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The space between s
Lying at the edge of land and water, riparian habitats play a crucial role in the ecos

By Peter H. Taylor

Plip...plop. A raindrop hits a farmer’s
field on a hillside in New Brunswick,
seeps into the ground, and begins a
downbhill journey toward a brook.
Pesticides and fertilizers in the soil dis-
solve and hitch a ride along the way. As it
neats the stream, however, the water per-
colates through a natural habitar called a
riparian zone, which acts as a filter and
removes the chemicals. The
water is clean when it enters
the brook, en route to the
Gulf of Maine.

Thousands of streams
flow into more than 60 rivers
that meander to the Gulf
This drainage network spans
69,115 square miles
[176,699 square kilometers]
and carries some 250 billion
gallons to the sea each year.
Riparian areas are vegetated
habitats; often forests that
form a transition zone where
land meets water. They
fringe the shores of rivers,
streams, lakes, ponds and
parts of the coastline.
Riparian zones play a vital
role in the ecosystem as they
filter the water, provide |
homes for animals and
plants and control flooding.
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National =~ Academy  of

Sciences in the Uhnited States identifies
protection and restoration of riparian
weas as a national priority. In Canada,
the issue is equally pressing. Riparian
weas often suffer tremendous impacts
Tom forestry, agriculture and urbaniza-
don. According to the NAS report, loss
of these vital habitats in some places
xceeds 90 percent. Around the Gulf of
Maine, where the presence of Europeans
:xtends back 400 years, a long history of
wman population growth and resource
1se has resulted in widespread destruc-
ion and degradation of riparian zones.
[hese changes can have severe conse-
Juences for aquatic and coastal ecosys-
ems. Today environmental managers,
‘onservation planners and scientists are
mplementing numerous initiatives to
ustain riparian habitats, but they say
nany advances are needed to close gaps
n scientific understanding and effective
nanagement.

“Current regulatory mechanisms are
»robably not totally sufficient, and other
olutions are required,” said Jed Wright, a
vatershed protection  specialist at the
J.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Gulf of
vlaine Coastal Program.

Traditionally, laws and scientific stud-
es have focused solely on the role of
iparian zones in protecting water quali-
y. Indeed, these habitats can be quite
fective as natural purifiers that remove
esticides, nutrients, petroleum products

Nutrients, sediments and
contaminants in surface
and subsurface water.

and other contaminants before they enter
a stream or other water body. The vegera-

tion also helps prevent erosion of sedi--

ments into the water and stabilizes water
temperature for salmon, brook trout and
other creatures that depend on cool con-
ditions.

“You can have a stream where the
watershed is highly urbanized, for exam-
ple, and if it still has an intact riparian
area it’s likely to be in much better shape
than streams that don't,” said Jeff Dennis,
a biologist for the Maine Department of
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Environmental Protection.

Regulations typically prescribe that a
riparian strip be left in place as a buffer
zone along shorelines where develop-
ment, timber harvest or agriculture
occurs. Numerous studies have investi-
gated the minimum riparian width need-
ed to maintain water quality. That dis-
tance ranges from less than 50 feet to
more than 300 feet, depending on such
local conditions as steepness of the slope
and type of soil. Consequently, the laws,
which vary between jurisdictions, usually
specify minimum buffer width, amount
of trees remaining and other require-
ments.

Increasingly, scientists and managers
are moving beyond the traditional
emphasis on water quality. “It goes well
beyond the issue of water quality,”
Wright said, “because riparian buffer
zones are also significant habitat for
wildlife.” Riparian areas host a greater
variety and number of birds than other
habitats, for example, and the luxuriant
vegetation provides animals with shelter
and food. Riparian buffer zones also can
offer travel corridors for moose, bear and
other animals in an otherwise fragment-
ed landscape.

Studies show, however, that buffer
zones may need to be wider to sustain
wildlife. “If you want to accommodate
songbirds, which are especially sensitive
animals, you might need a buffer that’s

vation planner for Eh‘ no‘
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zation.
The core of the plan is
riparian buffer zones along streams :
the main river. Buffers up to 250 fe
wide [76 meters], where no tree cutting
will occur, form the ‘chain’ of the neck:
lace. Located at intervals along the wate
way are larger ‘beads’ of buffer zo
cular, no-cut areas of 300 to 600 acres
[120 to 240 hectar&s] The Conservan
designed these expanded areas
support wildlife such as mating gr
pine martens. The project alsc
safeguard sites where groundwat
into the river, because these areas
essential habitat for rare plants Although
the Nature Conservancy’s design is
remarkably comprehensive, Royte noted
that even this plan rmght not account



