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A conversation on the implications of allowing replanting of native vegetation in the “no 
disturb zone” (NDZ) and alternatives to avoid additional damage to wetlands. 

 

Putting aside for the moment the Associated upland resource area (AURA) bylaw language that 
specifically prohibits removal of vegetation within the NDZ, there is a likelihood for adverse impacts 
to the protected resource values of wetlands if mitigation work is allowed in upland areas abutting 
wetlands. 

1) There is a potential for unintentionally siting the mitigation directly within the wetland 
resource area. Wetland’s delineations are done at a given point in time, based on the location 
of 50% or greater of wetlands vegetation and hydric soils. Seasonally, and over varying climate 
conditions there will be vegetation changes that shift the wetland boundary. Research studies 
and evidence (based on different delineations at the same site by different wetlands scientists) 
have shown that wetlands delineations are variable.  On difficult sites, it has been reported that 
wetlands delineations have be off by as much as 100 feet! Delineation errors also may be more 
likely on sites with minimal grade changes between wetlands and uplands; in wetlands affected 
by drought conditions (which Essex County has experience in recent years); and in certain types 
of wetlands, such as forested wetlands where understory vegetation is sparse. 
 

2) Undertaking mitigation planting at the wetland’s boundary will have short and long-term 
active disturbance in the no disturb zone that could alter the wetlands.  
a) Initially, erosion and sedimentation controls will need to be positioned and installed outside 

the wetland’s boundary. The controls will need to be monitored and maintained as 
necessary, and eventually removed. All of this work must avoid damaging the wetland, as 
well as the mitigation area, during and after the construction period. The conservation 
commission agent/commissioners have a responsibility to, at a minimum, verify that the 
erosion controls have not been located and installed in the wetlands and that they remain 
effective in controlling erosion and sedimentation until the mitigation area is growing.  

b) Soil preparation for native plantings in the NDZ will require at least exposing the native soil, 
removal of rocks and debris, possible amendment of the soils and grading prior to planting 
where even minor changes may affect drainage patterns and new discharges to the 
wetlands. Disturbance of soils also may disturb established habitat for insects, small 
invertebrates, and birds in the NDZ. The removal, stockpiling, and disposal of vegetation 
(including weeds, and possibly invasive plants), and rocks and other foreign materials must 
be in areas outside the NDZ and ideally the entire AURA.   

c)  Despite a well-designed and executed replanting plan, there are no assurances of 
successful replacement with native vegetation. For a variety of reasons, such as when the 
planting is done; the availability of water for irrigation, given the restrictions; and availability 
and quality of the plant materials; it can be challenging to meet commitments to offset 
development on the site with native vegetation planting. 

d) Even when native vegetation is selected based on soil and growing conditions, the 
conservation commission will need to monitor the site for at least two-growing 
seasons and make decisions on the need for additional work within the AURA and 
potentially within the approved wetland boundary. Once the planting plan is executed: 1. 
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Monitoring at least seasonally for at least a two-year period is the most important period, 
assuming that it takes the first year of planting for the vegetation to become established and 
the second year for it to show signs of growth. It also will be important to verify that the 
wetlands have not eroded, been altered, or the boundary receded.   

e) Over time, if not carefully monitored and maintained, some native plants may find 
conditions more favorable beyond the confines of the planned bed, including 
encroachment into the wetlands. With soil disturbance in close proximity to the wetlands, 
encroachment becomes more likely, especially where hardier upland plants may 
outcompete more delicate wetland vegetation.  

 
3) The conservation agent and the commission have an obligation to monitor the replanted 

area for a two-year period, but the need for monitoring may extend for a longer period. 
Who will take on this responsibility? What if the property has been sold or the landowner 
is unwilling to undertake any additional work or expense?  
 
a) There may be an ongoing need for monitoring and active work in the restoration area beyond 

the three-year limit of an Order of Conditions and potentially a Certificate of Compliance.  
b) If the mitigation plan is successful and the native plants are thriving, it will be necessary to 

monitor for invasive species indefinitely. Where they are present, removal and revegetation 
will again disturb the soils and restart at least a two-year monitoring of new plants for 
growth. There also will be a need for shrub pruning to allow light penetration to maintain 
ground cover native plants. Worst case, if the mitigation plan is partially or not successful, it 
will be necessary to re-evaluate the planting plan, potentially rework the soils, and replant 
as necessary. 
 

 For many reasons, some of which are explained here, by allowing replanting in the NDZ, it is 
likely that this area will continue to be disturbed indefinitely, which clearly is not a benefit to 
the protection of the wetland resource values.  

 
As they say, “the devil is in the details” and while a thorough and well-developed mitigation plan for 
wetland mitigation at the wetlands boundary may appear to be a good idea on its face; research 
and evidence have shown that the outcomes and results often do not provide the desired wetlands 
protection and may cause more harm than good. It also is worth noting that the costs and time 
invested by both the landowner and the conservation commission associated with maintaining and 
monitoring the mitigation area are not insignificant. 

Although the AURA bylaw does not provide guidance on whether the “no disturb” zone may be used 
for mitigation; in my opinion, it would be to the benefit of the wetlands, the homeowner, and the 
commission to recognize that in most cases, the difficulties and uncertainties associated with 
successfully providing mitigation at a wetlands boundary are not worth risking, and that the no 
disturb should remain “as is,” with no removal of vegetation or soils, allowing for natural conditions 
to re-establish wetlands boundaries (particularly on disturbed properties where lawn or other 
plants are in areas where wetlands soils would support wetlands vegetation).  
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Obviously, there are no guarantees that leaving the NDZ “as is” will result in gradual regrowth of 
native vegetation, and even if it does, it may take many years. Invasive plants and weeds by their 
very nature will exploit undisturbed areas. However, there is growing public interest and programs 
for rewilding landscaped lawns and heavily managed areas with native vegetation. The availability 
of guidance on rewilding properties for homeowners at minimal expense is becoming necessary 
because of the more limited water resources and development pressures that have reduced habitat 
for pollinators and birds. Generally, rewilding of lawns entails removal of vegetation from small 
patches of land and planting natives directly into those open soils. This type of guidance could be 
applied to the mitigation work in the AURA to strengthen wetlands protection, minimize the 
potential for damage, allow for less intensive correction measures for unexpected planting 
deficiencies, and at the same time reduce costs for the homeowner and time invested by the 
conservation agent/commission. 

Therefore, in addition to recommending that all replication planting of native species done on the 
upland area of the NDZ, this work may be more successful if the commission adopts 
recommendations and guidance provided by rewilding sources such as the Department of 
Conservation and Recreation’s Growing Wild Massachusetts.  As the commission builds evidence 
and a record of success with a program based on rewilding principles and practices, there may be a 
few sites where risk to direct wetlands impacts is negligible, such that allowing very limited and 
controlled work within the NDZ would not be likely to result in adverse impacts on wetland 
resources and habitat values.  Until that time, it is my opinion that our goals would be better met by 
avoiding work entirely within the NDZ.    

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


