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Water Matters
The Riparian Zone

 

Riparian zones are the areas bordering rivers and other bodies of surface 
water. They �L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�� �W�K�H�� �À���R�R�G�S�O�D�L�Q�� �D�V�� �Z�H�O�O�� �D�V�� �W�K�H�� �U�L�S�D�U�L�D�Q�� �E�X�I�I�H�U�V��
�D�G�M�D�F�H�Q�W���W�R���W�K�H���À���R�R�G�S�O�D�L�Q�����5�L�S�D�U�L�D�Q���]�R�Q�H�V���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���P�D�Q�\���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O��
�D�Q�G�� �U�H�F�U�H�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �E�H�Q�H�¿���W�V�� �W�R�� �V�W�U�H�D�P�V���� �J�U�R�X�Q�G�Z�D�W�H�U�� �D�Q�G�� �G�R�Z�Q�V�W�U�H�D�P��
�O�D�Q�G�� �D�U�H�D�V���� �5�L�S�D�U�L�D�Q�� �]�R�Q�H�V�� �D�U�H�� �Y�L�V�X�D�O�O�\�� �G�H�¿���Q�H�G�� �E�\�� �D�� �J�U�H�H�Q�E�H�O�W�� �Z�L�W�K�� �D��
characteristic suite of plants that are adapted to these conditions.
 
The extra moisture in riparian zones and associated wetlands, combined 
with the abundance of vegetation, creates a mat of decomposing material 
on top of the soil. It is often damp because the water table is at or near 
the soil surface. This organic-rich layer aids in conserving moisture. The 
�Y�H�J�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �V�S�R�Q�J�H�O�L�N�H�� �T�X�D�O�L�W�\�� �R�I�� �V�R�L�O�V�� �L�Q�� �Z�H�W�O�D�Q�G�V���� �À���R�R�G�S�O�D�L�Q�V�� �D�Q�G��
riparian zones protect surface water in several ways.
 
�5�L�S�D�U�L�D�Q�� �Y�H�J�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�O�R�Q�J�� �V�W�U�H�D�P�E�D�Q�N�V�� �D�Q�G�� �L�Q�� �À���R�R�G�S�O�D�L�Q�V�� �U�H�G�X�F�H�V�� �W�K�H��
velocity of �À���R�R�G�Z�D�W�H�U�V���� �O�H�V�V�H�Q�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �H�U�R�V�L�Y�H�� �I�R�U�F�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �À���R�R�G�� �D�Q�G��
capturing nutrient-laden sediment. Soils in this area absorb water during 
the wet seasons and slowly release moisture into the stream. This buffers 
�W�K�H���H�I�I�H�F�W���R�I���S�H�D�N���U�X�Q�R�I�I���D�Q�G���N�H�H�S�V���V�W�U�H�D�P�V���À���R�Z�L�Q�J���O�R�Q�J�H�U��
 
These areas also serve as nature’s water treatment facilities for our 
watersheds. They �F�D�Q�� �F�D�S�W�X�U�H�� �D�Q�G�� �¿���O�W�H�U�� �V�X�U�I�D�F�H�� �U�X�Q�R�I�I�� �W�K�D�W�� �À���R�Z�V��

from higher ground. Live 
vegetation and the absorbent 
mat of accumulated plant 
litter and humus help to 
trap sediments before they 
reach the river. Soil microbes 
that thrive in this moist 
environment break down 
chemical pollutants, further 
protecting water quality.
 
Unfortunately, because rural 
�U�L�S�D�U�L�D�Q���D�U�H�D�V���D�U�H���E�\���G�H�¿���Q�L�W�L�R�Q��
unsuitable for crop farming, 
they often become pasture 
areas which are frequently 

over utilized. In urban areas, the 
limited utility of this land also tends 
to lead to less than desirable uses. 
�$�V�� �D�� �U�H�V�X�O�W���� �P�D�Q�\�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �E�H�Q�H�¿���F�L�D�O��
characteristics of riparian zones are 
degraded. Their natural functions, 
which can counteract the effects of 
runoff from various sources are lost. 
Restoration of riparian zones has 
become an increasingly important 
part of watershed protection efforts.
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