Riparian Areas: Overﬂawing’ with Biocliversity!
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People and Riparian Biodiversity

Riparian areas not only attract biodiversity, they also attract people. Historically,
riparian areas were important for native peoples and early settlements. Typical
disturbances included logging and along some river valleys, roads, highways, coal
and gravel mining. Today, riparian areas attract a variety of urban, recreational,
industrial and agricultural activities. The cumulative nature of these land uses
affects biodiversity.

Recreational activities can impact riparian biodiversity in several ways. Intensive
recreational facilities, such as campgrounds, often result in the removal of the
riparian vegetation. Reduced vegetation diversity then leads to reduced wildlife
abundance and a drop in the total number of species. Human noise and activity can
result in reduced numbers of some sensitive wildlife species.

Cattle grazing can also affect riparian biodiversity, depending on the intensity and duration of use. In heavily
pastured riparian areas, vegetation becomes trampled and reduced by foraging livestock. Shrubs seem to
be especially vulnerable. Several studies in Alberta have shown that there are fewer birds and fewer bird
species in riparian areas that are intensively grazed by livestock through the entire growing season.
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Biodiversity

Athough an unhealthy riparian zone may stil
support trees, there is usually a lack of structural
diversity (i.e. few shrub layers). The result is lower

A healthy riparian zone is a tangle of shrubs,
trees and other lush vegetation. It is a structurally
diverse community. Biodiversity is extremely high in

biodiversity. Different management may restore this
area and improve biodiversity.

healthy riparian areas.

Healthy riparian areas harbor much higher levels of natural biodiversity than unhealthy riparian areas. When riparian areas are
properly cared for, their ability to support more species, or higher levels of biodiversity, is increased. Healthy biodiversity is in
everyone’s best interest as it means stability, productivity and reliability for the users and stewards of riparian areas.
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Producers & Community Groups, Alberta Beef Producers,
Trout Unlimited Canada, Canadian Cattlemen’s Associa-
tion, Alberta Agriculture and Food, Alberta Sustainable Re-
source Development, Alberta Environment, Fisheries &
Oceans Canada, Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administra-
tion, Alberta Conservation Association

Working with producers and
communities on riparian awareness
Program Manager: Lethbridge 403-381-5538
Riparian Specialists:

Edmonton 780-427-7940 Red Deer 403-340-7607 Lethbridge 403-382-0927
Range/Riparian Specialist: Calgary 403-275-4400
FAX 403-381-5723 E-mail riparian@cowsandfish.org
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| a‘ﬂ What is Biodiersity?

Biodiversity describes the ™%
variety and array of life on Earth.

Variety (or diversity) is not only the spice of
iife, it is essential to life. The diversity of R
biological life (biodiversity) exists at three scales. | {
These range from genes to species to ecosystems.
Loss at any point in the scale ripples through the
other scales of biodiversity, indicating the inter-
related nature of the system. A common
measurement of biodiversity is the
total number of species found
in an area.
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Why is Biodiversity Important?
+ Biodiversity refers to the living pieces that shouldn’t be discarded since we use the earth’s resources to sustain us.
Experience suggests to us that the first rule of intelligent tinkering is to keep all of the pieces. Because of the
interconnected nature of ecosystems, the loss or addition of one species has the potential to change an ecosystem.

High levels of biodiversity are associated with greater ecosystem stability. The more diverse a system is, the better
able it is to cope with environmental stressors, such as fioods or drought. Biodiversity gives us choices, options and
flexibility to help us cope with variability, including long-term habitat changes.

When a system is simplified, such as having only one species of crop or type of grass, it increases the odds that
environmental stressors will have a more pronounced impact or that a disease or pest will be able to spread rapidly.
Animal and plant populations with low genetic diversity are much more susceptible to stress and vulnerable to
extinction.
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We all rely on the tremendous variety of species, genes and ecosystems in our world and the many benefits we
receive from them - they deserve our respect and conservation.




