Landowners wanted for riparian buffers
During two days in April, members of the Watershed Alliance of Adam County (WAAC) and teams of volunteers, many from Harrisburg Area Community College, planted 500 trees on two properties to create riparian buffers on two streams.

What are riparian buffers, and how do they affect you?  First the definition: a riparian buffer is simply a vegetated area adjacent to a stream. It acts as a buffer between the stream and nearby land, and is important for maintaining a healthy ecosystem and stabilizing a streambank. For a riparian buffer to function properly, it should include a variety of natural woody vegetation including rushes, tall grasses, shrubs, and, most importantly, trees. (A lawn is not a buffer because a mown lawn does not absorb surface runoff, and the root zone is not deep enough to stabilize a streambank.)
There are varying descriptions of how wide a buffer zone should be. When WAAC does stream assessments, it considers the width of a buffer zone equal to the width of the stream on each side of the stream to be good, and a buffer zone two stream widths to be excellent. Trees are important components of riparian buffers because of the shade they provide, and because their deep root zones tat stabilize streambanks. If 50 percent of a stream is shaded, we consider that good, and if 75 percent is shaded, that it is excellent.
Well-planted riparian buffers are important to stream health in many ways. First, the vegetation removes nutrients. Too many nutrients in a stream cause plant decay, which reduces oxygen in the water, a process called eutrophication, and is very detrimental to aquatic life, not only in local streams, but every body of water downstream, including the Chesapeake Bay. One of the best demonstrations of nutrient removal is the community at Hundredfold Farm in Orrtanna; it uses a natural system of aquatic plants to remove almost all the nutrients in their wastewater.

Secondly, riparian buffers reduce sediments that erode into our streams by stabilizing streambanks and filtering sediment from water that runs off the surrounding land. Sediment is harmful to aquatic life because the silt inhibits egg laying, an obvious element of the life cycle of fish and aquatic insects. Nutrients and toxins attach to sediment, so reducing sediment also reduces stream pollution. The third benefit to stream health comes from the aforementioned shade provided by a properly planted riparian buffer. The shade cools the water in the stream, and cooler water supports higher levels of dissolved oxygen, a necessary element for most aquatic life. The more shade, the more aquatic life.
Riparian buffer zones benefit all of us by greatly increasing the quality of water in our streams and downstream water bodies. Creating a riparian buffer is easy; just stop mowing within one stream width distance from the stream. If you want a higher-quality, more effective buffer, try planting native plants that thrive in riparian buffers. Need advice on riparian buffers? Consult the Adams County Conservation District at 670 Old Harrisburg Road, Gettysburg, Pa., (717) 334-0636. Planting a riparian buffer is a good family activity that benefits us all.
If you’re the owner of a property with a stream that could benefit from having WAAC create a riparian buffer next Spring, please e-mail Larry Bullis at judylarry59@comcast.net.
Pat Naugle is the President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County. WAAC’s web site, www.adamswatersheds.org, contains information if you would like to join, contribute, or volunteer.
