and private land, and warming of the
climate. Managers and land owners alike will have to pay much more attention to
sedge identification — and other similar concerns — as we move ahead.

Some of the most important people in this endeavor are the interested
volunteer “non-professionals” — they often are more committed and professional
than the “professionals!” Two of the major scientists working on sedges, without
whom this work would be considerably poorer, were from the honored ranks of
volunteers: Kenneth K. Mackenzie, who was a banker, and Miriam Colson Fritts,
who was a school teacher. These all deserve our support, for without them we
would know much less about sedges.

1 Terminology described in the Glossary, Chapter 2.
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