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Riparian Buffer Zones

Aeen cavafully provected.

Riparian buffer zones, while not situalesd within a

bouly o water, are g vitally important companant of

aguatic ecosyslems. They are the transition area
between the water and the adjacent land. Riparian
areas can be wet for part of the year because they are
ollen situated 1o flood plans with poorly drained
soals, andd becayse of their proximity to the shore-
line. Riparian buflers are largely termestrial in char-
aeter, but some ransition plant species may oceur in
them,  Riparian butfer zones exist natuwrally along
the shorelines and banks of lakes, ponds, rivers,
streams, and wetlands.

Aldthough not part of the aquatic system per se. ripar-
ian butfers have a major inlleence on lakes and
ponds, #nd the streams that flow inta them. Anather
term that 1s used somewbatr svoonymously, aml
more commonly, 1o desenbe this arca 15 “buffer
rone,” a term that implies one ol the impaortant func-
tional aspects that these vegerated areas play in pro-
lecting water gquality.

Bulfer zones m their natural state are typically com-
posetl ol a broad assemblage of vegeration, includ-
g ground cover speetes. low and mediam height
Shrubs, amd trees, Apother extremely important
companenl al’ the buffer zone 15 the decomposing
laver of organic matter on the forest floor, common-
ly referred 1o as the “duft.” Buffer vegetation plays
a critical role in protecting water quality, becanse il
acts as a fileer barrier hetween the water bady and

areas that have been developed or disturbed in the
watershed.

Stermwater runeff from developal arcas oflen con-
lains an assertment of pellutants. Sail particles and the
nulrient phasphorus are generally the most threaten-
ing of these 1o lakes and ponds. Buffer zone vegera-
rion effectively traps soil panicles as nmoff is slowed-
down by the plants, duff, and the irregularities of the
lorest floor. Some pellusnts that are disaelved in the
runall are adsorbed 1o soils bencath the duff as the
water filters into the ground, Through a complex
interaction of microbes and physical and chemical
changes, phesphorus and some other pollutants are
evenually cycled through the nataral buffer vegeta-
tion. Riparian bullTers alse provide important habiat
tor amphibians, nesting waterfowl and other binds,
and they provide access corridors o the waler lor
many Lther animals,

Lakeshore development can dramatically impair the
beneficial functions of riparian buffers. The consiruc-
ton ol camp roads, scasonal and year round
dwellings, and other structures, along with the
replacement of natural buffer vegetation and the
absarbent duil with manicured, fortilized lawns caus-
¢s buffers to "shart circuit.”™ Contaminaled renofl can
then [ow directly into streams, lakes and ponds,
degrading waler qualily gver tome.

The next time you are taking a Seechi disk remling,
take 3 moment to view the shereline of the lake from
your momloning station, Wherever you can clearly see
buildings, lawns and larpe cleared areas along the
shorelineg, the riparion buller has heen seriously
impaired. Lnless measures are, ar have heen laken 1o
mitigate runall rom these areas, thelake may experi-
ence a dechne in Secchi transparency over time.

For mare information an measures that VoL can take
i protect, l;"['ll'lﬂﬂ.l:El and even re-crcate a ri.]'l'ﬂriﬁl"l
bulTer o protect waler quality, contact the VILMP, or
the Maine DEP MNonpoinl Source Center at
207-287-390].
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