
   

 

SHORELINE BUFFERS 

 Shorelands are naturally full of a rich diversity of life: plants, 
animals, and microorganisms, including humans. As we 
understand more about the structure and function of a shoreland, 
we also become aware of the importance of our role in keeping 
these systems healthy. Our efforts can lead to the restoration of a 
quality outdoor resource and a community full of life and beauty. 
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The Problem 
 
 Buildings and access drives replace vegetation, increasing the amount of storm water runoff and 
pollutants entering our lakes and waterways. Traditional lawns, while not particularly harmful, have 
few of the benefits of a more natural shoreline. Lawns are shallow rooted, provide little wildlife 
habitat, need frequent maintenance, and often are overfertilized. These factors can lead to problems 
in our lakes such as: 
 

 Shoreline erosion and lake sedimentation 
 Algal blooms and excessive aquatic plant growth 
 Loss of wildlife habitat, but an increase in nuisance animals, such as geese 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Buffer Solution 
 
 Creation of a shoreline buffer zone is the essence of a responsible landscaping concept. It is an 
opportunity for us to balance our needs and priorities with the needs and priorities of those with 
whom we share life at the edge of the water. Lawns conventionally groomed right up to the water’s 
edge can be redesigned to allow a buffer zone adjacent to the lake. Banks can be planted with 
vegetation to control soil erosion and eliminate the mowing of grass. Vegetation is a permanent 
sediment filter that protects the lake.  Landscaping and shoreland restoration can return many 
desirable features to our shorelines: 
 

 Filter out pollutants and runoff that degrade water quality 
 Prevent shoreline erosion by absorbing wave action 
 Stabilize lake-bottom sediment 
 Screen undesirable views while framing good ones 
 Provide habitat for a wide variety of wildlife, but discourage geese 

 
 
 Restoring the balance of nature enhances the aesthetic quality and recreational opportunities we 
appreciate. It also balances our lifestyle with the needs of the natural communities of plants and 
animals that also call shoreland home. 
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Shoreline Buffer 
 
 Nearly every shoreline has suitable sites for buffer strips. Natural vegetation may already be 
there and require no further attention. Other shorelines may suffer erosion or runoff contamination 
problems that need to be addressed.  
 
 A buffer area should extend along the shore at least 35 feet wide landward from the ordinary 
high-water mark.* Do a tour during a downpour to determine where water flows off the land, where 
the water comes from, where it puddles and soaks in, and where it erodes. Buffers may need 
widening to protect low-lying areas that may only hold water during wet weather periods.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 Many residential landscapes have mowed turf grasses to the water’s edge. Leaving a buffer 
zone of unmowed turf along the shoreline is the easiest step to reduce the runoff of soil, fertilizer, 
and pesticides into surface waters. The grasses will grow 12-24 inches tall before going to seed. 
The buffer zone’s inland edge can be mowed along a natural-looking curve, leaving natural-looking 
pathways through the buffer zone to the water’s edge. Planting appropriate bulbs, perennial flowers, 
and groundcovers in the grasses in the buffer zones will add seasonal diversity.   
 
 Although many types of plants may be used in buffers, native species have adapted over 
thousands of years to Wisconsin’s climate, soils, and pests. For this reason the native plants often 
grow better than non-native plants and do not require as much care, e.g., fertilization and pest 
control. As a bonus, native wildlife is attracted to native plants, which adds balance to the larger 
shoreline environment.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 *The ordinary high-water mark is the highest point on the bank or shore that shows evidence of the presence and 
action of water. The mark may show current or wave erosion, a change in vegetation from aquatic to terrestrial, or by 
high-water stains on rocks or trees.  
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Creating a buffer strip will protect the lakefront from erosion and runoff and provide a 

beautiful area that will be low maintenance.  
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Using a grid design makes planting an area a simple task. 

 

Shoreline planting designs by Roy Diblik, Northwind Perennial Farms. 

Native Shoreline Planting Photos and Garden Grids by Samantha Carlson. 
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 The depth to groundwater may limit the establishment of certain plants. Wetland vegetation 
requires water near or at the surface of the ground, so plants like cattails and bulrushes need to be 
placed in wet areas. Slightly drier areas support wild irises, sedges, and willows. Planting taller 
vegetation in clumps alternating with lower vegetation provides a framing for views of the water. 
Careful selection of plants can enhance wildlife, especially birds.   
 
 Although the view toward the water is often pleasing, there may be certain visual elements that 
are unappealing. The noise of lake activities also may be disruptive. Trees and shrubs may be used 
in the buffer zone to frame good views, screen poor views, and reduce sounds. Incorporating woody 
trees and shrubs in mulched planting beds reduces runoff, modifies moisture/temperature, and 
provides a natural appearance. Gradually the whole shoreline may be planted to create a woodland 
setting with appropriate openings for visual and physical access to the water.   
 
 The goal of buffer strips is to provide long-term protection of the shoreline from excessive runoff 
and erosion. Maintaining a tight, well-covered site is essentially all the long-term effort needed. 
Avoid using fertilizers or pesticides. Remove or cut undesirable weeds, but avoid the temptation to 
clean up dead leaves, sticks, or logs. They help break up the impact of raindrops, which spatter soil 
particles into the air, making them easily swept away by flowing water, and act as check dams to 
runoff. Organic matter soaks up water, holds it on site, and enriches the soil by slowly releasing 
nutrients as the matter decomposes. 
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A Few Final Thoughts 

 

 Some factors affecting shoreline development are beyond an individual’s control. The property 
may have been developed and landscaped long ago, zoning code requirements may offer little 
flexibility for preserving vegetation on the lot, or options may be limited by surrounding properties. 
So whenever a landscaping opportunity presents itself, be responsible and create buffer zones 
along the lakeshore. 
 
 If you are proceeding with plans and permits to build, be responsible and follow proper 
construction site practices. 
 
 Remember, most Wisconsin lakeshores started out being wooded, and such lots today are the 
ones often commanding high selling prices. If you want to maintain some conventional lawn, please 
do so away from the shore. 
 
 Where to go for more information: 

 University of Wisconsin-Extension office 
 County land conservation office 
 Landscape architects/contractors, horticulturists, and designers with experience in shoreline 

buffers and shoreline restoration 
 Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources – provides information regarding restoration 

consultants for Wisconsin and surrounding areas 
 

 
 Many shoreline property owners want to maintain some conventional lawn. The following are 
helpful tips to reduce potential water-quality problems that may be caused by common landscape 
maintenance practices. 
 

 Mow when grass is 3-4 inches tall and do not cut it shorter than 2-2.5 inches.  This reduces 
the growth of weeds and prevents excessive loss of moisture during hot weather. 

 When mowing, leave grass clippings on the lawn. By doing so, the need for commercial 
fertilizers is greatly reduced or eliminated. 

 If fertilizing is a must, follow a responsible fertilizer program to avoid over fertilizing.   
 If lawn weeds must be controlled, pull by hand or spot treat weeds in May or September with 

liquid lawn weed killer rather than using weed-killer treatments over the entire lawn. 
 Grass does not grow well in deep shade. Instead, plant shade-tolerant ornamental 

groundcovers or native woodland wildflowers. 
 Mulch trees and shrubs to retain moisture and improve plant health and vigor. 
 Select well-adapted plant material with low insect and disease potential to reduce the need to 

use pesticides. 

For additional information visit: 

www.GenevaLakeConservancy.org/Shoreline-Buffer/ 

 

You will find additional planting grids, and a list of shoreline trees, shrubs, 

forest plants, and shoreline aquatics, herb and grasses. 
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 The Geneva Lake Conservancy is a tax-exempt, not-for-profit 501(c)(3) with the 

passionate mission of protecting the environmental character of the Geneva Lakes area. 

 

 The Conservancy is focused on preserving the quality of lake water, wetlands, farmland, 

open spaces and woodlands, and protecting against excess development, lake crowding and 

shoreline alteration. The Geneva Lake Conservancy has 24 properties under permanent 

protection through conservation easements, covering 1130 acres of land. 

 

 In 1977, concerned citizens formed the Committee to Save Geneva Lake  in response to 

pollutants entering the lake. No other organization existed to address the problem through local, 

state or federal laws. After resolution of the crisis, the Committee became a permanent 

environmental advocate for the lake. 

 

 In 1982, the Committee realized in order to protect the lake, it also needed to protect 

land surrounding the lake. The Geneva Lake Land Conservancy was formed and procured its 

first voluntary land protection agreement in 1985. 

 

 The group reorganized in 1992 to become the Geneva Lake Conservancy.  

 

 Today, the Conservancy works for all of you by protecting land for permanent 

conservation, advocating through attendance at local municipal meetings and provides 

education opportunities through ground water model presentations for local schools and civic 

groups. 

Geneva Lake Conservancy 

398 Mill Street 

PO Box 588 

Fontana, WI  53125 

(262) 275-5700 

www.GenevaLakeConservancy.org 
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