
The "shoreline buffer zone" is the stand of native vegetation and other natural

material present along the shoreline of a waterbody. This important shoreline

habitat surrounding our lakes and streams is critical to the health of the

greater lake ecosystem. Functioning shoreland zones not only protect water

quality, but also the wildlife that live in and around the lake. In fact, more

animals can be found in shoreland habitats than in any other habitat type in

Maine; hundreds of species depend on shoreland zones for survival. We,

humans, are also attracted to the lakefront, but as populations grow and

development around the lake increases, natural shoreland habitat is

decreasing.

Additionally, shoreline buffer zones are the last line of defense in protecting

your lake or pond from polluted stormwater runoff. Natural buffers with many

tiers of vegetation (duff, ground covers, shrubs, trees) provide the best

protection. Multiple tiers of vegetation intercept more rain, and the deep roots

of native plants help absorb rainwater and extract phosphorus and other

harmful pollutants from runoff that flows to the lake.

Shoreline 

Buffers

Living on the Lake        
Information for all shorefront landowners

The health of Maine’s lakes and ponds depends on the collective effort and goodwill of all who live on
the shorefront. The easiest way that any landowner can protect their lake is by maintaining a robust
and natural vegetated buffer zone along their shoreline.

Why are shoreline buffers so important?
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REMEMBER!
Trees do not live forever. Are you nurturing the

next generation of big trees on your shorefront?

Allow understory saplings to grow and mature.

One day these will replace the large mature

trees currently growing on your shoreline. www.lakes.me/library



LEARN MORE
To learn more about how 

to build a better buffer on

your shorefront, and MORE,

visit the Lake Library!

The photos above are examples of well-

functioning shoreline buffer zones.

https://www.lakes.me/library


For a list of 18 

activities that can be

approved through the

PBR process, and to

download the PBR form.
www.maine.gov 




www.maine.gov 



New buildings, septic systems, and other structures (decks, patios, and portions of dock

installed above the normal water line) must be set back 100’ from shore. 

A winding footpath, no more than 6’ wide, is allowed. The path should be meandering, so

runoff is more likely to be trapped by vegetation and natural depressions. 

Cleared openings may be maintained, but shall not be enlarged.

Clearing vegetation within 75’ of shore is prohibited in "resource protection" zones.

In other shoreland zones, vegetation removal is limited: 
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Permitting
Basics

The health of Maine’s lakes and ponds depends on the collective effort and goodwill of all who live on the
shorefront. Laws and ordinances were created, and are enforced by the State and local municipalities to
further protect the fragile environment that surrounds our lakes.

  1. Maine’s Shoreland Zoning Law: 

These laws and ordinances require a permit for many activities in or adjacent to wetlands & waterbodies:

  2. Natural Resources Protection Act (NRPA): 

Administered by the Maine Department of Environmental

Protection (Maine DEP), NRPA regulates soil disturbance and

other activities within 75’ of any waterbody or wetland. 

For activities that have a low risk of harm to water quality, Maine

DEP has a streamlined process called "Permit by Rule," (PBR) 1-

page forms that are simple to fill out and allow quick review.

Forms are available from your CEO, Maine DEP offices, or online.

LEARN MORE

Administered by your local Code Enforcement Officer (CEO), this law regulates
construction, vegetation clearing, and soil movement within 250’ of lakes, ponds,
and wetlands, and within 75’ of streams. Here are just a few of the minimum
standards set by the State of Maine:

LEARN MORE
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Tree removal requires a town permit. Contact your CEO & consult a forester.
State law prohibits new cleared openings from being created within the buffer area.
Existing openings that have naturalized with woody vegetation cannot be re-cleared. 
Pruning only the lower 1/3 of branches of a tree is allowed.
Vegetation <3 ft. in height CANNOT be cut, covered, or removed except to provide
for a footpath. This includes ground cover, leaf litter, and the natural duff layer
(accumulated leaves, needles. and twigs).

Always consult
your local CEO
and Maine DEP
before cutting  

or removing vegetation,
 or before starting any
shorefront projects.

https://www.maine.gov/dep/land/nrpa/ip-pbr.html
https://www.maine.gov/dep/land/slz/index.html
https://www.maine.gov/dep/land/slz/index.html

