
Streamside
Buffers
For Your Backyard
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Western Pennsylvania
Watershed Protection Program



Top Ten Benefits of aStreamside Buffer
1. Increases property value.2. Improves privacy and tranquility.3. Stabilizes banks and reduces erosion.4. Reduces flooding during storms.5. Filters sediment and pollutants from runoff.6. Reduces the need for lawn care chemicals.7. Provides shade for you and the fish.8. Reduces time spent mowing the lawn.9. Creates a colorful and eye-catchinglandscape to live in.

10. Attracts wildlife by providing food andshelter for a variety of birds, mammals,and other animals.

Streamside Buffers
If you own property along a stream or river
this brochure will help you take care of your
streamside property.  A streamside buffer
(riparian buffer) is an area of transition
between a stream and an upland area
consisting of native trees, shrubs, or other
plants.  Natural streamside buffers benefit
both homeowners and the environment.

Caring for Your Buffer
Established streamside buffers, such as trees and shrubs, should be kept intact since
preventing erosion is easier and less costly than repairing it.  Therefore, the best care
of an established buffer is often a hands-off approach.  If you prefer a view of the river or
stream, selectively thin a “window” of low growing shrubs and flowers that also preserves
the buffer and corridor for wildlife.

A lawn mowed to the water’s edge can be transformed into a buffer by simply not
mowing to the bank.  Gradually, flowers and shrubs and then trees will emerge.  To give
your buffer a head start, plant native wildflowers, shrubs, or trees.  Native western

 Pennsylvania plants are excellent choices because they are well suited to the soils
and weather, resist many diseases and insects, and provide food and cover favored
by local wildlife.  A list of native western Pennsylvania plants, and their benefits to
wildlife, is located inside this brochure.  Additional helpful information such as a list
of nurseries is located at www.wildlifehc.org/threerivers. To further help you protect
and improve your streamside, contact your County Conservation District.
www.dep.state.pa.us/directory/

Small Streams in Small Backyards
Of the 83,161 miles of rivers and streams in PA, about 85% are small, headwater
streams.  Protecting small streams is crucial because they feed the rivers and often
reach drinking water sources.  Many residential areas are built around small streams,
which should be buffered. What you do in your own backyard can impact the drinking
water quality of your community and others.

The bigger the buffer, the more effective the buffer, but most residential property is only
around half an acre.  Although most lots don’t provide room for a large forested buffer,
a small buffer can still improve water quality and provide a corridor for wildlife to travel
and live within.  A fifteen-foot strip of small trees and shrubs with a ten-foot wide wild-
flower meadow can filter pollutants and stabilize the stream bank while adding color and
texture to the landscape.  The remaining lawn will be part of the buffer and can still be
used for gardening, picnics, and play areas.

Ensure Your Project’s Success
Some activities within 50 feet of rivers, streams and wetlands require a state permit.
These include:  building structures, decks and boat docks, bank stabilization using rock,
fill or other materials, and other activities that effect a stream, floodplain or wetland.
Always check first for required permits with the PA Department of Environmental
Protection Soils and Waterways section.  To find out more visit: www.dep.state.pa.us/
dep/efacts

Contact Us!
By maintaining a streamside buffer, you will be improving western Pennsylvania’s vast
array of natural resources, from wildlife to water.  Three Rivers Habitat Partnership
can help you find assistance to get started and register your contribution with
Pennsylvania’s Stream ReLeaf program.  If you plant or protect a streamside buffer,
let us know!  Visit the Backyard Buffers page for more information at:
www.wildlifehc.org/threerivers/ or contact us:

Three Rivers Habitat Partnership A project of the Wildlife Habitat Council
100 Bayer Road Pittsburgh PA 15205 412-777-2464  • USDA Forest Service
814-723-5150 www.fs.fed.us/r9/allegheny  • Alleghenies Watershed Network
A project of the Pennsylvania Environmental Council 412-481-9400 www.allegheny
watershed.org • DEP Southwestern Office 412-442-4000 • DEP Northwestern
Office 814-332-6829 • Find Your County Conservation District at: www.dep.state.
pa.us/directory/ or call Pennsylvania Association of Conservation Districts 717-545-8878

Pennsylvania’s Streams
• Forested buffers filter pollutants 15 times

more efficiently than grassy areas.

• Over 1/3 of streams and rivers have
converted or degraded streamsides.

• 84% of assessed streams in PA support
aquatic life, but 16% of assessed streams
in PA are damaged.

• The Fish and Boat Commission classifies
29 species of fish, reptiles, amphibians,
and aquatic insects as endangered.

• Urban runoff and storm sewers damage
1187 miles (14%) of assessed streams.

• Residential runoff damages 311 miles
(4%) of assessed streams in PA.


