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●     ecosystem 
●     watershed 
●     riparian 
●     nutrients 
●     sediment 

.

 
Trees can live for 
100 years or longer. 
Oak trees can live for 
500 to 800 years.

  

 

●     Riparian 
Forest 
Buffers 

Background Facts: 

●     Forests once covered 95 percent of the 
watershed. Today, they cover about 60 
percent, performing vital functions that 
benefit water and air quality. 

●     More than 50 major tree species and more 
than 2,700 different plant species grow in 
the Chesapeake Bay watershed. 

●     Many kinds of trees can live for 100 years 
or longer. Some species, such as oak, can 
live for 500 to 800 years. 

Forests perform crucial functions that benefit the 
plants and animals throughout the Bay watershed. 
They: 

●     Protect Water Quality: Forests act as 
‘sponges’ by capturing rainfall, reducing 
runoff, maintaining the flow of streams, 
filtering nutrients and sediment and 
stabilizing soils. Riparian forests that buffer streams significantly 
reduce the amount of excess nutrients (such as nitrogen and 
phosphorus) that enter the water, sometimes by as much as 30 to 
90 percent. Mature trees also provide deep root systems that hold 
soils in place, helping to stabilize streambanks and reduce erosion. 

●     Create Habitat for Fish and Wildlife: Healthy forests provide 
food, shelter, nesting sites and safe migration paths for the 
Chesapeake Bay’s aquatic and land animals. Streamside forests 
shade the water beneath their canopies, maintaining cooler water 
temperatures in summer, an important factor for spawning fish. 
Decaying leaves and wood also are essential links in the Bay’s 
food chain. 

●     Improve Air Quality: Forests absorb or trap nitrogen, particulates 
and other pollutants in the atmosphere that are released by cars, 
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factories, farming and construction. 
●     Encourage Recreation: Forests offer us places in which to reflect 

and experience natural beauty and solitude. They foster active 
outdoor recreation, such as fishing, hiking, camping and cross-
country skiing. Tourism and recreation contribute to the region’s 
economy. 

●     Contribute to the Economy: Forests produce wood for paper, 
building materials, fabrics such as rayon, and even food and 
medicines. The forest products industry is an important source of 
jobs for rural areas and small cities in the Bay watershed. In 
Virginia alone, wood products contribute $9.8 billion annually to 
the state’s economy. Pennsylvania is the nation’s largest hardwood 
producer. And in Maryland, more than 41,000 people work in the 
wood products industry. 

The Forest’s Structure 

The watershed’s forests are composed of 

multiple layers  that create multiple 
habitats for the Bay’s abundant plant and 
animal species: 

●     Canopy: The forest’s top layer 
provides protection for birds and 
butterflies and shade to cool the 
forest in summer. 

●     Understory: Beneath the main canopy, this secondary layer is 
composed of smaller trees and shrubs. As old trees die off, gaps 
emerge in the canopy, which younger trees grow to fill. 

●     Forest Floor: Composed of small plants that live close to the 
ground and provide food and habitat to many species. 

●     Soil: Microorganisms, worms, insects and other organisms inhabit 
the soil and the rich layer of decomposing leaves and twigs, 
continually recycling material that falls to the forest floor so that it 
can be re-used by forest plants. 

The Early History of the Watershed’s 
Forests 
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Before John Smith arrived in the 17th century, forests covered an 
estimated 95 percent of the watershed of the Chesapeake Bay and 
protected 90 percent of its total stream network beneath a continuous 
canopy. These forests served as a continuous living filter and regulator of 
the Bay’s entire environment. As the land was settled, the pace of forest 
clearing accelerated. By the mid-1800s, more than half of the watershed’s 
forested land had been converted to other uses.

The Watershed’s Forests Today 

Although the acreage of forested land has recovered somewhat from the 
historic lows of the mid-19th century, less than 60 percent of the original 
forest remains today. Twenty-nine percent of the watershed is now 
devoted to agriculture and approximately 12 percent has been developed 
in the form of houses, roads and businesses. Today the watershed’s forests 
are again dwindling, at a rate unseen for nearly a century. Although some 
forests are being cleared for agriculture, the main threat comes from urban 
development and sprawl. Over the past 25 years, forests were lost to urban 
expansion at a rate of nearly 100 acres per day.

The Bay Program is currently working on a study to bring together all of 
the known forest information in the watershed. This will be published as 
the State of the Chesapeake Forests report in 2006. The report will 
examine the information known about forests’ relationships to water 
quality, air quality, economics, human health and quality of life. It will 
also assess forests’ characteristics and stressors as well as conservation 
and management issues.

What is the Bay Program doing to protect and restore forests? 

The Chesapeake Bay Watershed Forestry Program includes the following 
groups 

●     USDA Forest Service; 
●     State forestry agencies of Maryland, Pennsylvania and Virginia; 
●     District of Columbia’s Urban Forestry Division; and 
●     Forestry Workgroup. 

The Watershed Forestry Program focuses its efforts in the following five 
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areas: 

●     Building and sustaining partnerships; 
●     Delivering forestry information, education, and outreach; 
●     Promoting the conservation of forest land; 
●     Restoring and protecting riparian forest buffers; and 
●     Enhancing urban watershed health through forestry. 

Current projects include: 

●     State of the Chesapeake Forests; 
●     Forestry for the Bay; and 
●     The Resource Lands Assessment (RLA). 

How YOU Can Help: 

●     Join a watershed association in your community. 
●     Plant native trees and plants in your yard. For more information, 

refer to the Native Plant Guide for Planting Along Streams and 
Ponds; (.pdf) the Maryland native plants list; the Pennsylvania 
native plants list; and the Virginia native plants list. 

●     Participate in efforts to restore forests along streams and rivers. 
●     Encourage sound land use planning in your community, including 

forest conservation and stream corridor protection. 
●     Call your state forestry agency if you have questions about forests 

in your area. 

Partners in the Forestry Effort: 

●     US Forest Service NA Watershed Team Website 
●     Maryland Department of Natural Resources Forest Service 
●     Pennsylvania Bureau of Forestry 
●     Virginia Department of Forestry 
●     District of Columbia Urban Forestry Administration 
●     Chesapeake Bay Local Assistance Department of Virginia 
●     Maryland Cooperative Extension 

To bookmark this page, please use this URL: http://www.chesapeakebay.net/
forest.htm 

http://www.chesapeakebay.net/habitats.htm (4 of 5)2/5/2008 10:28:41 AM

http://www.chesapeakebay.net/pubs/subcommittee/nsc/forest/appx07.pdf
http://www.chesapeakebay.net/pubs/subcommittee/nsc/forest/appx07.pdf
http://www.mdflora.org/publications/natives2plant_lists.html
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/wildplant/native.aspx
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/wildplant/native.aspx
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/wildplant/native.aspx
http://www.fs.fed.us/na/morgantown/frm/water/waterinfo.htm
http://www.dnr.state.md.us/forests/
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/
http://www.dof.virginia.gov/
http://ddot.dc.gov/ufa/site/default.asp
http://www.cblad.virginia.gov/
http://www.agnr.umd.edu/MCE/index.cfm
http://www.chesapeakebay.net/forest.htm
http://www.chesapeakebay.net/forest.htm


Habitats

For more information, contact the Chesapeake Bay Program Office: 
410 Severn Avenue, Suite 109, Annapolis, MD 21403 / Tel: (800) YOUR-

BAY / Fax: (410) 267-5777.

Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | Contact Us 
Directions to the Bay Program Office 

 
Last modified: 12/9/04 
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