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Riparian areas are the ñgreen zonesò of water-loving vegetation found along streams, 

rivers, and lakes.  Riparian ï ñof, on, or relating to the banks of a natural course of 

waterò (Latin riparius, from ripa, bank.) 

 

Vegetation ï The Roots of the Solution   
 

Streams and riparian areas are held together by a diversity of vegetation with strong, 

deep root systems.  This vegetation reduces the velocity of a stream, by slowing water 

down through friction. A 5 cm. deep rootmat resists erosion up to 20,000 times better 

than bare soil streambanks (Adams, Fitch, 1995).   The more vigorous and dense the 

plants are, the better streambank protection they provide.  

 

The best vegetation for stabilizing soils and protecting streambanks are woody species 

(trees and shrubs).  The many branches and extensive root systems of woody species are 

especially effective in the development of overhanging banks, which provide cover and 

shade for fish and other aquatic organisms.  When the deep, binding roots of shrubs and 

trees are absent, shallow-rooted grasses cannot withstand substantial erosion forces. 



Larger Streams and Rivers 
 

 
 

For larger and higher gradient streams and rivers, woody species  

such as shrubs and trees are needed to stabilize streambanks. 
 

 
 



Small Streams 

 

 
 

On small, narrow, low gradient, sinuous streams,  

sod-forming, deep-rooted herbaceous species  

such as grasses and sedges can protect streambanks. 
 

 
 



Stream Channel Shape and Size 

 

 


