What Benefits Do Forest Buffers Along Streams Provide?

_______________________________________________________
Cleaner Streams with Better Water Quality: Forest buffers protect streams and local drinking water supplies by helping to intercept and process excess nutrients, sediments, and pathogens from entering them. Scientific studies show that 100 feet of streamside forest will adequately protect the physical, chemical, and biological characteristics of most streams (Sweeney and Newbold 2014). However, narrower buffers are also beneficial 

Healthier Stream Ecosystems Better Able to Process Pollution: Forest buffers restore natural conditions of temperature, oxygen, and food (algae, leaf litter) and stabilize and widen stream channels.  This creates more habitat and a better-functioning, healthier ecosystem per unit length of streambed.  Studies have shown that streams bordered by forest are up to 2-8 times more effective than those with grass borders in processing important substances (like excess nitrogen; Sweeney et al. 2004).

Better Habitat for Aquatic Life: “Trout Grow on Trees™” because forest buffers help increase the diversity and abundance of fish food (aquatic macroinvertebrates or “macros”) both directly [by shedding leaves into streams for macros to feed upon) and indirectly [by providing optimum light and temperature conditions for growing the preferred algae (diatoms) of macros]. Streamside forests also create cooler, clearer, wider, more stable streams favored by native species of fish like brook trout while providing important habitat for birds, like wood ducks. See http://troutgrowontrees.org/curriculum/
Enhanced Property Values, Benefits to Farms, Property Protection and Reduction of Flooding: Forest buffers can provide important economic benefits for farms, such as improved herd health and valuable assistance for alternate water, fencing and crossing. For more information, see: Economics of Buffers for Livestock Operations and/or talk with your county FSA office. 

Forest buffers can enhance property values, prevent erosion and property loss from sloughing banks, regulate base flow of water to streams, and provide woody debris and wider stream channels for reducing downstream flooding. One tree can reduce stormwater runoff by 13,000 gallons a year.
Improved Recreation and Human Health Benefits: Forest buffers enhance recreational opportunities, including fishing, bird watching, hunting, hiking, and exploration with children and grandchildren. 

Numerous studies show significant human health benefits from recreating in forests or looking at trees
, including:

· Increased immune system function, 

· Lower blood pressure,
· Reduced stress (anxiety, depression, anger, fatigue),
· Improved mood,
· Increased ability to focus, 

· Accelerated recovery from surgery or illness, 
· Increased energy level,
· And improved sleep

Funding and technical assistance for forested streamside buffers. To learn more about forested streamside buffers and state and federal incentive programs, particularly the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, contact your county conservation district, USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) or USDA Farm Service agency office.
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