
Intermittent Streams –
Ditches – Wetlands

Still important for water quality!

See Site Assessment Summary and Site Map for how this applies to you.

Definitions:
• Intermittent Streams: Streams that 

may only flow for part of the year 
and be dry at other times (see right).

• Ditches: Human-constructed water 
channels – not natural – that convey 
water outside of its natural course.

• Wetland: Low-lying areas that may 
be saturated with water for all or part 
of the year. Perennial (permanent) 
and intermittent streams will often be 
surrounded by wetlands. 

Why they are Important (and they are):
Intermittent streams and wetlands need forested buffers just like perennial streams and rivers 
do. Wetlands filter a lot of runoff before that water reaches streams – so protecting the filter is 
really important. Ideally, wetlands have a 50’ buffer or more just like streams and rivers. 
Intermittent streams come alive during wet times of the year and during storms. During these 
wet periods, accumulated sediment and nutrients like phosphorus can be easily transported 
into the larger streams – this can lead to water pollution. Ensuring that the smallest amount 
possible of sediment and nutrients (or other pollutants) reach these streams is the job of the 
forested buffer – so keep it intact as much as possible. 

Ditches:
Ditches can look like intermittent streams but 
don’t be fooled – they’re not. Ditches are 
made by humans and convey runoff from 
developed surfaces, oftentimes directly into 
streams. This short-circuits any filtration of 
pollutants from that runoff. That’s why it’s 
really important to manage ditches. 
If possible, move the ditch outlet away from 
the stream or river and outside of the forested 
buffer. Use a filter to help clean water – check 
dams, filter strips, or filter swales all help!
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