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Understanding Buffers To Protect Suffolk County Water Quality 
 

  
What is a Conservation Buffer? 
 
It is a small piece of land with permanent vegetation which help to control pollution while 
providing undisturbed habitat for wildlife.  These buffers include the terms filter strips, riparian 
buffers, small wetlands, grassed waterways, herbaceous and woody windbreaks, shelterbelts, 
contour grass strips, living snow fences, cross-wind trap strips, shallow water areas and field 
borders.   
 
Why are buffers important? 
Buffers can improve soil, air and water quality as well as restoring biodiversity while at the same 
time adding scenic interest to the properties you work on.  Buffers act by trapping up to 75 
percent of sediment and enhancing infiltration within the buffer zone.  Buffers are able to trap 
heavy metals and when properly installed and maintained can remove up to 50 percent and more 
of pesticides and nutrients.  Conservation buffers can also reduce noise from equipment and 
traffic as well as odors.   
 
Buffers provide a great corridor for movement of wildlife from one habitat area of the course to 
another.  Buffers help stream stability and biodiversity both by providing microhabitats and by 
decreasing and then stabilizing temperature.   
 
Buffers have the added benefit of reducing flooding which can be very damaging to turf and 
trees as well as necessitating expensive repairs to basements and plantings near water. 
  
What are the different kinds of buffers I can choose from? 
 
A grass filter strip is used on a hill to reduce sediment, organics, nutrients and pesticides and 
other contaminants by slowing runoff velocity and allowing the settling out of suspended soil 
particles.  These soil particles plug up the pores in the surface of turf, fouling drainage.  Grass 
filter strips also promote adsorption of pollutants on plant and soil surfaces and uptake of soluble 
pollutants.   
 
A grass filter strip should be at least 30 feet wide.   
  
A riparian forest buffer consists of trees and shrubs next to streams, lakes, ponds or wetlands 
and must be wide enough to grab water that overflows the banks of these areas.  Woody roots 
decrease stream bank erosion by grabbing and holding onto soil and decreasing turbulent water 
flow.   
 
The maximum average width of such an area is usually 150 feet. 
  



A contour buffer strip consists of alternating rows of perennial vegetation and wider strips of 
grass which reduce erosion as well as reducing sediment, nutrients, pesticides and contaminants 
in runoff.  If you are in the process of planning a park or other county project this could be 
worked into the layout of lawns alternating with areas of separating vegetation.   
 
Contour buffer strips are usually at least 30 feet wide to accommodate wildlife habits. 
  
A grassed waterway is a natural or man-made channel shaped and graded for water to travel 
slowly enough to prevent erosion to a stable outlet that will spread the water flow before it enters 
a vegetative filter, which in turn will trap sediment and increase infiltration of pollutants from 
surface runoff.   
 
A grass waterway should NEVER exceed a maximum width of 100 feet. 
  
What should I plan for windbreaks and shelterbelts? 
 
You are aiming for single or multiple rows of trees or shrubs that have height and density enough 
to affect erosion by wind and provide sufficient shelter for wildlife.  Living snow fences and 
cross wind trap strips consist of tall, ornamental grasses or non-woody plants placed in narrow 
strips of 1-2 rows in a direction perpendicular to the wind to trap wind blown sediment and 
reduce the impact of wind on the land or plants beyond.   
 
Cross wind trap strips need vegetation that is at least a foot high and has a strip width of 15-25 
feet. 
  
What is a shallow water area or a small wetland? 
 
It is an area where the water depth is usually less than 2 feet with no more than 10% of the entire 
area over 4 feet deep.  These areas may be seasonal in nature and are of particular importance to 
certain plants and animal species that are dependent on transient moisture for part of their life 
cycle, e.g. reproduction or nesting. 
  
 
 


