
What is a Riparian Buffer Strip? 

If you have noticed the unmowed area that has many native plants thriving in it next to Four Mile 

Creek and its ponded area, you have noticed a riparian buffer strip.  Riparian stems from its 

Latin root meaning riverbank and buffer strip is defined by the Michigan Department of 

Environmental Quality as:  

“A buffer/filter strip is a vegetated area adjacent to a waterbody (i.e. river, 
stream, wetland, lake).  The buffer/filter area may be natural, undeveloped 
land where the existing vegetation is left intact, or it may be land planted 
with vegetation. Its purpose is to protect streams and lakes from pollutants 
such as sediment, nutrients and organic matter, prevent erosion, provide 
shade, leaf litter, and woody debris. Buffer/filter strips often provide several 
benefits to wildlife, such as travel corridors, nesting sites and food sources.” 
(1997) 
 

European forestry management have used forested buffer strips since the 1700s, but 
the management practice of buffer strips was not utilized in the United States until the 
1960s (Lee et al 2004).  The strips are developed for various benefits such as bird 
habitat or canopy over the stream to maintain cool water fisheries and hence demand 
different widths with 11 – 14 meters as the average small stream buffer strip guideline 
in the United States (Lee et al 2004).  Recognizing the many important benefits of a 
riparian buffer zone, the campus has had a buffer zone policy since 2008.  If 
interested in this best management practice, contact any of the following agencies or 
groups: Muskegon Conservation District, Michigan State University Extension Office, 
and Muskegon Lake Area of Concern. 
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