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CHAPTER 6

Overview of the Buffer Garden Plans
This chapter contains 24 Buffer Garden 
Plans that have been designed to satisfy the 
requirements for planting in the Buffer. The 
Buffer Garden Plans can be copied and can be 
submitted with the accompanying Landscape 
Schedule and Buffer Management Plan Notes 
to your local government as part of your permit 
application. At the top of each Buffer Garden 
Plan, there is an approximate square footage 
credit that can be used to select a Plan to meet 
the requirements associated with your project. The 
Plans have been created to provide the percentages 
of trees, shrubs, and herbaceous plants that are 
specified in the Buffer regulations. (In some cases, 
the “Actual Total Credit” shown at the bottom 
of the Landscape Schedule is slightly higher 
where quantities have been adjusted for aesthetic 
purposes.) If you want to select different species to 
address specific conditions in your yard, just make 

sure that you replace the plants with the same 
plant type and use plant species that are native to 
Maryland’s Coastal Plain. For example, a canopy 
tree should be replaced with another canopy tree 
in order to ensure that the integrity of the Plan is 
maintained.

If you want more information about specific plant 
species or want to explore some alternative species, 
all of the plants used were selected from the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service publication Native Plants 
for Wildlife Habitat and Conservation Landscaping 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed. This publication 
describes in detail over 400 different species of 
trees, shrubs, herbaceous plants, grasses, vines, 
and ferns. This guide is a wealth of information 
about growing conditions, mature size, and  
wildlife value. It is available online at  
nps.gov/plants/pubs/chesapeake. When selecting 
alternatives, make sure to look for species that are 
native to the Coastal Plain. 

A garden area of native shrubs, grasses, and wildflowers planted near young saplings can provide a transition between existing 
lawn and maturing forest.
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Landscape Schedules

Each Buffer Garden Plan is accompanied by a Landscape Schedule that includes the following information:

Symbol: Identifies the type of plant on the Buffer Garden Plan

Common Name: Refers to the generally used name of the plant

Scientific Name:  Provides the detailed Latin name of the plant that specifically identifies its genus 
and species

Size: Indicates the size of the plant to be planted in order to obtain the credit

Plant Type:  Specifies the position of the plant in the forest structure and generally indicates 
overall mature height

Total Number:  Indicates the quantity of plants of each species that are included in the Buffer 
Garden Plan

Credit:  Provides the square footage credit associated with the total number of each species 

Actual Total Credit:  Provides the actual total square footage credit. In some cases this may exceed the 
square footage in the title because the garden exceeds the minimum requirements 
for aesthetic purposes

Notes:  Provides additional information about species selection, alternatives to increase  
the total credit, and modifications to improve water quality and habitat benefits

Plant Spacing
The Buffer Garden Plans numbered 1 through 18 in 
this chapter have been drawn at a scale of 1/8 inch 
equals one foot (1/8” = 1’– 0”) or 1 inch equals 
eight feet. Buffer Garden Plans 19 through 24 have 
been drawn at a scale of 1/16 inch equals one foot 
(1/16” = 1”– 0”) or one inch equals 16 feet. You 
can use a regular ruler to measure the spacing of 
the plants. There is some flexibility with the 
spacing, but do consider that many canopy trees 
grow to 50 feet tall or more, and the canopy may 
cover as much 1,000 square feet. It is fine to adjust 
plants to work around existing vegetation or to 
accommodate structures or utilities in your yard. 
The garden plans show how trees, shrubs, and 
herbaceous plants can be located and arranged so 
they can grow to maturity and provide optimum 
water quality and habitat benefits. If your site 
requires modification of a garden plan, the 
following standards should be used:

•	 	Canopy	trees	(using	the	trunk	as	the	planting	
location) should be planted 14 to 20 feet apart.

•	 	Understory	trees	can	be	planted	under	canopy	
trees, but should be spaced at least eight to ten 
feet away from the trunk of a canopy tree or 
another understory tree.

•	 	Large	shrubs	can	be	planted	under	canopy	trees	
and understory trees, but should be planted at 
least five to seven feet away from trees or other 
large shrubs.

•	 	Small	shrubs	can	be	planted	under	canopy	trees	
and understory trees, but should be planted at 
least three to five feet away from trees, large 
shrubs, or other small shrubs.

•	 	Herbaceous	plants	can	be	planted	under	
and around trees and shrubs. It is important 
to consider how much sun the plants need. 
Herbaceous plants may be easier to maintain 
when they are planted in groups, with individual 
plants spaced at least one to two feet apart.
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Planting Your Buffer Garden 
You will notice in some of the Buffer Garden Plans 
that the trees and shrubs may overlap slightly. 
This is to show that as the trees and shrubs grow 
and mature, the leaves and branches of some of 
the canopy trees will touch and grow over the 
understory trees and shrubs. Planting in this way 
will ensure that your garden develops into one with 
a natural forest structure. In a natural woodland 
setting, the vegetation is randomly scattered with 
the canopies of larger trees overlapping each other. 
Understory trees, large shrubs, and small shrubs 
grow beneath the canopy. Herbaceous plants may 
be present and quite dense in some areas and 
sparser in other areas. Some canopy tree species 
can actually function as understory species when 
the available sunlight, water, and nutrients are 
restricted by taller and faster growing canopy tree 
species. This is not problematic but is an adaptive 
characteristic of a natural forest.

In general, large and small shrubs can be planted 
either underneath the tree canopy or outside of 
the canopy. Many shrub species tend to adapt their 
growing habits and size depending on the sunlight, 
space, water, and nutrients available. Shrubs 
with ample growing area and optimum sunlight 
will get fuller and larger than those that may be 
closer to other plantings. The Buffer Garden Plans 
show herbaceous plants spaced two feet apart. 
Depending on the size of the plant at maturity, 
herbaceous plants can be planted more densely. 
They are generally more tolerant of crowded 
growing conditions than shrubs and trees and can 
be easily transplanted or separated as they mature. 
Allowing adequate area for the plantings in your 
Buffer Garden ensures the long-term survival, good 
health, and optimum water quality and habitat 
benefits of your Buffer. 

These Buffer Garden Plans have been drawn 
to show the general areal coverage and size of 
the trees and shrubs as they begin to mature. 
Depending on the size and age of the plants 
that you purchase for your garden, you may find 
that certain areas of the garden seem somewhat 
bare when the plants are first put in place. This 
ensures that the larger canopy and understory trees 
won’t be overcrowded as they grow. All of the 
herbaceous plants, grasses, vines, and ferns listed 
in the Landscape Schedules are perennial plants, 
meaning that they come back year after year. Many 
of these species spread and reproduce easily, so it 
is likely that they will fill in the bare spots relatively 
quickly in the first few years. However, if you want 
a fuller, denser appearance when your garden is 
first installed, you may want to add additional small 
shrubs and herbaceous plants to fill in any gaps. 
Planting more densely minimizes weeding and can 
improve soil porosity, composition, and texture. 
Herbaceous plants can be moved to other locations 
or thinned as they mature.

Planting more densely minimizes 
weeding and can improve soil porosity, 

composition, and texture. 

BUFFER GARDEN PLANS

Herbaceous plants, like wildflowers, and grasses, add color and 
attract birds, butterflies, and other pollinators.
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CHAPTER 6 BUFFER GARDEN PLANS
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Preparing the Location for  
Your Buffer Garden
Converting a portion of a lawn into your Buffer 
garden starts with eliminating the turf grass. An 
easy non-chemical method is to use newspaper 
and mulch. Cut grass as short as possible, spread 
several overlapping layers of newspaper over the 
entire area, wet thoroughly, and cover it with 
compost and mulch. Keep the area moist and after 
six to eight weeks, the area will be free of grass 
and ready for planting. This can work any time of  
the year. 

Another option is digging up the turf grass. 
Removing the sod is labor intensive but may be 
your best option if you are in prime planting time 
(early spring and fall). Depending upon the size 
of the area involved, a rototiller and rake, or for 
smaller areas, a shovel and rake are the best tools 
to have at hand. Regardless of whether you use a 
rototiller or do it by hand, thoroughly turn over the 
soil and rake away the grass. The area should be 
planted with your trees, shrubs, and perennials and 
then covered in mulch to reduce the amount of 
grass returning. 

Improving the Soil of Your Buffer Garden
The surest way to improve plant growth is the 
regular incorporation of organic matter such as 
composted yard waste. Organic matter improves 
soil structure, slowly releases nutrients, and 
increases beneficial microbial activity. The best time 
to provide wholesale soil improvement is prior to 
planting your Buffer garden, but even after the 
garden is planted, regular soil improvements can 
greatly enhance the long-term appearance and 
survival of your Buffer garden. 

Start with a soil test. The University of Maryland 
Extension, Home and Garden Information Center 
at 800-342-2507 or hgic.umd.edu can provide all 
the information you may need about doing a soil 
test and how to address any problems such a test 
may find. 

How to Plant a Tree
1.  Dig a shallow, broad planting hole. Make 

the hole wide and shaped like a saucer, at 
least three to five times the diameter of the 
container or root ball but only as deep as the 
root ball. 

2.  Remove the tree from the container or remove all rope, wire, and burlap from the sides of the root ball. Cut or remove any circling roots. 
3.  Place the tree in the planting hole with the top of the root ball level with or slightly above the 

existing soil line (to allow for some settling). 
Backfill with the loosened soil. Gently pack the soil around the base of the root ball.

4.  Fill the remainder of the hole, taking care to 
firmly pack soil to eliminate air pockets that 
may cause roots to dry out. Add soil a few 
inches at a time and settle with water. Keep 
backfilling until the soil is just below the root 
collar. Do not fertilize a newly planted tree.

5.  Create a slight water-holding basin around 
the base of the tree and give the tree a good 
watering. Once the water has soaked in, spread approximately two to four inches of mulch 
around the base of the tree. Leave a mulch-free area of about two inches around the trunk to 
avoid decay. 

6.  Keep the soil moist but not soaked by watering at least once a week (if it does not rain) and 
more frequently during hot weather. When the soil is dry below the surface of the mulch, it is 
time to water.


