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Uses of Buffer Zones

Riparian buffer zones are vegetative areas adjacent to bodies of water. Buffer zones are planted
near streams, rivers, lakes, and other bodies of water. They serve many purposes including
protecting waterways from runoff of chemicals such as nitrogen, phosphorous, and other
pollutants as well as creating habitats for complex ecosystems. However as a former report
from the Vermont Legislative Research Service notes, “The difficulty in legislating the creation
or preservation of these zones lies in balancing the interests of landowners with the interests of
those seeking to improve water-quality.”* Creating incentives for productive uses of buffer
zZones can serve as a
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different types of buffer zones. Their longest study conducted over 9 years examined whether
buffer zones are effective in reducing
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important to prevent environmentally damaging activities such as walking animals within the
7
area.

National and State Programs Relating to Buffer Zones

A number of programs offset some of the costs of creating and conserving buffer zones. The
National Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) of the USDA provides programs that assist
private landowners in creating buffer zones. The Environmental Quality Incentives Program
provides technical and financial support to agricultural producers attempting to reduce their
impact on the environment.® Another NRCS program, the Wetlands Reserve Program, provides
technical and financial support to landowners looking to restore their waterways.® Additionally,
the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program has established nationwide initiatives that work with
private land owners to protect wildlife and create more habitat. They are very active in
Vermont and often plant buffer zones in close proximity to agricultural land.® The
Conservation Reserves Enhancement Program (CREP), also run by the USDA, pays for farmer
enrollment as well as a significant portion of the necessary plants and materials. The program
requires a fifteen-year commitment and the farmer cannot harvest anything in the buffer zone
within this period.*

The Vermont Agriculture Buffer Program (VABP) was created in response to farmer’s
preference of a shorter duration agreement than the current fifteen-year commitment in the
CREP and an interest in being able to harvest grass buffers to maintain more rigorous buffers.
VABP helps farmers pay for the infrastructure needed to create a grassed buffer zone, and the
farmers make a minimum five-year commitment. The difference between the VABP and CREP
programs is that farmers under the VABP program may harvest perennial crops within the
buffer zone.*?

Economic Benefits of Buffer Zones

Agricultural
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by plants. This process has the potential to have broader environmental benefits by reducing
overall dependence on fossil fuels.®

State and federal legislation can play a major role in the creation of biomass sources within
riparian buffer zones. The US Federal government has a nearly 20-year history of legislation
relating to biomass production. In this time period, a number of programs have been created to
encourage biomass energy production. This includes the Energy Policy Act of 1992, intended to
provide financial incentives for renewable energy companies as well as the Farm Bill of 2002.
Title IX of this program specifically addresses bio fuels. The Farm Bill was an important piece of
legislation that provided grants for bio-refineries as well as education programs about the
growing trend of bio-diesel production.® In 2005, the Energy Policy Act established standards
that mandated that 250 million gallons of US fuel be derived from biomass. It also required that
the US Secretary of Energy hear proposals for loans to be used for biomass production.
However, many of these programs provide incentives for refineries, not farmers. The more
recent development, the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007, is perhaps most
relevant to providing incentives for growing biomass. It provides grants for research,
development, and demonstration of biomass energy.?

The United Kingdom (UK) has also implemented federal incentives for biomass production. The
Low Carbon Buildings
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in excess of their demand.? This program encourages consumers to utilize alternative
energies.?

Conclusion

In an agricultural state like Vermont, buffer zones are a common resource that can be both
beneficial to the community as well as productive to landowners. The benefits of buffer zones
are environmental, social, and economic. Buffer zones can facilitate improved water quality,
resources for wildlife, and erosion control. Economically, buffer zones can be used for
agricultural production, improved soil quality, and biomass energy production. Buffer zones
also provide aesthetically pleasing areas. The national government as well as the State of
Vermont has numerous programs to encourage the creation and use of riparian buffer zones.
The expanding role of the state is an important factor that will allow for the expansion of
productive uses of buffer zones. The role of the United States in encouraging biomass
production is also an important factor for farmers to consider. Buffer zones can be put to
productive use in many ways, some of which are supported through state and federal
government aid.
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