
 M
ORE ANIMALS LIVE WHERE LAND AND WATER MEET 

than in any other habitat type in Maine, and hundreds of species depend 

on such habitat for survival. Yet, humans are attracted to shoreland areas 

as well, and as Maine’s human population continues to grow, this valuable 

wildlife habitat is diminishing.

This guide can help Maine communities and individual residents conserve shoreland 

habitat. It reviews how shoreland habitat is valuable to wildlife, and outlines how 

communities can use comprehensive plans, shoreland zoning, and other land-use rules 

to protect it. The information also may help conservation groups identify land for 

protection, and help landowners conserve and manage wildlife habitat.

The guide makes frequent reference to Beginning with Habitat, a cooperative 

program among Maine agencies and organizations that provides maps and other 

tools to help local planners incorporate the needs of wildlife in growing communities. 

Page 8 lists community-planning resources, including habitat maps and management 

guides, from Beginning with Habitat, Maine Audubon, and Maine agencies. It also 

features a glossary of terms used in the guide.  
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B I R D S

Most water-dependent birds nest near water in areas free of 
human disturbance. Four species of ducks nest in the cavities 
of large, dead and decaying trees, typically within 600 feet of 
water. Black ducks, mallards, and green-winged and blue-
winged teals also nest in shoreland areas. 

Other species that nest in shorelands and feed in adjacent 
waters include great blue herons, bald eagles (a federally 
threatened species), and osprey.

Shoreland forests are often adjacent to large tracts of upland 

How does wildlife  
use shoreland habitat?

Maine wildlife need shoreland habitat to nest, feed, and raise their young, among other activities.

Beavers, otters, mink, and several species of bats also depend on  
shoreland habitat.

Black ducks and many other species of water birds use shorelands for 
nesting and require a buffer from human acitivities.

 S
HORELAND HAbITAT, sometimes called riparian 

habitat (see glossary), is found adjacent to vernal 
pools, wetlands, streams, rivers, lakes, ponds, 
and coastal waters. More than 60 species of 
water-dependent birds, mammals, amphibians, 
and reptiles in Maine require shoreland areas 

for shelter or a critical part of their life cycle such as feeding 
or breeding. Shoreland habitat also provides other species 
access to drinking water, and acts as a travel corridor as well as 
important core habitat. Up to 85 percent of Maine’s vertebrate 
species use the shoreland zone at some time during their lives. 
Shoreland habitat also filters runoff from developed areas, 
helping to maintain clean water that fish, insects, and other 
aquatic species need. 

What is shoreland habitat?
Shoreland habitat is home to more than 60 species of Maine wildlife.

Shoreland habitat, which provides habitat critical to many species (such as 
the great blue heron), is found adjacent to vernal pools (see glossary), 
wetlands, streams, rivers, lakes, ponds, and coastal waters.

(see glossary) forest. You can expect to see red-shouldered hawks, 
which typically nest near water, in river-bottom and wetland (see 
glossary) forests larger than 500 acres. Songbirds such as scarlet 
tanagers, hermit thrushes, and black and white warblers nest in 
blocks of forest larger than 250 acres, which are often associated 
with shoreland areas. 

M A mm  A L S

Fourteen wetland-dependent mammals found in Maine use 
shoreland habitat for feeding, raising young, and traveling. 
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Other mammals use shoreland habitat primarily to rest and 
travel. Otters, beavers, mink, and moose all use shorelands 
extensively. Beavers are important “ecosystem engineers”  
that create valuable feeding and breeding habitat  
for ducks, herons, fish, and amphibians by damming streams. 
After a beaver pond drains, the resulting “beaver meadow” 
provides important habitat for woodcock, flycatchers, and 
other nonforest species. 

Because shorelands have a concentration of prey species, 
predators such as bobcats, red fox, and fishers spend more 
time hunting in shoreland habitat than in other areas. These 
animals, plus others such as moose and white-tailed deer, also 
use shorelands as travel corridors. Several species of bats that 
hunt insects primarily over open water and wetlands roost in 
shoreland areas.

Am  P H I B I A N S  A N D  R E P T I L E S

Maine has several species of amphibians and reptiles that 
depend on upland habitat near wetlands and other water bodies 
for survival. In early spring, wood frogs, spotted salamanders, 
and blue-spotted salamanders lay their eggs in fishless vernal 
pools, which usually dry by late summer. Wood frogs may 
wander extensively in upland forests, but spotted salamanders 
spend the remainder of the year in upland forests within 800 
feet of vernal pools. Northern leopard frogs and pickerel frogs 
move into nearby wet meadows and fields, usually within 200 
feet of the wetland. 

Maine also has six species of turtles that nest in uplands 

Several species of turtles and amphibians, such as this spotted salamander, 
require both upland and aquatic habitat. 

near ponds, rivers, and wetlands. Upland habitat loss and road 
mortality are the most significant threats to Maine’s declining 
turtle populations—especially for the endangered Blanding’s 
and threatened spotted turtles.

T H R E AT E N E D  A N D  E N DA N G E R E D  S P E c I E S

Because habitat is continually lost and degraded in Maine, 
wetland and aquatic species are becoming rare, threatened, 
or endangered at an alarming rate. Over 55 percent of all 
frogs, toads, and salamanders are listed as rare, threatened, 
or endangered in at least one northeastern state. If wetland 
and shoreland habitat is not adequately conserved, even more 
species are likely to become rare, threatened, endangered, or 
locally extinct. Appropriate conservation measures can limit 
the threats to local populations and species at risk. 

Maine�s wildlife is 

treasured by residents 

and visitors alike, helping 

the state generate more 

than $1 billion annually 

in outdoors-related 

recreation. Conserving 

natural areas and 

directing growth away 

from important wildlife 

habitat is essential to 

Maine�s future.

Moose feed in aquatic habitats but require extensive uplands with minimum human disturbance. 
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Wide Shoreland Habitat Conservation Area (600 ft. or more)1

Wood turtle Nests in dry, sandy uplands typically within 900 ft. of slow-moving streams 

Spotted turtle2, 
Blanding�s turtle2

Nest and travel in uplands; feed and winter in vernal pools, small streams, and wetlands3 in Southern Maine. 
The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife recommends conserving habitat within … mile 
of known populations.

Spotted salamander, 
wood frog

Breed in vernal pools but reside in adjacent forest. Biologists who study vernal pool species recommend no site 
disturbance within 100 ft. of the pool and limiting development to 25 percent of the zone from 100-750 ft.

Northern leopard frog, 
pickerel frog

Move into wet meadows and �elds near wetlands after the breeding season. 
Dispersing juveniles may be found up to 2,600 ft. from water.

Great blue heron Nests in colonies, typically near water but sometimes in uplands. Sensitive to development within … mile.

Osprey, bald eagle2 Nest in large trees up to three miles from water, usually within 2,300 ft. 
State rules require a … mile buffer around eagle nests.

Moose In summer, feeds in wetlands, rivers, and ponds in extensive forests. 
Typically requires blocks of forest 1,000 acres and larger. 

Bats (red, silver-haired, little 
brown myotis, small-footed 
myotis, eastern pipistrelle)

Forage over open water (streams, ponds, wetlands) and roost in forests within 1,100 ft. of water. 
Roosting and nesting habitat varies by species and includes large trees with cavities or loose bark and 
canopies of large deciduous trees.

Wood duck, common 
goldeneye, hooded merganser, 
common merganser 

Nest in cavities in large trees typically within 600 ft. of inland streams, rivers, lakes and ponds. 
Limited by availability of cavity trees.

Mallard, black duck, green-
winged teal, blue-winged teal

Nest on ground in dry or marshy areas, typically within 600 ft. of water. 
Very sensitive to human disturbance and susceptible to predation from pets and other animals.

Forest-interior birds 
(red-shouldered hawk, 
wood thrush, hermit thrush, 
red-eyed vireo, black and 
white warbler)

Red-shouldered hawks nest in bottomland forests of more than 500 acres near wetlands, ponds, and rivers and 
over 3,000 ft. from the nearest house. Forest songbirds prefer blocks of mature forests 250 acres or larger, which 
are often associated with shoreland areas. As forest is converted to other uses, larger patches (500+ acres) 
are preferred by some species. 

Medium Shoreland Habitat Conservation Area (330�600 ft.)

Snapping turtle Inhabits ponds, rivers, marshes, and tidal fresh water with muddy bottoms.  
Nests in open upland sites with light soils within 400 ft. of water.

Star-nosed mole Feeds in wet, mucky soil within 330 ft. of water.

Beaver Feeds on deciduous trees within several hundred feet of ponds and slow-moving steams.

River otter Home range may encompass up to 50 linear miles of waterways.

Mink Dens in uplands under logs, rocks, or tree roots adjacent to water.

Bobcat, red fox, coyote, �sher Prey on animals within the shoreland zone and use shorelands as a travel corridor. Research in Maine has shown 
that these species are found within 330 ft. of water 85 percent of the time. 

Narrow Shoreland Habitat Conservation Area (75�250 ft.)

Brook trout, landlocked 
salmon, Atlantic salmon4

Found in coldwater streams, ponds, and lakes in forest-dominated watersheds. A forested buffer that 
increases with slope, runoff potential, and declining canopy cover will minimize stream sedimentation. 
Within this buffer harvesting that leaves a well-distributed stand and an uncut buffer of 25 ft. wide or more will 
moderate stream temperatures and provide food to stream animals. Clearing forests for other uses within the 
watershed is detrimental to coldwater �sheries.

Dusky salamander and spring 
salamander

Inhabits edges of intermittent and small perennial forest streams. 
Signi�cant population declines occur in watersheds that are less than 80 percent forested. 

Tree swallow Nests in tree cavities within 300 ft. of water.

1.	Desired conservation zone width may vary with species present and site characteristics. For detailed shoreland habitat management information and guides, see page 8. 
You also may want to contact a regional biologist. 

2.	Threatened or endangered species. Check Beginning with Habitat maps for possible locations (see page 8) and, if species are present, consult with Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife.

3.	Wetlands, as used here, includes only those wetlands with seasonal or permanent standing water that provides aquatic habitat, such as vernal pools, swamps, marshes, bogs, and fens.

4.	Recommended buffers for Atlantic salmon extend up to 330 ft. depending on site conditions.

How Maine Wildlife Uses Shoreland Habitat




