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by Andrea Watts

The number of farms in the United States 
that are located adjacent to riparian areas is un-
known, but since floodplains are the most fer-
tile lands for growing crops, chances are your 
farm has a riparian area. Whether the riparian 
area is a stream bank, wetland or floodplain, 
the benefits of restoring the riparian area to its 
natural state has a direct impact upon the area’s 
watershed and doesn’t have to be at the expense 
of your farm’s financial viability.

A riparian area is defined by the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) as 
“ecosystems that occur along watercourses and 
water bodies. They are distinctly different from 
the surrounding lands because of unique soil 
and vegetation characteristics that are strongly 
influenced by free or unbound water in the 
soil. Riparian ecosystems occupy the transi-
tional area between the terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems. Typical examples would include 
floodplains, stream banks and lakeshores.”

On farmland, stream or watershed ecolo-
gists focus on developing this area into a buf-
fer between crops or pasture and the stream 
ecosystem. The last 15-20 years has seen an in-
creased awareness of the need to restore ripar-
ian areas as a way of reducing non-point source 
pollutants, explained Dennis Canty, Pacific 
Northwest director for the American Farmland 
Trust. The Clean Water Act was enacted to 
reduce point source pollutants — pollutants 
that are discharged directly into a waterway — 
but later research found that non-point source 
pollutants were just as important to address. 
Examples of farm-produced non-point source 
pollutants include excess nitrates and phospho-
rus; nitrates are found in shallow groundwater 
while most phosphorus enters the water system 
via surface runoff. Canty said that unlike point 
source pollutants, non-point source pollutants 
are difficult to measure and regulate. 

Besides filtering non-source pollutants, the 
riparian areas on a farm also regulate water 
temperature, filter sediment, prevent bank ero-
sion and provide wildlife habitat. But on many 
farms, riparian areas are part of the working 
landscape: planted in crops instead of its natu-
ral state of perennial wood and shrub cover, 
used as drainage ditches to channel runoff or 
grazed by livestock and the stream serves as a 
natural trough. 

For over 20 years, the Riparian Buffer Re-
search Team, a joint research project between 
Iowa State University and the University of 
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Restored riparian area at Boistfort Valley Farm.

Matt Maria and field partner, Haley. 
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Missouri Center for Agroforestry has 
worked with farmers in the Bear Creek 
Watershed to restore riparian areas on 
their farmland and conduct research of 
the restored area’s effects upon the wa-
terways. Through his involvement with 
the team, Dick Schultz, an administra-
tive team member and professor, has 
seen both support and reluctance toward 
riparian restoration. Some farmers don’t 
have a sensitivity as to the importance of 
the streams or that these streams are an 
ecosystem, he said. For other farmers, 
removing a riparian area from produc-
tion cannot be at the expense of main-
taining a financially viable operation. 
Canty has observed similar reluctance 
with some of the farmers in Washing-
ton State because “[in restoring riparian 
areas] we are asking landowners to do 
something markedly different than they 
have in the past … on their dime.”

Complicating the issue of restoring ri-
parian areas are the unknown direct im-
pacts farmers can expect to see on their 
farmland. We know buffers have a dra-
matic effect on streams, improving water 
quality and increasing species diversity, 
but less is known of the benefits to the 
farmer, Canty explained. This sentiment 
is also echoed by Schultz, “Obviously [a 
restored riparian area] has an impact 
on my farm, but I can’t measure it … 
it’s hard to demonstrate.” For example, 
in the Bear Creek Watershed, Schultz’s 
team has found a 95 percent decrease 

of sediment movement and an 80-90 
percent reduction of nitrogen into the 
steams, but Schultz instead highlights 
the tangible benefits of wildlife habitat 
for farmers that riparian areas provide; 
these areas serve as beautiful habitat for 
game birds and a lot of farmers like to 
hunt, he said. 

IncReAsIng Insect DIveRsIty
Matthew Maria, a graduate student 

from the University of Washington, 
found a possible direct benefit of ri-
parian buffers during his study on the 
effect that buffer width could have on 
insect diversity. On his research site in 
Washington State’s Whatcom County, 
which contains Western Washington’s 
most productive farmland, he found that 
a wider buffer of 180 feet from the 
stream had a greater diversity of general-
ist insect predators (beetles and spiders) 
compared to the 5-, 15- and 35-foot 
buffers, all of which were planted during 
2000-2006 following the Conservation 
Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) 
recommendations. 

Maria said that greater diversity re-
lates to greater control of crop pests 
because predator species occupy niches 
in different ranges, prey and seasonal 
growth patterns, which means more 
crop pest species could be effectively 
controlled before an outbreak occurs. 
But he recognizes that having a 180-foot 
buffer is not realistic for some farmers, 

and that more research is needed to fur-
ther explore the interaction of buffer size 
and predator insect diversity. The idea is 
that each site has a sweet spot that is op-
timized for insect diversity and the goals 
of the manager. An 80-foot buffer might 
have the same effect, Maria said. 

Another direct benefit that Schultz is 
exploring with the small farmers partici-
pating in the Riparian Buffer Research 
program is the riparian area being used 
for growing marketable non-timber re-
sources, such as fruits and berries, which 
can be sold. And with a demand for na-
tive plants for use in future restoration 
projects, the area could also be used as a 
native plant nursery, he said. 

Mike and Heidi Peroni, owners of the 
Boistfort Valley Farm (CSA), located in 
Washington State’s Lewis County, are 
the type of farmers who Canty described 
as not needing financial incentives to 
restore the riparian areas on their farm. 
The couple considers themselves “text-
book new farmers,” with 2013 marking a 
10-year anniversary of their first season. 
Their farm borders the south fork of 
the Chehalis River which experienced 
record-level flooding during the winter 
storm of 2007. 

Widespread flooding across the Cheh-
alis River watershed prompted a renewed 
interest in restoring riparian areas. Kathy 
Jacobson, with the Educational Service 
District 113 in Tumwater, Washington, 

Boistfort Valley Farm planting work party restoring the riparian buffer.
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approached us to ask if we were inter-
ested in participating in a restoration 
project, and “I’m a huge fan of looking at 
the region as a watershed,” Mike Peroni 
said. Jacobson and representatives from 
Lewis Conservation District sat down 
in Mike’s office and hammered out the 
details of a grant proposal that was sub-
mitted to and awarded by the Pioneers in 
Conservation program, which is funded 
by the American Farmland Trust. 

November 2009 saw the planting of 
native tree species, cottonwood, red alder 
and red-osier dogwood over the eight 
acres of riparian area bordering the farm. 
Instead of Peroni and his field hands be-
ing responsible for the restoration work, 
elementary school children with the 
Chehalis Basin Education Consortium 
participated in tree-planting parties that 
provided valuable hands-on experience 
learning about riparian areas and con-
necting the children to where their food 
comes from. 

Peroni remembered the first two 
years of the project as being labor-in-

tensive, having to keep the grass down 
around the trees and the mowing, but he 
realized, “Hey, we have this opportunity 
to bring people to the farm.” He took a 
chance advertising work parties to his 
customers, and not only did his custom-
ers come but they also still mention the 
experience when they visit, he said. The 
direct benefits that the restored riparian 
area provides are barely perceivable, and 
instead “I tend to take a broader view of 
the entire thing,” Peroni said. 

There are many programs available 
that can fund riparian restoration proj-
ects, and if taking on a larger project 
sounds daunting, “any buffer is better 
than no buffer,” Schultz said. CREP is a 
well-known NRCS program that awards 
grant monies and subsidies for restora-
tion and removing riparian areas from 
production. Other organizations, wheth-
er nonprofits like American Farmland 
Trust or university programs, such as the 
Riparian Buffer Research Team, also pro-
vide expertise and financial assistance to 
farmers though their programs may be 

targeted to certain areas depending upon 
the grant program. Canty said it can be 
confusing to determine what programs 
you are eligible for and having someone 
to interpret the landscape or explain the 
program is helpful if you are considering 
seeking financial assistance.

Schultz and Canty also credit word-
of-mouth as being effective in educating 
other farmers about the benefits of resto-
ration projects. At the Bear Creek Water-
shed, Schutz said his group has done ex-
tensive outreach to showcase their work, 
having conducted over 200 tours of the 
restoration sites and hosting visitors 
from 30 different countries. A benefit 
of having neighboring farms participat-
ing in restoration projects means there 
is “significant presence on the ground,” 
which is most effective, Canty explained.

Based upon his experience, Peroni 
recommended starting the conversation 
with your county’s conservation district. 
Rather than taking on the work alone, 
Canty suggested using volunteer conser-
vation corps or, as Peroni did, involving 
your customers in the restoration work. 
The American Farmland Trust hosted a 
community planting event in September 
in the Snoqualmie River watershed as a 
way of connecting the 98 percent of the 
population with the 2 percent who farm 
the land. 

“What I enjoy [about riparian restora-
tion], it’s not rocket science what we’re 
doing,” Schultz said. “It’s good land man-
agement.” For Peroni, he sees the restora-
tion work as trying to fix mistakes that 
happened earlier and becoming part of 
something larger, something long-term.

For more information on Natural Resources 
Conservation Service visit www.nrcs.usda.gov/
wps/portal/nrcs/site/national/home. For more 
information on The Conservation Reserve 
Enhancement Program (CREP) visit www.fsa.
usda.gov/FSA/webapp?area=home&subject=co
pr&topic=cep. For more information on Boistfort 
Valley Farm visit boistfortvalleyfarm.com. 

Boistfort Valley Farm riparian area pre-planting preparation.


