
Lacking Vegetative Tiers
Restore vertical diversity in the buffer

Basics:
Your buffer is lacking vertical diversity – some of the naturally 
occurring tiers of vegetation typically present in the ecological 
community are not represented. Tiers for a forested ecological 
community may include a canopy layer, understory layer 
(replacement saplings and small trees), woody shrubs layer, 
groundcover/herbaceous layer (ferns, flowers, grasses), and a 
duff layer (leaf litter, decomposing plant material). Some tiers 
may not be present naturally in the case of wetlands, 
evergreen forests, or rocky ledges. There may also be tiers 
missing due to natural causes beyond your control, such as 
deer grazing or microbursts. You will need to allow for natural 
succession of these tiers; for example, you may need to stop 
mowing the understory, stop raking leaf litter or ‘duff’ and 
removing woody debris, or allow for tree saplings and woody 
shrubs to grow. Or you may want to plant the missing tiers of 
saplings or shrubs. Plant native trees and shrubs to replace 
dead and dying canopies or for areas lacking saplings, 
shrubs, or a diversity of mature trees. Maintain duff – leave 
the leaves, woody debris, dead plant material, and dead trees 
if they do not pose a threat – this organic matter is essential 
for soil stabilization, water holding capacity, nutrient cycling, 
plant health, wildlife habitat, and ecosystem health. If needed, 
protect the newly planted trees from browsing by wildlife with 
wire cages or other protection until they are large enough to 
resist being eaten.

Benefits:
• Creates habitat like shade for 

fish and cover for birds
• Filters upland stormwater 

runoff
• Naturally stabilizes stream 

bank & Prevents erosion
• Increases privacy and 

protects from wind
• Protects water quality

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

To Do:
1. Select species adapted to the site (soils, sun/shade, 

climate/hardiness) – look to see what native plants are 
growing nearby for ideas of what thrives in your site!

2. Source trees, shrubs, perennials, or seed  from 
conservation nurseries or local nurseries that carry native 
plant stock. Check out your local Natural Resource 
Conservation District in Vermont or your Soil & Water 
Conservation District in New York for tree sales.   Select 
live stakes, bare roots, tube stock/tree pots, containers, or 
ball and burlap, depending on your site, aesthetic desires 
and budget. 

3. Plant in a way that minimizes compaction and erosion, 
covers bare soil, and maximizes water retention (e.g., 
place mulch ring around base). The ideal time to plant is 
spring (April-June) or fall (September-October). Woody 
shrubs and trees can be planted when the ground is not 
frozen. Herbaceous perennials can be planted when leaves 
are on the trees (spring bud out – leaves falling). 

4. Water the plants, especially if planted in the summer to 
ensure the greatest survival. Plan on watering 1-3 
times/week during dry spells for the first growing season, 
and every 1-2 weeks during dry spells for the 2nd and 3rd 
growing season, as needed. Location and soils will 
influence how much watering is needed (sandy and sunny 
areas will likely need more waterings). A deep watering is 
better less often than many shallow waterings – you want 
the roots to reach down in the soil. 

Continued

Further Information: 
• Vermont Lake Wise 

Program’s info sheets on 
Lakeshore Buffers, Restore 
Natural Plant Communities, 
and Live Stakes & Fascines 
has information on selecting 
species, sourcing plants, 
planting, and maintaining 
native buffers. 

• Lake George Associations Do 
It Yourself Water Quality 
Create or Expand a Shoreline 
Buffer

• Winooski NRCD’s Vermont 
Trees for Streams Resource 
Guide

• Vermont DEC - Planting 
Guidance for the 
Revegetation of Riparian 
Areas in Vermont.

• Native Species Guides
o Vermont Lake 

Wise’s Native Plant List, 
o New York’s Lake George 

DIY Water Quality Native 
Plant Species Index, 

o Vermont’s The Vermont 
Rain Garden Manual.

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

https://www.vacd.org/
https://www.cwicny.org/contact.php
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/documents/LakeWiseInfoSheet_LakeshoreBuffers.pdf
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/documents/LakeWiseInfoSheet_RestoreNaturalPlantCommunities.pdf
https://www.lakegeorgeassociation.org/act-now/do-it-yourself-water-quality/create-or-expand-shoreline-buffer
http://winooskinrcd.org/wp-content/uploads/Riparian-Planting-Guide-Trees-For-Streams1.pdf
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/wsm/wetlands/docs/Riparian%20Planting%20Guide%20Final%201-8-16.pdf
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/wsm/lakes/Lakewise/docs/lp_VermontLakeWiseNativePlantList.pdf
https://fundforlakegeorge.org/sites/default/files/site/default/files/lakegeorge/native_plant_index.pdf
https://www.uvm.edu/seagrant/sites/default/files/uploads/publication/VTRainGardenManual_Full.pdf



