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 Documentation Guide for:
RIPARIAN AREAS

BACKGROUND

Riparian areas are ecosystems that occur along watercourses or water bodies.  They are distinctively different from the surrounding lands because of unique soil and vegetative characteristics that are strongly influenced by free or unbound water in the soil.  Riparian ecosystems occupy the transitional area between the terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems.  Typical examples would include floodplains, streambanks, and lakeshores.

Although riparian areas constitute only a fraction of the total land area, they are generally more productive in terms of plant and animal species, diversity and biomass.  Riparian areas are vital components of the ecosystems in which they occur and are extremely important for flood control and hydrologic function (water quantity, quality, and timing).  It is important to recognize that not all riparian areas have the same potential or react to management in the same way; therefore, they should be managed according to their unique characteristics.

An understanding of the total watershed function is necessary to understand riparian areas and the process occurring within them.  The attributes of a watershed system influence, and in some cases directly relate to, the kind of riparian factors present.  Soils, geology and landscape features directly influence riparian area functions and values.

Conservation planning in riparian areas requires special considerations.  A resource problem within the riparian zone may be the manifestation of upland management decisions.  Planners working with riparian areas should consider soils, the present and potential plant community, the site potential, geomorphology of both the stream and the watershed, the stage of stream evolution, fish and wildlife needs, the management of the upland areas of the watershed and the landowners objectives.

Federal law does not specifically regulate riparian areas.  However, portions of riparian areas, such as wetlands, may be subject to federal regulation under provisions of The Food Security Act, The Clean Water Act, The National Environmental Policy Act and state and local legislation.

POLICY
NRCS policy (GM 190 Part 411.03) states:

(a) NRCS will assist the land manager to recognize the values of riparian areas including their contribution to flood control, streambank stabilization, nutrient cycling, pollutant filtering, and sediment retention.  Riparian areas may include fish and wildlife habitat, forage and forest product production, and recreational activities.  Local and regional water cycles will affect the size and value of a riparian area. 

(b) Riparian areas are not a separate land use, but may exist within all land covers and uses, such as cropland, hayland, pastureland, rangeland, and forest land. 

(c) Riparian areas will be outlined in the Conservation Management System planning process contained in the National Planning Procedures Handbook for the appropriate land use.  Plans that include riparian areas will meet the quality criteria for the soil, water, air, plant, and animal resources within the riparian areas.  Additional planning guidelines are contained in the National Biology Manual, National Forestry Manual, and National Range and Pasture Handbook.  These manuals or handbooks will be updated to address the proper conservation use and management of riparian areas that occur within the various land uses. 

(d) Riparian area management shall be integrated into plans and management alternatives developed for the conservation treatment unit (CTU).  Management alternatives will be based on those resource problems and conservation treatments necessary to solve all the resource problems in the CTU and meet the landuser's objectives.  Because of a riparian areas unique position near watercourses or water bodies, the planner should always consider the water quality and quantity benefits being provided.  The plans must maintain or improve those benefits.  If the landuser's objectives are in conflict with conservation of the riparian area resources, alternatives must be presented that identify ways to resolve conflicts. 
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Casefile Documentation:
RIPARIAN AREAS

When correctly and completely evaluated this will provide adequate documentation for compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  Attach to NM-ENV-1 when completed.

STEP 1.  Will the proposed action or activity have an effect on SWAPA concerns in the riparian area?



NO
 FORMCHECKBOX 

YES
 FORMCHECKBOX 



a. If your answer is “No”, proceed with planning.

b. If your answer is “Yes”, go to step 2.

STEP 2.  What is the effect of the proposed action or activity on the riparian area?


LONG-TERM POSITIVE
 FORMCHECKBOX 


SHORT-TERM POSTIVE
 FORMCHECKBOX 


LONG-TERM NEGATIVE
 FORMCHECKBOX 


SHORT-TERM NEGATIVE
 FORMCHECKBOX 

a. If your answer is “Short-Term or Long-Term Positive”, and the effects are consistent with the goals and aims of maintaining and protecting riparian areas (including ecosystem functions), document (describe) the positive effects and proceed with planning. 

b. If there are “Short-Term Negative” effects, document (describe) the effects and develop practice specifications that mitigate, reduce, or eliminate the short - term negative effects and proceed with planning.

c. If there are “Long-Term Negative” effects, document (describe) the effects.  Go to step 3.

STEP 3.  You must inform the client of NRCS’s policy (GM 190 Part 411.03) concerning riparian area planning and the use of alternative conservation measures to avoid long-term adverse effects to riparian area function and structure.  Is the client willing to comply with NRCS’s policy?



YES
 FORMCHECKBOX 


NO
 FORMCHECKBOX 

a. If your answer is “Yes”, proceed with planning.  Go to Step 4.

b. If your answer is “No” you must inform the land user that NRCS can no longer give technical assistance where this riparian area is involved.

STEP 4.  Alternative conservation treatment must be offered to the client.  Has the client agreed to install the alternative treatment?


YES
 FORMCHECKBOX 

NO 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

a. If your answer is “Yes”, proceed with planning.

b. If your answer is “No” you must inform the land user that NRCS can no longer give technical assistance where this     riparian area is involved.

Documentation Notes:  
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