
BUFFER BASICS
A buffer is something that reduces the shock of contact. 
An airbag is a buffer that cushions the impact of a crash. A 
mediator is a buffer for people in conflict. Likewise, the land 
running along the water’s edge is a buffer against the impact 
of development on a water body.

In New Hampshire’s Great Bay, buffers play an important role 
in protecting human property and infrastructure as well as 
habitats and wildlife. Buffer Options for the Bay (BOB) is an 
informational resource that collects and integrates the best 
available information on buffers. BOB resources are intended 
to support policy and land use decisions involving buffers in 
the region, and are available online for free.

Key Resources
•   What do buffers do?
•   How well do buffers work?
•   How do we value buffers?
•   What regulatory options do communities have?

A buffer is a naturally vegetated segment of land directly up-
slope of a water resource, such as a lake, stream, river, pond, 
estuary, or other wetland type.

THE BENEFITS OF BUFFERS
Healthy, intact buffers help keep our water clean and our 
basements dry while also protecting natural resources. They 
do this by moderating some of the major stressors that impact 
our region’s water bodies, such as rising groundwater, rising 
sea levels, extreme storms, and habitat loss.

A buffer’s effectiveness depends on important characteristics 
such as its width, vegetation, slope and underlying soil, and its 
context within the surrounding landscape and larger water-
shed.

How Buffers Pay Us Back
These natural areas are not only practical and effective in 
providing ecosystem services, they are less expensive than 

engineered, structural solutions. Green infrastructure is 
estimated to be three to six times more effective in managing 
stormwater than structural, engineered best management 
practices per $1,000 invested.

Implementing Buffers in Great Bay
Buffer Options for the Bay (BOB) offers numerous resources 
for understanding and implementing buffers in your commu-
nity, including minimum recommendations for buffers and an 
overview of regulatory and legal options for buffers.

Want to learn more? 
For more resources on buffers, visit the BOB webpage or 
contact us.
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https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Site-Text-PDF_-Buffer-Basics-What-Do-They-Do_.pdf
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Site-Text-PDF_-Buffer-Basics-How-Well-Do-They-Work.pdf
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Site-Text-PDF_-Buffer-Basics-How-Do-We-Value-Buffers.pdf
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Site-Text-PDF_-Navigating-Regs-what-reg-options-do-towns-states-have.pdf
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Buffer-Width-Recommendations-from-the-Literature.pdf
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/how/how-to-navigate-regulations/
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/BOB_Takings_Extended-Legal-Fact-Sheet.docx_171218-CT.pdf
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/
https://www.bufferoptionsnh.org/contact/


BUFFERS FOR CLIMATE ADAPTATION
Buffers are one of the most important tools for communities around New Hampshire’s Great Bay to protect water resources 
against climate change. They mitigate the impact of increased volumes of rainwater, rising sea levels, groundwater rise, tem-
perature extremes, and other changes already affecting our communities. Buffers are a proven, regulatory-friendly, low-to-no-
cost solution making them a proven and effective first step in climate adaptation.

GREAT BAY COMMUNITIES FACE A 
CHANGING CLIMATE
Climate change is already impacting many of our commu-
nities. These changes include storm surge, sea level rise, 
groundwater rise, increased flooding, and more frequent and 
extreme precipitation. Many of these changes cause second-
ary impacts to property, infrastructure, natural resources, 
human health and safety, and the economy. 

CHOOSING BUFFERS FOR 
CLIMATE ADAPTATION
For towns that are working to address the problems of climate 
change, buffers provide solutions that makes sense: they 
are scientifically sound, relatively low cost, and towns already 
have the legal ability to enact them. 

Like the airbag of a car, intact buffers can mitigate the negative 
impacts of climate change in multiple ways: 

•   Protect drinking water sources
•   Moderate periods of drought
•   Improve water quality
•   Provide habitat to key aquatic and terrestrial species
•   Regulate temperature extremes
•   Manage stormwater
•   Mitigate flooding
•   Remove pollutants and sediments
•   Sequester carbon

They are effective barriers to sea level rise, storm surge, and 
fresh water flooding; and they provide proven protection 
to both human health and welfare and public and private 
infrastructure. Buffers even mitigate the damage of floods by 
absorbing and storing waters and releasing them over time.

The Buffer Options for the Bay website has multiple resources 
for working with communities and landowners and navigating 
the regulations around buffers. For more information, visit our 
website or contact us.

DID YOU KNOW?
•   Both relative sea level and groundwater level are 
rising in New Hampshire, and are projected to rise for 
centuries.
•   Freshwater flooding in the Great Bay watershed has 
increased in magnitude and frequency, and is expected 
to worsen.
•   The severity of future flooding will depend in part on 
how and where development occurs both inland and 
along the coast. Buffers mitigate the impacts of develop-
ment and protect infrastructure.

These changes will increase the cost and strain on munici-
palities, including through increased stormwater and flood 
management costs; repairs to damaged roads, infrastructure, 
and property; and challenges to water resource management. 

By implementing buffers now, Great Bay communities can 
protect both their infrastucture and their resources for years 
to come.

At Cutt’s Cove in Portsmouth, NH, community members plant a 
restored buffer with native marsh grasses.
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Volunteers help restore a vegetated buffer which reduces 
shoreline erosion at Wagon Hill, Durham, NH.
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