
Riparian areas are found between uplands and wetlands, lakes, rivers and streams. They are 

often referred to as shoreline areas and can be characterized by lush vegetation that can include combi-

nations of trees, shrubs, cattails, sedges and grasses. Riparian areas are highly valuable ecosystems; their 

position in the landscape connects aquatic areas with terrestrial areas and allows them to act as natural 

filters of both surface water and groundwater and buffer against flooding and erosion. Across Canada, 

natural riparian areas have been altered by industry, agriculture and urban development, which can have 

serious consequences for the long-term quality and availability of our freshwater. However, the restoration 

of affected areas and the conservation and careful use of remaining riparian areas has accelerated as our 

understanding of their critical role in watershed functioning and their economic value to society has increased.  
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•	 Riparian areas filter and reduce surface water runoff 		
	 from surrounding uplands, thereby trapping sediment 	
	 and sediment-associated pollutants such as nutrients, 	
	 pesticides and bacteria.
•	 Vegetation in riparian areas increases the infiltration  
	 of water into soil and helps replenish groundwater.      
•	 Vegetation in riparian areas anchors soil with its roots 	
	 and traps sediment, helping to build stream banks and 	
	 prevent erosion.  

•	 Riparian areas store floodwater and slow stream flows 	
	 during periods of flooding, thereby decreasing down-	
	 stream flooding and erosion.
•	 Riparian areas provide habitat for a number of plants 	
	 and animals, including species at risk.
•	 The vegetation in riparian areas can help maintain the 	
	 productivity of wetlands, streams and lakes for fish by 	
	 influencing water quality, water temperatures, and pro-	
	 viding spawning and rearing areas.

Environmental Values

Between 1996 and 2002, the Saskatchewan Watershed Authority assessed the health of approximately 830 riparian  
areas surrounding rivers, creeks and streams in southern Saskatchewan. Thirty three per cent of the riparian areas  

were “unhealthy”; 50 per cent were “healthy with problems”; and only 17 per cent were considered “healthy”. 1 
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DUC Recommends That:

•	 Canadians educate themselves on the ecological goods and services provided 	
	 by riparian areas. Become active with a watershed group or conservation 	
	 organization that supports the conservation of riparian areas.
•	 Educators incorporate the value of riparian areas into science, social studies, 	
	 geography and economics courses.
•	 Non-governmental organizations fund and deliver programs that conserve 	
	 and restore riparian areas.
•	 Governments develop and implement policy and legislation that protects 	
	 and ensures responsible management of riparian areas. Governments should 	
	 also fund research to determine the environmental and economic value of 	
	 riparian areas; provide incentives for those who protect riparian areas.
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Important Links

•  www.ducks.ca/conserve/wetland_values/conserve.html
•  www.ducks.ca/aboutduc/news/archives/2004/041115.html

“Riparian areas account for only 1-2% of the total land base of the Prairies, however they provide 
important environmental and economic benefits.”	     – Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2004 3
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Economic Values

When riparian areas are degraded there is a financial cost 
incurred by society to replace the lost ecological goods 
and services through:

b	 Increased water treatment costs 
c	 Increased illness and health care costs due to  
	 decreased water quality
d	 Increased insurance costs due to flooding
e	 Increased costs for dredging sediment from waterways 
f	 Decreased property value due to degraded  
	 aesthetic qualities
g	 Decreased swimming/fishing opportunities
h	 Decreased revenues from tourism activities  
	 associated with healthy ecosystems
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Riparian areas trap sediment before it reaches our freshwater system. The cost 
of removing sediment from municipal water in southern Ontario has been  
estimated to be between $9.34 and $28.02/tonne of sediment. 4

In the Grand River Watershed, a 100-metre riparian buffer on both sides of  
a stream channel decreases flood damage at an estimated value of between 
$2.10 and $7.50/ha of vegetated riparian area. 4

Decreasing sediment loads in creeks and rivers increases the number of recre-
ational fishing days. In southern Ontario, the value of the additional fishing days 
ranges from $44.04 to $132.12/tonne of sediment removed from the rivers. 4

Non-fishing freshwater recreation in the Grand River is estimated to be worth 
$0.70/ha of riparian cover. 4

The Value of Riparian Areas in Canada

	 	 % Retention

Sediment	 66-97
Nitrogen	 35-96
Phosphorus	 27-97
Pesticides	 8-100
Fecal coliform	 70-74

Riparian areas remove or retain pollutants from surface water 
runoff before they reach our freshwater system. 2


