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Credit: Trout Headwaters, Inc. 

Benefits of a Naturally 
Vegetated Buffer
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STREAMSIDE ZONE
Adjacent to stream, 
minimum 15’ (5m) from 
mean high water mark

This is the most critical zone 
for stream and flood 
protection and needs to be 
undisturbed and restored to a 
stable and wild state to…

…protect the physical 
integrity of the bank with 
strong root systems, 
protecting your land from 
eroding into the river.

…provide habitat for aquatic 
organisms by shading the 
water with trees and shrubs 
that moderate water 
temperature and provide 
organic matter that serves as 
food to macroinvertebrates, a 
key provider in the food web.

MIDDLE ZONE
From Buffer Edge to 
Streamside Zone 

This zone is key for pollutant 
removal from upland water 
runoff to protect water quality in 
your stream and receiving water 
bodies. Minimizing disturbance 
to diverse multi-tiered vegetated 
and organic matter on the 
ground is key to…

… absorb and filter water runoff, 
capture and settle sediments, 
and uptake and cycle nutrients 
and other pollutants before 
reaching the river of stream. 

…prevent downstream impacts 
of algae blooms, fish kills, 
habitat destruction, ecosystem 
collapse, and unsafe water for 
drinking or recreation.

UPLAND ZONE
Beyond the Buffer Edge

The less runoff and pollutants 
entering the buffer, the better 
it will be for long-term stream 
health. Treating upland 
stormwater runoff as close to 
the source as possible and 
converting concentrated 
runoff into dispersed flows is 
important to...

…protect the health of your 
buffer and prevent channeling 
and erosion within the buffer. 

….lessen the impact of our 
built landscape on our 
waterways and mimic pre-
development patterns by 
capturing soils and nutrients 
as high up in the landscape 
as possible for plant re-use. 



16

The low-maintenance management plan - let the buffer be wild

Benefits
• Less time, money, effort 

for maintenance
• Protects ecosystem health
• Naturally stabilizes the 

stream bank
• Creates habitat for land and 

water species
• Filters upland runoff
• Prevents erosion
• Protects water quality

Duff

Buffer Management 101 

Stream Wise Report  |  v3.1 April 2026

Basics
Stream buffers don’t have to be managed closely – let your 
buffer be wild. Allow the land to be what it wants, whether 
that is forest, wetland, or successional meadow. Invasive 
species monitoring and removal may require close 
maintenance, but otherwise, a low-maintenance plan is 
best. Dead trees provide valuable nutrients, habitat, and 
protection of soils on the ground and in the water – leave 
woody debris where it is. Protect the duff layer, composed 
of sticks, leaf litter, and other dead plant material and 
organic matter on the ground - it absorbs water, filters 
runoff, and provides nutrients for all the plants and animals 
in the buffer and stream. 

Wherever possible, stop mowing, weed whacking, tree 
cutting or other active management practices in your 
stream buffer. Do not clear, cut trees, or develop in the 
Streamside Zone (15’ or 5m from mean high water mark). 
Some limbing up of trees is okay for views – prune lower 
1/3 of branches instead of cutting or topping trees. 
Maintain 70% canopy cover (or naturally occurring canopy 
cover) and leave all vegetation below 3’ (1m), including the 
duff layer. Limited cutting is okay in the Middle Zone (from 
Streamside Zone to buffer edge) if needed for firewood or 
to remove hazardous trees. Do not use pesticides or 
herbicides in your buffer, unless recommended by a 
professional to remove invasive species. Use herbicides 
as a last resort. 

Woody debris
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Buffer Management 101 (continued)

To-Do
1. Protect and plant multi-tiered native 

vegetation in the buffer area. 
2. Stop mowing, raking, and weed-whacking -

leave the duff and woody debris!  
3. Minimize cutting and clearing. Limb up to 

frame the views and create some windows to 
the stream through lush vegetation!

4. Stop using fertilizers and herbicides, unless 
necessary to remove invasive species.

5. Prevent pet waste, compost, or yard scraps 
from being dumped in the buffer. 

Further Information
• New York Lake George Association’s DIY 

Water Quality Guide outlines how to 
Create or Expand a Stream Buffer and 
other stewardship practices 

• Vermont’s Lake Wise Program has 
guidance for Lakeshore Buffers and Lake-
Friendly Yard Maintenance

• Friends of the Winooski River’s Living in 
Harmony with Streams: A Citizen’s 
Handbook to How Streams Work is a look 
at improving our impact on streams

See streamwisechamplain.org for more!

Credit: Lake George Association

https://www.lakegeorgeassociation.org/act-now/do-it-yourself-water-quality
https://www.lakegeorgeassociation.org/act-now/do-it-yourself-water-quality/create-or-expand-stream-buffer
https://dec.vermont.gov/watershed/lakes-ponds/lakeshores-lake-wise/shoreland-best-management-practices
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/documents/LakeWiseInfoSheet_LakeshoreBuffers.pdf
https://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/documents/LakeWiseInfoSheet_LakeFriendlyYardMaintenance.pdf
https://winooskiriver.org/uploads/files/Living%20in%20Harmony%20Stream%20Guide%2011-16-2016.pdf
https://streamwisechamplain.org/for-owners/



