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Native plants are being utilized on farms in our area for the benefit of both the farmer and the overall health of our watershed. Often referred to as “conservation buffers,” areas or strips of farmland are planted in permanent vegetation such as native trees, shrubs, forbs and grasses. When properly planned, conservation buffers can greatly benefit the health of the soil, water and overall ecosystem on a farm. Buffers are generally designed to filter sediment and pesticide runoff and to reduce soil erosion, but they also act to improve wildlife habitat, attract beneficial insects and provide biodiversity and beauty to the farmscape. 
Types of conservation buffers include filter strips, grassed waterways, hedgerows, riparian habitats, field borders, and windbreaks. These projects vary in size and vegetative species, depending on the situation and the desired benefit.
Filter strips and grassed waterways are made up of native grass species strategically planted to improve water quality and reduce soil erosion. The grasses work on the surface to reduce runoff by slowing water flow and trapping soil particles and pesticide residue. Below ground, deep root systems open up the soil providing improved water infiltration, reduced flooding and greater groundwater recharge. 
Hedgerows and riparian buffers consist of native tree, shrub, forb and grass species. They both offer multiple benefits to the farm and watershed, including reduced soil erosion, improved water quality, wind protection, weed suppression, wildlife habitat, habitat for beneficial insects and biodiversity in the landscape. The root systems of trees and shrubs help to hold soil in place while grasses and forbs act as filter strips. Hedgerows can be described as linear strips of native plant species which are often planted along farm edges. Riparian buffers are planted along waterways in a more random pattern than a hedgerow. The root systems of plants in a riparian buffer not only filter sediment and chemicals before they reach our water systems, but they also help to hold the banks in place, reducing or eliminating erosion and loss of cropland.

The multiple benefits offered by incorporating native plants into the farmscape, coupled with the fact that native plants are easy to establish and very drought tolerant once established, makes them an easy choice for farmers to integrate into their systems. Farm bill funding is currently available through the NRCS to assist ag producers in implementing practices, such as conservation buffers, that will help to improve water quality. For more information, contact the Colusa County Resource Conservation District: 530.458.2931, ext. 3, or take a look at our website: www.colusarcd.org.

