Chesapeake Bay Program

CEBP/TRS 163/07
EPA 903-F-97-002

FACT SHEET

Riparian Forest Buffers

in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed

. = . Ll P
When colonists first
Background arrived on the shores of

the Chesapeake Bay,
over 95% of the landscape was forested.
Captain John Smith wrote in 1608, "the country
is overgrown with trees...and affords no grass
but that which grows in the marshes."” This vast
forest was an important regulator of the Bay's
environment - a "living filter" that protected the
land, filtered pollutants and sediment from
rainfall, regulated stream and air temperatures,
controlled runoff, and provided wildlife habitat.

The last 300 years have
brought dramatic changes
to the DBay's forests.
Agricultural  expansion,
deforestation, and the
growth of cities removed
almost 70% of the
watershed's forests by the
mid-1800's. These
changes in iand use resulted in a fragmented
forest landscape that adversely impacted the Bay
and its streams and rivers, as well as its wildlife
and fish. While many forests have

returned or have been replanted, less than 60%
of the Bay’s original forested areas remain.
With over 13 million people living in the Bay's
watershed, urban growth now results in the
permanent loss of almost 100 acres of forests
every day.

Linking the landscape to the Bay, close to

100,000 miles of interconnected streams, rivers,

wetlands and their riparian areas serve as a

"circulatory system" for the Chesapeake Bay.

Forests are the natural riparian vegetation in the
Bay region. Although they

comprise only about 5-10%

of the land in the

watershed, riparian areas

play an extremely

important role in

maintaining the health of
the Bay. However, 50%
or more of these streamside
and shoreline forests are

now disturbed or degraded, and more continue

to be lost. Protecting and replanting riparian

forests is one of the goals of the Bay restoration

effort,




X Riparian forests are integral
Functions and Values to the health of the Bay and

its rivers for many reasons.
Their position in the landscape makes these forests excellent
buffers between upland areas and waters that eventually enter
the Bay. Studies have shown dramatic reductions of 30 to 98%
in nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorus), sediment, pesticides,
and other pollutants in surface and groundwater after passing
through a riparian forest. In addition, trees provide deep root
systems which hold soil in place, thereby stabilizing
streambanks and reducing erosion.

Cool stream temperatures maintained by riparian vegetation
are essential to the health of aquatic species. Shading
moderates water temperatures and protects against rapid
fluctuations that can harm stream health and reduce fish
spawning and survival. Elevated temperatures also accelerate
algae growth and reduce dissolved oxygen, further degrading
water quality. In a small stream, temperatures may rise 1.5
degrees in just 100 feet of exposure without trees.

Riparian forests offer a tremendous diversity of habitat. The
layers of habitat provided by trees, shrubs, and grasses and the
transition of habitats from aquatic to upland make these areas
critical in the life stages of over one-half of all native Bay
species. Forest corridors provide crucial migratory habitat for
reotropical songbirds, some of which are now threatened due
to loss of habitat. Also, many ecologically important species
such as herons, wood ducks, black ducks, as well as
amphibians, turtles, foxes and eagles utilize the riparian forest,

Riparian forests also offer many benefits to migratory fish.
Forested streams and rivers provide suitable spawning habitat
for shad, herring, alewife, perch, and striped bass. The decline
of these species is partly due to destruction of habitat, which for
some, like shad and herring, extends well into small streams.
Trees and woody debris provide valuable cover for crabs, small
fish and other aquatic organisms along the Bay’s shoreline as
well. Degradation of any portion of a stream can have profound
effects on living resources downstream. While the overall
impact of these riparian forest corridors may be greatest in
headwaters and smaller order streams, there is a clear linkage all
the way to the Bay.
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The Benefits of

Riparian Forests




The Forest Buffer Concept

The concept behind a riparian buffer is to put the
natural benefits and functions of riparian areas to
work in non-point pollution control. When
considering the range of benefits provided and
potential effectiveness, forests are the most
effective type of riparian buffer available. These
linear strips of forest serve as a stream’s last line
of defense against the activities we undertake in
managing the land, such as agriculture, grazing,
and urban development. Unlike most best
management practices, the high value of forests to
wildlife and fish helps these buffers accomplish
habitat benefits at the same time they improve
water quality.

Riparian buffers
effectiveness and size based on the environmental
setting, proposed management, level of protection
desired and landowner objectives. A three-zone
buffer concept has been proposed to assist
technical professionals and landowners with the
planning and design of riparian forest buffers.
The width of each zone is determined by site
conditions and landowner objectives.

ZONE 1 - The mature forest along the edge of
the water maintains habitat, food, and water
temperature and helps stabilize streambanks,
reduce flood impact and remove nutrients.

will vary in character,.

ZONE 2 - This zone contains a managed
forest. The primary function of Zone 2 is to
remove sediment, nutrients and other pollutants
from surface and groundwater. It also provides
wildlife habitat and accommodates other desired
buffer objectives, including economic benefits to
the landowner from management of the forest
resource,

ZONE 3 - Zone 3 may contain grass filter
strips, level spreaders or other features useful in
slowing runoff, infiltrating water and helping fo
filter sediment and its associated chemicals.
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Chesapeake Bay Riparian Forest Buffer Initiative

There are a number of existing federal, state and local programs that can help protect and restore
riparian forest buffers. These programs include the use of tools such as agricultural and wetland reserve
programs, cost-share practices, conservation easements, zoning and stormwater provisions, and tax

incentives. The Chesapeake Bay Program has recognized the need for better coordination among these .

programs and, in October 1996, adopted a comprehensive policy calling for more aggressive action in
conserving and restoring forests along the Bay’s tributaries and shorelines. The Chesapeake Bay
Program adopted three goals and five specific poli gndations:

Goals:
+ To assure, 10 elines will be protected by a
Jforested or othe
¢ To ¢
¢ To inci rests on 2,010 miles of
stream and § ey will be of greatest

qualiry vi
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benefits of

Each of the states and the federal g o0 strategy for the riparian
forest buffer initiative by June 30, . working ; , effofs™ DY landowners, communities,
citizens and federal, state and local government t conserve and restore riparian forest buffers in the Bay
watershed will help to improve the health of our streams and rivers as well as the Chesapeake Bay itself.
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