
Riparian Areas 
Description and Function 

Riparian Description 

Riparian by definition refers to an area related to or located on the bank of a natural watercourse.   
Riparian areas or “zones” are typically vegetated areas that form a buffer along rivers and streams.  
These areas generally contain unique plant and animal communities that represent the interface    
between aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems.  Because riparian areas share characteristics of both     
terrestrial and aquatic systems they contain a high level of biotic diversity and are sensitive to 
changes that occur within their associated watersheds.   

 All riparian areas develop through the presence and persistence of water but not all riparian     
areas are alike in vegetative composition.  Several factors play a role in determining the diversity 
within a riparian area including: soil type, topography, climate, local hydrology and local vegetation.        
Riparian areas within the Upper Cibolo Creek Watershed (UCCW) are highly variable in size,     
quality and effectiveness in performing their            
intended ecological function. 

Riparian Function 

Although riparian areas constitute a small portion  
of total area within a watershed, the biological     
and hydrological functions of these areas are        
extremely influential in maintaining healthy   
downstream aquatic systems.     

♦ Riparian areas limit the effects of erosion       
by providing stream-bank stability.  

♦ During rain events, riparian areas trap             
dissolved sediments and contaminants             
carried by stormwater runoff.   

♦ Dissolved oxygen (DO) is a crucial water quality parameter for survival of aquatic organisms. 
Cooler water temperatures support higher DO levels.  Shade provided by well established riparian 
areas help maintain lower water temperatures during summer months. 

♦ Riparian areas alleviate potential flood damage by providing a transition zone between terrestrial 
and aquatic habitats.  This transition zone slows floodwaters allowing them to enter streams with 
less energy, mitigating their damaging effects on stream channels.  

♦ Riparian areas provide habitat for a variety of species including birds and large mammals. 

Riparian Buffer Width            

Riparian buffers established on private lands are voluntary measures taken to improve water quality 
and promote wildlife habitat.  Riparian buffer width should be site specific and dependant upon  
variables such as: surrounding land use, topography, and size /permanence of the water body.      
Generally, buffers within forested regions of Texas are 50 feet on either side of a creek or stream.    

UPPER CIBOLO CREEK WATERSHED PROTECTION PLAN 

 For more information contact: Ryan Bass, Watershed Planning Coordinator, Upper Cibolo Creek Watershed 
City of Boerne     P.O. Box 1677 • 402 E. Blanco    Boerne, Texas 78006    (830) 249-9511 ext. (6)1175     

rbass@ci.boerne.tx.us 
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