
Natural Stream 
Migration 

Streams and rivers migrate over time 
in a dynamic equilibrum
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See Site Assessment Summary and Site Map for how this applies to you.

Past & Future: Connecting Floodplains 
While some streambank erosion is natural, we are seeing much 
higher levels of erosion from human alterations that have deepened 
channels and disconnected rivers from their floodplains. We have 
straightened rivers, causing them to flow faster and incise 
(downward erosion). We have also disconnected rivers from their 
floodplains from dredging and building roads and berms along 
rivers. We have put more pressure on rivers by increasing the 
amount of runoff from roads, driveways, buildings, and lawns, 
resulting in higher volume and velocity flows, exacerbating flooding 
and erosion. Find out more in this video from VT Rivers Program. 
When rivers are incised, it is harder for high water flows to access 
the floodplain to spread out and slow down. Streambanks become 
more vulnerable and are undercut, causing bank failure. 
Reconnecting rivers with their floodplains is critical for channel 
equilibrium. Removing berms, avoiding dredging, managing upland 
stormwater runoff, restoring natural buffer vegetation, and leaving 
woody debris in the stream and buffer are all important steps for 
helping to return to a dynamic equilibrium of our rivers and streams!

Caution!
Stream Wise can’t ‘fix’ all flood-

related issues. Flooding is VERY 
complex. Consulting a trained 
professional will be key if you 

have serious flood-related issues. 
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The Nature of Rivers and Streams
Over time, rivers and streams channels migrate and 
meander - a natural process - across their floodplains 
due to erosion and deposition of sediment. This can 
occur gradually with a river slowly eroding one bank and 
depositing material on the opposite side, or abruptly, with 
a river carving out a new channel in a single flooding 
event (avulsion). Floodplains are the release valves of 
the river and when a river can easily access the 
floodplain, it spreads out and slows down the flow of 
water, reducing the erosive and damaging forces of 
flooding. This change over time of a river channel is 
called dynamic equilibrium and is characteristic of a 
healthy river. The topographic surface of the Mississippi 
River to the right shows channel shifts over the past 75 
years. Find out more about natural stream processes 
here. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RQ6oyf9C8Lc
https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/natural-stream-processes



