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Invisibility of Stream/Wetland Buffers:
Can Their Integrity be Maintained?

S tream and wetland buffers are an increasingly
popular watershed protection technique due to
their apparent simplicity, low cost, ease of imple-

mentation, and presumed capability to protect resource
areas (Figure 1). As a result, local governments across
the country have incorporated stream and wetland
buffer requirements into their development review pro-
cess. Two recent studies, however, suggest that buff-
ers might have limited usefulness as a watershed pro-
tection tool as they are currently enforced.

The key problem is that buffer boundaries are often
invisible to property owners, contractors, and even the
local governments themselves. Without defined bound-
aries, urban buffers face enormous pressure from en-
croachment, disturbance, and other incompatible uses.

The first study involved a survey of how buffer
programs were administered in 36 jurisdictions around

the country (Heraty, 1993). In nearly every locale, devel-
opers were required to delineate a stream or wetland
buffer on concept or final plans for purposes of devel-
opment review. However, only half the jurisdictions
required that buffer boundaries be clearly delimited on
the plans for clearing/grading and sediment control.

This omission is significant as boundaries are needed
on the plans to stake out the limits of disturbance
around the buffer during construction. The absence of
buffer limits on construction-stage plans increases the
risk that contractors will encroach or disturb the buffer.

Local governments also contribute to the invisibil-
ity of buffers by not recording their boundaries on their
own official maps. For example, Heraty found that only
one-third of all survey respondents recorded buffer
limits on their official property maps. Without buffer
maps, local governments cannot systematically inspect
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Figure 1: Schematic of a Three-Zone Buffer
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