
Cary Riparian and Urban Transition Buffer Factsheet 
 
Cary is located within two watersheds. The eastern portion of Cary is located within the Neuse River 
watershed, and the western portion is located within the Jordan Lake watershed, which is part of the 
larger Cape Fear River Basin. 
 
The NC Environmental Management Commission (EMC) has classified both the Neuse River 
watershed and the Cape Fear River watershed above and including Jordan Lake as impaired under 
the federal Clean Water Act due to nutrient loading to these watersheds. State and Federal laws 
required Cary and other municipalities that drain into each of these watersheds to decrease the 
nutrient loading, specifically nitrogen and phosphorus, which are major contributors to chlorophyll a.  
One way this is accomplished is through protection of existing riparian buffers along streams, rivers, 
lakes, and other water bodies.   
 
What is a Riparian Buffer? 
A riparian buffer is the vegetated area adjacent to a stream or other water body that contains a mix 
of trees, shrubs, and other herbaceous vegetation. Its purpose is to protect, or buffer, the effects of 
the adjacent land uses while serving as a floodplain and habitat for wildlife. The vegetation will help 
filter out pollutants such as nutrients and sediment while also stabilizing the soil.  

The riparian buffers can be broken into three zones as follows:

 

NOTE:  Zone 3 is referred to as the Urban Transition buffer, or UTB, and is required under 
section 14.6 of our Land Development Ordinance.  The UTB is only present on streams 
shown on the USGS topographic map.  Also, single-family lots platted prior to July 27, 2000 
are exempt from Zone 3 of the UTB requirements. The UTB requirements described above 
apply to both the Neuse and Jordan Lake watersheds. 

 
• Zone 1 is 30 ft of undisturbed vegetation from the top of bank or edge of water body. 

Development is severely restricted in this zone. 
 
• Zone 2 is 20 ft of vegetation from the outer edge of Zone 1. Development restrictions are strict 

in this area. 

• Zone 3 is 50 ft of vegetation from the outer edge of Zone 2 and development is 
moderately restricted.   

If you live on or near a stream, river, or lake, you should determine whether or not a protected 
riparian buffer is present.  In the Neuse River watershed, the NC Division of Water Resources 
performs “buffer calls,” while in the Jordan Lake watershed, Cary Stormwater Division makes those 
determinations.   



Before clearing trees and other vegetation or building any impervious surface within 100 ft of any 
channel or other water body on your property, contact the Cary’s Stormwater Division to determine the 
Neuse River or Jordan Lake riparian buffer rules apply to your property.    
 

The Effects of Development on Water Quality 
As development increases, so does the nutrient loading to the watersheds that receive surface 
water runoff. As a homeowner, there are several practices that you can adopt to help reduce the 
nutrients entering streams near your home including reducing runoff from your property: 

• Install and/or maintain a vegetated buffer around all surface water including streams, 
wetlands, ponds, lakes, and the like. 

• Sweep excess fertilizer that may land on impervious surfaces such as your driveway and 
sidewalk back onto your lawn. 

• Reduce the amount of water leaving your property by using rain barrels and rain 
gardens. 

• Plant vegetation or place mulch on any bare areas of your landscape to help prevent 
erosion. 

• Pick up pet waste and dispose of in the trash. 
• When irrigating established lawns, water less frequently, but deeply (1 inch of 

water/week) to avoid shallow root systems. 
• Install and maintain a rain sensor on automatic irrigation systems and adjust sprinkler 

heads to water only vegetated areas of the yard. 
• Before applying fertilizer and lime, submit a soil test to NCDA for a free soil analysis and 

recommendations based on soil characteristics on your property.  Contact your County 
Cooperative Extension Service for assistance. 

 
For more information or to determine if the activity you are proposing requires a stream 
determination for applicability of the buffer rules, contact the following: 
 

Eric Kulz 
Town of Cary Stormwater Division 

Tel: 919-462-3931 
E-mail: Eric.Kulz@carync.gov 

 
 

Website:  https://www.carync.gov/services-publications/water-
sewer/stormwater-management/urban-transition-buffers 

 

mailto:Eric.Kulz@carync.gov
https://www.carync.gov/services-publications/water-sewer/stormwater-management/urban-transition-buffers
https://www.carync.gov/services-publications/water-sewer/stormwater-management/urban-transition-buffers

