WHO OWNS THE TREES?


Spring is in the air, trees are leafing out, birds are nesting, and we feel renewed by the stirring of life around us. On a beautiful spring day, walk or drive along a wooded stream and enjoy nature’s beauty. As you do, ask yourself: Who owns the trees that stabilize the stream’s banks and shades its waters? Who owns the birds that nest in the trees along the stream? And who owns the breeze that flutters the leaves of the trees?


Simple, even silly questions you may say. Everyone owns the breeze because every living thing depends on air. Even though the breeze blows across private property, the landowner is not allowed to foul the air and endanger others. Nobody owns the birds because they fly at will to many places. Even though birds may nest on private property, most species are protected from destruction by the landowner or hunters. The trees that provide a valuable buffer along a stream are a different matter. They belong to the landowner and generally may be cut down for firewood or lumber, or just to improve a view.


Trees are valuable to the landowner and to the broader community, so in some instances there are competing interests. The value of the trees to the landowner is fairly obvious; their value to the community is subtle but very important—especially in Adams County since we depend on precipitation and groundwater for our water needs.


Trees, shrubs, and other plants along streams – called riparian buffers – perform several functions vital to protecting water resources. Riparian buffers serve as living filters, trapping and filtering sediments, nutrients and chemicals, thus reducing pollutants entering a stream. Shade from the trees helps cool the water and allows it to hold more oxygen to support fish and other aquatic life. Tree roots stabilize streambanks and, along with other vegetation, slow flood water to reduce streambank erosion. When storm runoff is slowed, more water recharges underground aquifers. And these wooded areas provide excellent wildlife habitat.


Since these wooded stream corridors are valuable to both the landowner and the community, how can we protect the interests of both? Zoning can designate conservation areas where building is prohibited, but that does not prevent deforestation. Conservation easements could protect these valuable lands, but landowners may be unwilling to participate without some compensation. Even with compensation some landowners may not wish to participate.


So what can be done? There are no simple and easy answers, but there are things we can do. First, both citizens and landowners need to understand the importance of riparian buffers so that they will protect existing buffers and create new ones (the Adams County Conservation District and agricultural groups have an important role to play in this effort). Second, local officials need to understand the importance of protecting stream corridors when they adopt zoning, land development, and stormwater ordinances. Third, local governments and other groups can pursue funding to finance projects to create and protect riparian buffers. The Watershed Alliance is involved in all of these efforts. Through these combined efforts we hope that we can all continue to enjoy a walk or drive along a wooded stream and know that our water and our quality of life is being protected, now and for future generations.

WAAC ‘s 2005 Membership Campaign is under way. Please call 677-4628 for information.

Charles Skopic is President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County.
