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WATERFRONT GARDENS
A guide to planting a landscaped buffer to
protect your river, stream, wetland, or pond.

At the Water�s Edge
As you know if you live along a river, ocean, or even a small
stream or wetland  �  places with water are special places.
The land right next to the water is vital wildlife habitat, and
rivers form natural corridors across the land.

A strip of plants along a river or wetland is sometimes
known as a �buffer� because it protects the river from
pollutants and disturbances from our activities in a
watershed.  In undeveloped areas, rivers have natural
buffers of native vegetation.

You may like the way a natural buffer looks � a wild and
carefree collection of native plants.  If that�s what you have,
and you like it, your best option is to let nature alone.

However, if you have an existing lawn down to your river,
stream or neighboring wetland, you may want to plant a
buffer using native plants in a landscaped arrangement.
Some native plants are particularly attractive � with showy
flowers and autumn color.  A buffer does not have to be a
tangle of �weeds.�

HOW TO:

� enhance bird and
wildlife habitat

� frame your view

� control erosion

� eliminate timely
lawn care

� improve water
quality

...by planting
a  native plant

garden.
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Landscape Design and Ecology

Landscaping with native plants can:
� beautify your yard.
� frame your view of the water.
� reduce the need for herbicides and

pesticides (Natives are adapted to
local conditions, so they need less �life
support� from you.)

� reduce your lawn watering bill.
� filter out pollutants and metabolize

toxic chemicals.

Trees hang over the river to provide
shade.  This keeps the water cool for
fish and other aquatic life.

Grasses form a physical filter with
their many, densely-packed stems to
filter out sediments and nutrients.

Berry-bearing
shrubs provide
food and habitat
for birds and
wildlife.  The
shrub�s roots
also prevent
erosion, absorb
nutrients, and allow
water to percolate
into the ground.

Native perennials
provide seasonal blooms,
attract butterflies, filter
pollutants, and prevent

streambank erosion.

On your property, you will notice:
� increased habitat for birds, butterflies,

and wildlife.
� less erosion.
� more shade to keep the water cool

for fish.
� less muddy water running into the river

when it rains.

A Bounty of Buffer Benefits:

Sketch represents design on opposite page.
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NOT TO SCALE
design by Betty Lambright

DESIGN #1:  Bungalow on the Pond
Shady, Moist Soil

This buffer design is for a shady area with moist soil, full of organic material. Existing trees are
incorporated into the design, which adds native grasses and flowering perennials.

This theme emphasizes reds, pinks and purples with several shrubs providing year-round foliage
color in addition to the seasonal blooms of the perennials.  White flowers add delicate contrast.

Plants are grouped in odd-numbered clusters, and plants are repeated across the waterfront
for cohesion.

Pond

House lot

Winterberry Holly 2 gal 5 plants
Spicebush 2 gal 2 plants
Swamp rose 1 gal 12 plants
Arrowwood 1 gal 13 plants
Joe Pye Weed 1 gal 14 plants
Switchgrass 1 gal 9 plants
Turtlehead 1 gal 5 plants
Cardinal Flower 1 gal 10 plants
Great Blue Lobelia 1 gal 7 plants
Tussock Sedge 4" 20 plants
Am. Cranberry Bush 2 gal 10 plants
Blue Flag Iris 4" 20 plants

Cinnamon Fern 1 gal 5 plants
Marsh Marigold 4" 10 plants
Swamp Milkweed 4" 3 plants

Total Cost: $1,500 (estimated)

Nursery prices will vary according to availability
and market demands.  Reasonable costs for
plants are: $18-24 for 2 gallon shrubs, $10-15
for 1 gallon shrubs, $5-8 for 1 gallon perennials,
and $1.50-$2.50 for 4" pots.  This design could
be planted in three phases of approximately
$500 each, with the area receiving drainage
from the street being the priority.  The cost
would include soaker hoses and mulch, but not
labor.  Based on 1999 prices.
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DESIGN #2:  Home on a Tidal River
Sunny, Sandy Soil with Salt-Tolerant Plants

design by
Betty Lambright

Lawn

This design must withstand the elements -- located on a tidal river, it is beaten by the sun,
lashed by the wind, and occasionally inundated by high storm tides.  We used low-growing seaside
shrubs that enhance habitat and prevent erosion, while keeping the spectacular views.  Periodic
pruning will keep the view clear; other than this, however, the site is low-maintenance.

The seaside shrubs bloom in shades of pinks and whites.  Beach plums and bayberries can be
harvested for jelly and wax, respectively, and the birds love both.  Fragrant summersweet, located
near the living room window, will provide a natural incense when in bloom.

Nursery plant prices will vary according to seasonality and market factors.  A general price
range for 2 gallon shrubs is $18-24 and $5-8 for 1 gallon perennials.  Total cost, including mulch and
soaker hoses, would average $1400, plus labor.  This is broken into two phases of $700 each.

PHASE 1:  Blueberries, roses, prairie cord
grass, Joe Pye weed, and switchgrass.

PHASE 2:  Remainder of plants.

Bayberry 2 gal 5 plants
Blueberry 2 gal 4 plants
Brilliant Chokeberry 2 gal 5 plants
Virginia Rose 2 gal 5 plants
White Potentilla 2 gal 5 plants
Summersweet 2 gal 3 plants
Switchgrass 1 gal 15 plants

Prairie Cordgrass 1 gal 3 plants
Joe Pye Weed 1 gal 9 plants
Gayfeather 1 gal 7 plants
Purple Coneflower 1 gal 7 plants
Little Bluestem 3" 50 plants
Smooth Aster 1 gal 5 plants
Columbine 1 qt 10 plants
Goldenrod 1 gal 3 plants
Moonbeam Coreopsis 1 gal 3 plants
Foamflower 1 gal 5 plants

Total Cost; $1,400 (estimated)

future
deck

- ACTS AS A BUFFER
- WILDLIFE HABITAT
- SEASONAL INTEREST
- PRESERVES VIEW
- OUTER PLANTS
  PROTECT INNER PLANTS
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Plants to Solve Specific Problems

Why Use Native Plants?
Native plants are often the plants that are

best adapted to our climate and rainfall
patterns.  Therefore, natives may require less
care than non-native species.

Non-native plants, especially lawn grasses,
may require extra fertilizing and watering.
Fertilizer can pollute rivers, and lawn watering
can suck rivers dry, even in the water-rich East,
where as much as 70% of summer water use is
for lawns.  A seed-mix including natives can help.

Native plants and native birds, butterflies
and wildlife are matched to each other.
Therefore, by planting native plants you help to
provide habitat and food for wildlife, particularly
along river corridors.  Planting native plants may
also allow you to avoid triggering environmental
laws, such as Massachusetts� Rivers Protection
Act, which protects a 200� area along rivers
and streams.

Native plants are also attractive!

Finding Natives at the Nursery
Native plants are becoming more popular.

A good greenhouse will carry a small selection
of native plants, probably not labled as such.
The staff should be able to help you, particularly
if you take in a list of names.  They may have
the plant, but not know that it is a native.

Even mail-order catalogues from the big
seed companies sell native plants.  We recently
found over 30 trees, shrubs and perennials in
such a catalogue.  Again, you have to know
what you�re looking for.

There are several nurseries in this area that
specialize in native plants.  You can obtain a
current list of these by contacting the New
England Wild Flower Society at 508-877-
7630, which has a nursery itself in Framingham.

You can of course also find native plants in
the wild.  Ask the landowner for permission
before you dig anything up.  Transplant during
the spring or fall for the best survival rate!  You
can also harvest seeds � if you can beat the
birds to them.

Certain types of plants are best to use, if you have specific situations on your property.  The
specific plant you choose will depend on soil, moisture and light conditions.
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Native Plant Guides and Information
New England Wild Flower Society.  Non-profit organization that promotes the preservation of

native plants.  They offer courses, a demonstration garden, and a plant sale each June.  180
Hemenway Road, Framingham, MA 01701-2699. 508-877-7630.  E-mail: news@newfs.org

The Native Plant Primer by Carole Otteson.  Harmony Press. New York, 1995.

Native Trees, Shrubs and Vines in Urban and Rural America by Gary Hightshoe.  Van Nostrand
and Reinhold Press.  New York, 1988.

American Wildlife and Plants: A guide to wildlife food habits by Alexander Martin, Herbert S. Zim
and Arnold L. Nelson.  Dover Press.  New York, 1951.

Planting Noah�s Garden by Sara Stein; Houghton Mifflin: 1997.

Natural Landscaping by Sally Roth; Rodale, 1997.

Which Native Plants To Use?

SUN, DRY SOIL

T R E E S :
Red maple
Hawthorn
Eastern red cedar
Shadblow
Pin oak

S H R U B S :
Brilliant chokeberry
Eastern false willow
Bayberry
Potentilla
Juniper

P E R E N N I A L S :
Baptisia
Gayfeather-Lobelia
Black-eyed Susan
Goldenrod
Bearberry
Sweetfern

G R A S S E S :
Switchgrass
Little Blue Stem

SHADE, DRY SOIL

T R E E S :
Shadblow

S H R U B S :
Sweetfern
Brilliant chokeberry
Gray dogwood

P E R E N N I A L S :
Baptisia
Goldenrod

G R A S S E S :
Tufted hair grass

SUN, MOIST SOIL

T R E E S :
Red maple
River birch
Hawthorn
Ash
Eastern red cedar

S H R U B S :
Brilliant chokeberry
Dogwood-grey, silky
Red osier dogwood
Bayberry
Potentilla
American Elder
Blueberry
Virginia rose

Common alder
Atlantic white cedar
Witchhazel
Buttonbush
Summersweet
Inkberry holly
Winterberry holly
Swamp azalea
Arrowwood
Am. Cranberry bush
Spirea
Swamp rose
Yellowroot

P E R E N N I A L S :
Baptisia
Gayfeather-Lobelia
Black eyed Susan
Goldenrod
Swamp milkweed
Aster
Marsh marigold
Turtlehead
Joe Pye weed
Queen of the prairie
Blue flag iris
Beebalm
Osmunda ferns
Ironweed
Cardinal flower
Great blue lobelia

G R A S S E S :
Switchgrass
Prairie cordgrass
Sedges

SHADE, WET SOIL

T R E E S :
Shadblow
Arborvitae
Hemlock

S H R U B S :
Summersweet
Red osier dogwood
Witchhazel
Inkberry holly
Winterberry holly
Rhododendron
Am. Cranberry bush
Arrowwood
Spicebush
Swamp azalea
Yellowroot

P E R E N N I A L S :
Aster
Ferns
Turtlehead
Blue flag iris

G R A S S E S :
Tufted hair grass
Sedges

This lists a sampling of
native plants suited to
riparian areas.  Refer
to one of the guides
below for more details!
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No-Mow Option
Some homeowners may want to break the

chains that bind them to the drudgery of weekly
lawn care and the no-mow option is certainly the
easiest and least expensive.

Just as an abandoned field will eventually
revert to forest (over a long period of time), so

will a lawn.  This process is called succession.
The lawn will gradually turn into a meadow,
shrubby plants and �weedy� trees will move in,
and eventually a forest will be established.
However, this process does require some
management, but it is yearly rather than weekly.

Weed Laws and the Wildflower Meadow
At first, your grass will grow long, then flop

over and turn brown.   Check the weed laws of
your community, or know your neighbors well,
before you attempt this method.  If the
neighbors voice some concern, you may need to
make your unmown lawn seem more like a
�garden� or �wildflower meadow.�

You can do this by adding both flowers and
sturdy grasses that stand up rather than flop
over.  Use plants that are aggressive enough to
get a foot-hold even while competing against the
grasses already in the yard, such as Black-eyed
Susan,Purple Coneflower and Switchgrass.

If your lawn includes shady areas, the turf
grasses may be having a hard time.  This is an
ideal place to replace the lawn with native plant
species that are shade-tolerant.

Start by creating an unmown area around
the edges of your lawn (near existing flower
beds), and next to the house, and work your
way in.  Seed these with wildflowers, and mow
�neatly� around them.  Establish an �island� of
grasses and wildflowers in the middle of your
lawn areas, and begin to allow these to grow out
to meet the edges.  If you have bare spots in

your �island,� you may
want to fill in with
Little Bluestem, a
native prairie grass.
The next year, repeat
the process, until your
islands of wildflowers
have engulfed your
lawn.

Plants on the Cheap $$
PLANTS FROM YOUR NEIGHBORS:

As with just about anything in life, there are
cheaper ways to obtain native plants if you are
willing to do some work!  You can harvest road-
side seeds, or transplant plants from your
neighbors.  Do you know of a piece of property
that is about to be developed?  You could ask if
you could dig out native plants that will be
destroyed.  (They may want a liability waiver.)

At least annually, you will want to check your
meadow� you may also want to mow in spring or
fall, once every two or three years, to prevent
trees from becoming established.

SEEDS FROM THE BIRDS:
If you are going the no-mow route, and want

to encourage your meadow to fill in with shrubs
and trees, one way to jump start the process is
to plant one or two berry-bearing shrubs or
trees.  This encourages birds to perch in your
yard, and distribute seeds through droppings.
Of course, you may obtain invasive as well as
native plant species through this process.

If you want to maintain your lawn as a �wildflower
meadow� you may also want to mow in spring or
fall, once every two or three years, to prevent
trees from becoming established.

Annual Check-up and Weed-out
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Beyond Waterfront Property
Even if you don�t own waterfront

property, your landscaping choices can
affect the rivers, streams, lakes and
wetlands.

A watershed is all of the land that
drains into a given river, stream, lake or
pond.  The entire watershed affects the
river.  In Massachusetts, a forested
watershed is a healthy watershed.

Plants perform ecological functions that
help protect a watershed:

� Roots allow rainwater to soak into the
ground, and replentish groundwater.

� Tree roots allow for more water to

soak in than do grasses.
� Lawns increase runoff rates by up to

50%, compared to forests.
� Pavement causes nearly all of the rain

water to run directly into the river,
carrying with it pollution.  There is no
filtering, nor does this water recharge
groundwater supplies.

� Across a watershed, increased
pavement and lawns can result in
flooding during heavy rains, and dry
riverbeds during times of low rainfall.

The solution:  Plant plants!

Buffers in Your Watershed
Buffers are important to keep pollutants

from entering even a small stream.  Once
pollutants are in a stream of running
water, they are easily carried
downstream.  The best strategy is to
filter out pollutants by allowing them to be
diffused and absorbed by vegetation
before entering the stream.

Other places for buffers:
� Surrounding a storm drain.
� Between your house and the street

(where storm drains or drainage
ditches carry the water to a river.)

� Along even a tiny drainage ditch, which
functions ecologically as a tiny stream.

� Along a parking lot or driveway.
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Lawn Care to Protect Rivers
Traditional green lawns can hurt our water

resources.  Lawns, particularly with non-native
grasses, require intensive amounts of resources
in order to stay green and healthy.

How might a lawn impact a river?  Lawn
watering can suck rivers and stream dry.
Pesticides and herbicides (weed-killers) wash
into the river with each rain, and can pollute
groundwater and drinking water supplies.
Fertilizers wash into the river and upset stream
ecology.

Lawns themselves have very little ecological
value as habitat.  Compared to a forest, lawns
allow much less water to filter into the ground.
This makes little difference in your yard, but it
can make a great deal of difference over a
whole watershed.  Planting trees and shrubs is
a great, attractive solution.

However, if you do want a lawn, how can you
make sure that you have the environmentally-
greenest lawn possible?

There is a wide spectrum of management
techniques you can choose for your lawn.  The
range of options includes:
� eliminate the lawn by planting a forest
� ignore the lawn; over many years, it will

convert to a shrubby meadow itself.
� no lawn maintenance (just mow it)
� organic fertilizers and pest control
� Integrated Pest Management (You use

chemical pesticides, but only after you check
to make sure you really need them.)

Most people interested in organic lawn care fall
somewhere in the middle of this range.  Here
are a few tips:
� Use Integrated Pest Management (IPM)

to check if you really need pesticides.
� Read the lables on lawn-care products.  Is

that an herbicide you are applying?
� Plant a mix of drought-resistant grasses.
� Water only once a week; 1� is enough. Use a

rain gauge (from hardware store) to check.
� Mow high (3�) and frequently to promote

deep roots that increase drought resistance.
� Test your soil before fertilizing; Apply slow-

release, low phosphorus, organic fertilizer, in
low amounts.  Don�t apply before a hard rain.

Illustration: Virginia Cooperative Extension

Organic Lawn Care: Resources
A good bookstore or library should be able to
supply you with comprehensive books on organic
lawn care.  By following their instructions, along
with the tips above, you should be able to have a
healthy lawn as well as a healthy river.

Here are a few of the many publications:

Xeriscape Landscaping (Low water use).
EPA Publication 840-B-93-001. EPA Water

Resource Center RC-4100, 401 M St. SW,
Washington DC 20460.  FREE.

Cut It Out: Eliminating Lawn Chemicals.  Call
1-800-320-2743 for a FREE brochure.

Safe and Easy Lawn Care: The Complete Guide
to Organic, Low-Maintenance Lawns.  Barbara
Ellis, Ed.  Houghton Mifflin, 1997.
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T R E E S :
Norway Maple
Black Locust

V I N E S :
Black Swallowwort
Honeysuckles
Oriental

Bittersweet
Porcelain Berry

P E R E N N I A L S :
Bishop�s Weed
Garlic Mustard
Japanese Bamboo
Purple Loosestrife
Phragmites
Yellow Iris

In Massachusetts, property along rivers,
streams, and wetlands is subject to
environmental regulations.  Although planting a
streamside buffer is a positive step to protect
the river, you should still consult your local
Conservation Commission at town hall.  This may
be as simple as calling one of the citizens who is
on the Commission, and talking about your
project.  You may not need to do anything else,
as planting native plants is exempt under the
Massachusetts Rivers Protection Act.
However, if you have intensive plans, or if your
landscaping is part of a larger project, you will
need to apply for a permit.  Your Conservation
Commission can help you through this process.

You should also consider the impact of your
project on future uses of your property.
Although you are planting a garden, you may
actually be restoring a wetland!  This restored
wetland may become a protected natural
resource, subject itself to the Wetlands
Protection Act.  Accordingly, you may want to
make sure that this will not affect the legality of
your septic system (will it be �too close� to the
new �wetland�?)  By choosing your plants
carefully, you can avoid this issue.  Consult your
local Conservation Commission or Agent to
determine which plants are �wetland indicator�
species; avoid these plants if you have a
sensitive site.

Invasive Species

Riverfront Regulations

S H R U B S :
Autumn Olive
Japanese Barberry
Common Barberry
Glossy Buckthorn
Common Buckthorn
Winged Euonymus

(Burning Bush)
Multiflora Rose
Privet Hedge

A number of non-native plants that are well-
known, and sometimes even well-loved, have
proven to be invasive.  These plants spread
easily and take over from native plants, which

destroys the natural diversity of our landscape.
Accordingly, if you choose non-native plants,
please do be careful to avoid the following
species which are invasive in Massachusetts:

M
The development of this workshop and materials has been supported by grants from the

Massachusetts Riverways Program, the Essex County Ecology Center, and the Massachusetts
Environmental Trust.  Course materials were developed by Betty Lambright, PRCWA Landscaping
Program Coordinator and a landscaping professional specializing in ecological landscaping, with
assistance from Becka Roolf, PRCWA Executive Director.  This publication may be reproduced in
part or full, with credit given.  For further information, contact:

Parker River Clean Water Association
P.O. Box 798, Byfield, MA 01922

978-462-2551
www.Parker-River.org

More information:
Mass. Biodiversity
Initiative, Div. of
Fisheries and Wildlife.
508-792-7270


