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THE ROLE OF RIPARIAN AREAS

ABOUT WATER TYPE CLASSIFICATIONS

Some of our most valuable habitat for the diverse 
wildlife in Thurston County  – “riparian habitat” – is 
found along water bodies such as rivers, streams, 
lakes and marine (salt water) shorelines. In the past, 
these areas have been referred to as buffers, and the 
terms are still used interchangeably in some cases.  

Riparian habitat refers to the transitional areas 
between the upland environment and the water. 
Riparian habitats moderate the temperature of water 
bodies, help prevent erosion, and provide a home 
for many types of animals and vegetation. Although 
riparian areas are located alongside the water, they 
also provide habitat within the water. 

Like the existing Critical Areas Ordinance, the 
potential amendments would set riparian areas 
according to how the streams and water bodies 
are classifi ed or “typed” by the state Department 
of Natural Resources. The water types are based 
on either a stream or waterbody’s designation as a 
signifi cant water, on the likelihood that a stream is 
potentially used by fi sh based on its size and gradient, 
and/or whether a stream fl ows year-round (perennial). 
If a stream or waterbody is known to be used by fi sh, 
or fi sh are observed within it, it is classifi ed as a fi sh-
bearing water.  

You can check the water typing in your area of 
interest on the Forest Practices Application and 
Review System website:  http://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/
app1/fpars/viewer.htm.
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Trees that fall into the 
water form sheltered pools 
where fi sh can lay eggs. 
The trees and pools also 
supply insects and organic 
materials for the aquatic 
food chain. Approximately 
90 percent of all wildlife use 
riparian areas for part or all 
of their life cycles. 

Potential amendments to the Critical Areas Ordinance 
seek to protect habitat and healthy functioning 
ecosystems in order to support viable populations of 
fi sh and wildlife in Thurston County.

The DNR classifi cations are:

• Type S:  Streams and water bodies that are 
designated “Shorelines of the State” as defi ned in 
chapter 90.58.030 RCW. “Shorelines of the State” 
generally refers to segments of streams where the 
mean annual fl ow is more than 20 cubic feet per 
second, marine shorelines, and lakes 20 acres or 
more in size, PLUS any other water body that is 
classifi ed as a “Shoreline of Statewide Signifi cance.”  
A Shoreline of Statewide Signifi cance is generally 
rivers or streams with a mean annual fl ow of 1,000 
cubic feet per second or greater. 

Examples of Type S water bodies include the 
Deschutes, Chehalis, Black, Skookumchuck and 
Nisqually rivers and their larger tributaries. 

-- continued --



Riparian 2

WATER TYPE CLASSIFICATIONS ... continued

POTENTIAL AMENDMENTS TO STREAM RIPARIAN AREAS 

Note:  Shorelines of the State (Type S) are also 
regulated under a different ordinance: the Thurston 
County Shoreline Master Program, which is 
also currently under revision.  In areas subject to 
regulation under both the Critical Areas Ordinance 
and the Shoreline Master Program,  the most 
protective criteria shall apply until Thurston County 
completes its Shoreline Master Program update, 
which will then take precedence.

• Type F = Fish: These are streams and water bodies 
that are known to be used by fi sh, or meet the 
physical criteria to be potentially used by fi sh. Fish 
streams may or may not have fl owing water all year; 
they may be perennial or seasonal.

The potential amendments would set stream riparian areas 
at 100 to 250 feet, depending on how they are classifi ed 
by the state Department of Natural Resources. (Stream 
riparian areas/buffers are now between 25 and 100 feet.) 
The width of the riparian area would vary, depending 
on the size, water quality and fi sh and wildlife habitat 
provided by a given stream. Where maintaining water 
quality is the primary concern, riparian areas would 
typically be 100 feet wide on both sides of the stream, as 
measured from the ordinary high water mark. If fi sh were 
present in the stream, or wildlife depended on the adjacent 
riparian area, the width could range from 200 to 250 feet 
wide. 

Below is a list of specifi c stream riparian areas under 
consideration. These areas may also contain channel 
migration zones, which have their own management 
criteria that are discussed in the “Frequently Flooded 
Areas fact sheet.”  All fact sheets are available by 
clicking the “Critical Areas Update” link of www.
ThurstonPlanning.org.

• Type S streams: 250 feet (currently 100 feet) + 
a 50-foot riparian management zone where uses 
and activities must be managed in order to prevent 
damage to the buffer.*   Note: The riparian area for 
Type S streams will ultimately be governed by the 
Shoreline Master Program when it is updated. See 
the note at the top of this column. 

• Type “Np” = Non-Fish Perennial: Streams that have 
fl ow year round, but do not meet the physical criteria 
of a Type F stream. This also includes streams that 
have been proven not to contain fi sh. 

• Type “Ns” = Non-Fish Seasonal: Streams that do 
not have surface fl ow during at least some portion 
of the year, and do not meet the physical criteria of a 
Type F stream.

• Type F streams 20 feet wide or greater: 250 feet 
(currently 100 feet) + a 50-foot riparian management 
zone* 

• Type F streams less than 20 feet wide: 200 feet 
(currently 100 feet) + a 50-foot riparian management 
zone *

• Type Np and Ns streams that drain to high 
quality water bodies (Type S or F streams, 
category I-III wetlands, or protected ponds or 
lakes): The riparian area would be 200 feet if the 
stream is within 500 feet of a Type S or F stream, 
Category I-III wetlands, or protected ponds or 
lakes. Elsewhere, the riparian area would be 100 
feet (currently 25-50 feet).  In some cases, Thurston 
County could reduce the riparian area for these 
non-fi sh-bearing streams down to 50 feet – provided 
the permit-applicant could demonstrate that the 
adjacent land use would not generate pollutants or 
sediment that would reach the stream, elevate water 
temperature, or increase peak stream fl ows.

*   Development could still occur on the 50-foot riparian 
management zone, however, standards would be set 
for uses or activities that would generate excessive 
nutrients, sediments, or pollutants that could reach 
the riparian area or stream, or that could signifi cantly 
alter the quantity or the timing of water reaching the 
stream. 
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POND AND LAKE RIPARIAN AREAS

Ponds are defi ned as having less than 20 acres of 
open water. Potential amendments would increase 
pond buffers from about 50 feet to 100 feet to protect 
water quality. Thurston County could reduce the 
buffer width down to 50 feet if a permit-applicant 
could demonstrate that the adjacent land use would 
not generate pollutants, sediment, or excess nutrients; 
elevate water temperature or signifi cantly alter the 
pH of the water body; and that Best Management 
Practices would be used to prevent damage. The 
potential amendments would exempt most ponds that 
are 1,000 square feet or less in size.

Ponds that feature wetland-type vegetation, 
however, would be regulated as wetlands. (See the 
companion fact sheet on wetlands, available by 
clicking the “Critical Areas Update” link of www.
ThurstonPlanning.org.)

Lakes, which are defi ned as having 20 acres or more 
of open water, are regulated by the Shoreline Master 
Program. (See the top left column on page 2.) 

CHANNEL MIGRATION MANAGEMENT ZONES

Rivers and stream channels move over time as water 
carves away at the earth’s surface. Channel migration 
is usually found along a small percentage of the entire 
stream network. 

In channel migration areas, development is currently 
regulated from the ordinary high water mark out to a 
distance that equals 100 times the annual rate of erosion.

The potential amendments would create a 100-foot 
management zone adjacent to this channel migration 
hazard area. Within this zone, standards would be set 
for uses or activities that would generate excessive 
nutrients, sediments, or pollutants that could reach 
the channel migration hazard area, the riparian area or 
stream, or that could signifi cantly alter the quantity or 
the timing of water reaching the stream. 
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CONTACT INFORMATION: Thurston County Planning Department, 2000 Lakeridge Drive S.W., Olympia, 
WA 98502.  Staff contact:  Andrew Deffobis, Associate Planner, (360) 754-3355, ext. 5467. E-mail deffoba@co.thurston.wa.us.

IMPORTANT THINGS TO KNOW

• If you plan to build a new home or structure, you 
would need to make sure the project does not 
encroach on the riparian area. 

• Houses and other structures that are already 
located in a riparian area could stay where they 
are. If a portion of the house or structure is outside 
the riparian area, the property owner could also 
expand the footprint in that area.  

• Property owners who already have a structure 
within a riparian area could also add 500 square 
feet of impervious surface – either by expanding 
the footprint of an existing structure or building 
a new structure. If another area of the buffer is 
already disturbed, the property owner would offset 
the new impervious area by restoring 500 square 
feet of the disturbed area. (This typically involves 
replacing invasive plants with native plants.)

• In most cases, grading activities and removing 
native vegetation and trees would be prohibited 
in the riparian area – this is true in the existing 
ordinance as well. Property owners could, 
however, continue to maintain existing lawns, 
landscaping, gardens, athletic fi elds, playgrounds 
and parks, provided the work did not involve 
further expansion beyond the existing developed 
area. 

• Depending on the type and extent of project 
that is proposed and how close it is located to 
the riparian area, a Critical Area Review Permit 
(CARP) or minor report may be required.  For 
small projects that limit vegetation removal and 
impervious surfaces, a report may not be required. 
In general, the closer the project is to a riparian 
area, the more likely it is that a report or permit 
will be required.

BEST AVAILABLE SCIENCE

The potential amendments are based on scientifi c 
information that is already deemed Best Available 
Science by the state and federal governments, Growth 
Management Hearings boards, courts, and other 
western Washington counties.  A list of sources is 
posted on the “Critical Areas Update” link of  www.
ThurstonPlanning.org.

www.ThurstonPlanning.org

MARINE (SALT WATER) RIPARIAN AREAS

The potential amendments would establish 250-foot-
wide marine riparian areas along marine shorelines, and 
50-foot marine riparian management zones adjacent 
to those areas. Marine shoreline buffers are currently 
50-100 feet. In the riparian management zones, uses and 
activities would be managed in order to prevent damage 
to the riparian area. (See the last paragraph of page 2 for 
a description of management zones.)

Note: The riparian area for marine shorelines will 
ultimately be governed by the Shoreline Master Program 
when it is updated. (See the top left column on page 2.) 


