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 - What is a riparian zone? 

 A riparian zone is 

 the intersection 

 between freshwater 

 and land. The word 

 “riparian” is derived 

 from the Latin word 

 ripa  , which means 

 ‘bank or shore’. 
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 - Lentic 
 and Lotic 
 Riparian 
 Systems 

 Riparian 

 systems are 

 typically either 

 lentic or lotic. 

 Lentic systems 

 are riparian 

 zones around 

 still water, such as lakes or ponds. Lotic systems are around moving water, such 

 as rivers or streams. 

 Shipley Nature Center’s Blackbird Pond is a lentic system, because it is a still 

 pond. However, the small man-made stream in the Shipley demo garden can be 



 considered a lotic system because it is a moving body of water. 

 - Shipley Nature Center’s Riparian Habitat 

 Shipley Nature Center’s riparian habitat is set around Blackbird Pond. 

 Animals such as squirrels, raccoons, skunks, coyotes, and various birds visit this 

 pond. Shipley Nature Center is a hotspot for birding, and monthly birding groups 

 typically spot 20-50 different species in the span of two hours! There are multiple 

 kinds of butterflies that live in Shipley, including the red admiral, the mourning 

 cloak, and the western tiger swallowtail. Shipley’s freshwater availability for 

 animals and plants is part of the reason it draws so much local wildlife. 

 Blackbird Pond is also a natural aquifer. This means that water seeps up 

 from the ground and forms a body of water. Aquifers have become rare as 

 California extracts larger amounts of water from underground. Droughts mean 

 that rainfall no longer replenishes underground water sources, and so less water 

 seeps up through aquifers. Blackbird Pond remains at a high level during 

 droughts because it is connected to an aquifer that the Orange County Water 

 District manually replenishes to prevent saltwater intrusion from the ocean. 

 Freeman Creek originates from Blackbird Pond. Local indigenous tribes 

 could take canoes all the way from Shipley to the beach using Freeman Creek, 

 which has now mostly been paved over for development. The creekbed can still 

 be seen at Shipley Nature Center, and underground water keeps the soil damp 

 enough for juncus and yerba mansa to grow. 

 - Riparian Gardens and Habitats 

 Shipley Nature Center has both a riparian habitat and a riparian garden. 
 The difference between the two is that a riparian  habitat  is a large space around 

 a natural body of water that is intentionally left wild, and can support larger 

 wildlife such as raccoons or coyotes. A riparian  garden  is a smaller space usually 



 set around a man-made pond or stream in someone’s yard, and can support 

 smaller wildlife such as songbirds and butterflies. Blackbird Pond and the 

 surrounding trees and shrubs in Shipley Nature Center can be considered a 

 riparian habitat. The small electronically-pumped stream and surrounding 

 vegetation in the demo garden can be considered a riparian garden. 

 -Why Do Riparian Zones Matter? 

 Riparian zones are important for three main reasons; they reduce flooding, 

 provide shelter for many plants and animals, and help maintain important 

 resources. Some animals even use riparian zones as a way to travel long 

 distances. 

 - Flood Control 

 Riparian zones can help stop flooding. The structure of the riverbank is 

 formed so that the river can rise and fall seasonally without overflowing. Rocky or 

 gravelly sediment can also reduce flooding, as water that would normally flood on 

 saturated land or pavement can instead drain between the rocks. 

 A riparian buffer, compared to a riparian zone, is specifically the vegetation 

 barrier which grows within a riparian zone. Tree roots and plant life in riparian 

 buffers make soil more permeable, and helps soil absorb and store water rather 

 than letting it flood immediately out into urban areas. Buffer root systems also 

 reduce land erosion from heavy rain by keeping soil in place. Plant life can also 

 filter silt and debris from stormwater runoff, reducing the amount of sediment or 

 chemicals in lakes and/or rivers. 



 - Animals in Riparian Zones 

 Riparian zones can 

 shelter many 

 animals, such as 

 squirrels, raccoons, 

 skunks, coyotes, 

 moose, otters, and 

 beavers. In dry 

 areas, riparian zones 

 are great sources of 

 drinking water and 

 useful vegetation. 

 For example, 

 butterfly species such as red admirals and west coast ladies lay their eggs on 

 stinging nettle. Birds like the black-chinned hummingbird make their nest almost 

 solely out of the fluffy seed material of willow trees. 

 - Animal Life Inside 
 and Outside the 

 Shipley Nature Center 
 Different riparian areas 

 can support different 

 wildlife, based on location, 

 size, and type of riparian 

 habitat. For example, 

 while Shipley Nature 



 Center supports animals who need less space, temperate winters, and can 

 survive in urban areas, it cannot support every type of animal. Smaller or more 

 urban animals such as raccoons and hawks can be found in Shipley. Moose, 

 beaver, muskrats, and otters require larger, colder, or lotic habitats. 

 - Animals Use Riparian Zones to Migrate 
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 Animals can use 

 riparian zones as a type 

 of highway to travel 

 long distances. A 

 riparian zone that 

 covers a long distance 

 such as a river or creek 

 provides a way for 

 animals to travel 

 through extremely dry 

 or hot regions safely, as 

 it provides a constant 

 source of shade or water. Even lentic riparian zones such as lakes and ponds 

 provide necessary rest stops for migrating animals covering large distances. As 

 climate change increases temperatures and droughts, riparian habitats will 

 become even more important for animals seeking relief and escape routes from 

 extreme conditions. 

 - Plant Life in Riparian Zones 

 - What grows in a riparian zone? 

 ● Grasses, such as sedge, tule, and bulrush. 

 ● Shrubs, such as creek dogwood and mule fat. 



 ● Trees, such as willows and cottonwoods. 

 ●  Other vegetation with high water needs. 

 There are many kinds of trees that grow in riparian habitats, such as arroyo 

 willow, sycamore, cottonwood, and alder trees. Smaller vegetation includes 

 stinging nettle, California bulrush, and mule fat. Mule fat is a medium-sized shrub 

 with small white flowers 

 that grows throughout 

 Shipley Nature Center. 

 While mule fat can 

 withstand dry 

 conditions, it prefers to 

 grow in areas with 

 year-round water. 

 California bulrush is the 

 reed that grows in 

 heavy clumps around 

 the pond, providing habitat for red-winged blackbirds. Stinging nettle gets its 

 name from the small stinging hairs on its leaves and stems, which can be quickly 

 washed off skin with water. The presence of plants like arroyo willow and yerba 

 mansa can indicate that there is water nearby or underground. 

 - What does destroying riparian zones lead to? 

 Riparian zones are threatened by logging, development, and resource extraction. 

 Removing trees or vegetation reduces the stability of riparian areas, as well as 

 their ability to filter chemicals from reaching crucial water sources that both 

 humans and wildlife depend on. Trees and vegetation also maintain lower 

 temperatures in water by providing shade, which reduces evaporation during dry, 

 hot seasons. 



 While riparian zones only account for a small percentage of land, they are key 

 parts of larger biomes. Destroying riparian zones has rippling negative effects on 

 surrounding environments that depend on riparian zones for freshwater, flood 

 control, water filtration, biodiversity, and nutrient deposition in oceans. 

 Destroying riparian areas leads to: 

 ● Flooding 

 ● Poor water quality 

 ● Less water availability 

 ● Less fish in both freshwater and saltwater 

 ● Less vegetation 

 ● More weeds 

 ● Barren environments 

 ● Less resources for humans 

 - Other Riparian Zones in Orange County 

 Other riparian and 

 wetland habitats in 

 Orange County 

 include the Bolsa 

 Chica Wetlands, 

 IRWD San Joaquin 

 Marsh & Wildlife 

 Sanctuary, Crystal 

 Cove State Park’s 

 canyon trail, and 

 Agua Chinon. These 

 habitats are open to 

 the public. 
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