River Corridor Conservation Planning

Introduction

The Vermont River Conservancy (VRC) is a statewide organization working on conserving properties along  water resources.  VRC’s objectives are:

· To protect “special places” along the waters of Vermont such as waterfalls, gorges, swimming     holes, wetlands, river and lakeshores, and islands;

· To protect wildlife habitat, natural communities, and biodiversity along the waters of Vermont;

· To protect lands along the waters of Vermont for recreation, education, and aesthetic enjoyment (including scenic value); and 

· To facilitate and encourage additional land protection and land stewardship that protect water quality and river corridors.

Riparian vegetation (quantity and quality) is known to be one of the most important factors influencing aquatic ecosystem quality, and riparian vegetation is also known to provide higher quality travel corridors for many species.  Nevertheless, floodplain forest is one of the most decimated natural community types in Vermont.  Furthermore, regionally, riparian shrub communities are not well studied by ecologists, and human land-use activities continue to neglect protection of riparian zones.  This neglect extends from the land development sector, to the agricultural sector, to the forest products sector. 

VRC recently moved their offices to Middlebury, offering us the perfect opportunity for collaboration.  While they have needs statewide, we will be focusing on a stretch of Otter Creek.  One of our goals will be to analyze conservation needs along this reach, as we develop a protocol for assessing needs and strategies for other key reaches of rivers throughout the state.   Another goal will be to tackle the riparian buffer issue to see if we can come up with creative solutions for Vermont. 

Project Statement

This project will take an in-depth look at a river corridor along Otter Creek from the Vergennes Dam to Route 17 as both the VRC and the Vermont Forum on Sprawl are separately interested in several conservation and restoration projects for properties along this reach of the creek.  As mentioned above, VRC is working throughout VT, so while your research design and products will be targeted to a specific area, transferability should be a key goal.  Your charge is to address the following:

· Assemble a Model GIS Project:  Assemble and develop needed data for the designated section of Otter Creek to develop a GIS project prototype for VRC.  Data could include, but are not limited to, property boundaries & ownership, current land cover and land use, conservation mechanisms already in place, previously identified natural resources of interest, and 50-year flood zone. The model should include identifying threats to these resources, identifying conservation stakeholders, and identifying strategies to abate threats.  The goal will be to assemble this information into a presentation framework with key stakeholders as the target audience.

· Minimum Zone of Protection:  A common issue surrounding riparian buffers is the “what size riparian buffer strip is needed” debate.  Your second goal is to move beyond rehashing this debate by advancing the “minimum zone of protection” model for our reach of Otter Creek.  This model considers ways to protect broader river corridors as devised by geomorphic analysis (e.g., taking meander belt width and stress points into account).  While there is no time for the class to define this zone of protection through field work, it would help VRC for you to perform a phase-one analysis based primarily on remote sensing using VT’s Department of Environmental Conservation River Management protocols.
· Riparian Buffer Conservation Policies and Tools:  A conservation easement is one example of a land-protection tool.  Other tools include a variety of voluntary enrollment programs funded by federal and state money.  Examples include the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP), Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP), and Landowner Incentive Program (LIP).  One goal of many of these publicly funded conservation programs is to develop or maintain riparian buffers for the benefit of water quality, wildlife habitat, and biodiversity. Interestingly, one of the largest land trusts in Vermont does not require buffers as a part of conservation easements on lands that they have protected.  While this has been a subject of much debate, their main reason is that the buffer stipulation often discourages the landowner from conserving the entire property in question.  The often-cited reason is that taking ~50 feet out of production would cause economic hardship.  Your third goal is to challenge this perception by considering the following:

· What is the value of the land taken out of production in terms of crop yield?  What is the cost of replacing this crop either elsewhere on-farm or purchasing from another source?  Develop these and other key questions for a case study analysis.

· What are the perceptions and needs of the various stakeholders?  With our assistance, as you are developing strategies, help organize collaborative forums or focus group meetings of the key stakeholders concerned with riparian buffer issues in the state.  The primary objective of this is to provide opportunity for everyone to participate in the process and to increase the buy-in of your recommendations.

· Are there models used by other land trusts in the region or country? How are other major land trusts in New England or in other parts of the country incorporating buffers as part of their conservation and restoration projects?  What are their policies concerning riparian buffers in larger conservation projects?
Project Format
The project will result in several finished products.  All will be brought together into both a written analysis and presentation.  The GIS project will demonstrate an efficient and effective protocol for evaluating riparian conservation needs and strategies using part of lower Otter Creek as a case study.  Your remote sensing work to define the minimum zone of protection can be incorporated into the GIS project.  The analysis of riparian buffer policies and protection mechanisms will result in economic and socio-political (stakeholder) analyses that will include recommendations for more effective riparian buffer conservation based on what is learned from stakeholders, other models employed elsewhere, and economic concerns.

