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Introduction 

This reference manual was designed to be used with the 

GPS unit and Arcpad (7.0.1) application in order to collect 

data and conduct riparian health assessments within Nova 

Scotia.  

To be effective, riparian health assessments require some 

basic preparatory classroom time and training. Once you 

have this, you may use this guide to assist you in 

conducting a riparian health assessment on your own land 

base. 

Who is the Guide for? 

Livestock producers, landowners, land/resource managers 

and others who want to learn to judge riparian health will 

find this guide useful. Community groups, municipalities, 

counties and watershed groups will find it helpful in 

understanding the procedures of riparian health 

assessment and interpreting the results of watershed level 

inventories. 

 



4 

 

Determining Assessment Sections 

Start by walking or riding the length of stream or river you 

want to assess. That will give you the opportunity to make 

observations and choose sites to assess health. If time is 

available, or the stream length is short, you might want to 

consider assessing all of the stream length. If time and 

distance are impediments, you have a couple of choices: 

 ǇƛŎƪ ŀ άŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭέ ǎƛǘŜΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜΣ ƻǊ 

already has some specific problems, for 

assessment; or 

 ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŀ άǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜέ ǎƛǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ 

much longer reach of stream and that will provide 

an overall impression of health. 

To determine a site that is representative, become familiar 

with the entire length of stream and riparian area. What 

you are picking is a short reach that will represent the 

average condition of a long stretch of river or stream. 

Vegetation, use/utilization, channel characteristics and 

stream gradient in the representative reach should all 

reflect what is found in and is common to a longer reach. If 

there is too much variation, or a tributary joins, divide the 

stream into similar units and then select a representative 

piece from each unit. 

If you are unsure whether or not to stop and assess, do it.  

Even if the next section ends up with the same scores, it is 
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better to over assess than under.  Some examples of where 

you would stop and assess a section are: 

 Crop land 

 Fence lines 

 Change in land use 

 Human impact 

 Pasture 

 Animal access 
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Overview 

There are 13 questions to answer that relate to 

components of the riparian reach you have selected. Many 

ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ 

the reach area is covered, influenced or affected by 

vegetation or structural impacts. The categories to choose 

from are expressed in percentages of the reach area. Start 

by pacing off the length and width of the reach, excluding 

the aquatic part. Calculate the area. Now you have some 

context to determine coverage for many of the questions 

(e.g. 10 m2 of tree seedlings in a 1000 m2 reach equals 1 

per cent coverage). As you become more experienced, you 

can use the cover class standards shown here. 

Most of the factors rated in this assessment are based on 

measurements using your eyes and your judgment. It may 

seem imprecise but with practice this method is repeatable 

and reasonably accurate. Extreme precision is not required 

for riparian health assessment since we are not attempting 

to determine an absolute value, only a broad impression of 

health. 
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Getting Started/Using the GPS Unit 

1. Press green button to turn GPS on 

 

  

Hint ς blue button on bottom will activate screen light 

if too dark. 
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2. Start ArcPad  
If starting a new map, browse or choose from 

existing list, then hit OK 

 

              
 

3. Activate the GPS controller - tap only 
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4. /ƘŜŎƪ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ άwƛǇŀǊƛŀƴέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

activated polyline layer.  

This refers to the shape file where data is 

collected.  

 

 
 

5. A red circle indicating your location 

should appear.  
A Ghostbuster symbol means the GPS is not active 

yet and either you have not made the GPS active 

or it is still waiting for a satellite signal. When it 

gets a signal, a set of crosshairs will appear in the 

circle. 

 



10 

 

Collecting Data 

1. Start Polyline button 

 

 
 

Hint: A red box means that polyline is selected and 

a white shadow box around the polyline button 

means that it is active. 
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2. To start collecting GPS points depress the 

GPS Vertices button (see below) and a white 

shadow box will appear. To stop or pause collection of 

GPS points, press the button again. 

 

 
 

The line will automatically track as you/GPS unit moves. 

Remember to stop tracking if you stray from the path or 

have to move away from the area. 
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3. Once you have mapped your area you are 

ready to do the assessment.  

Tap the green arrow at bottom left to activate 

questions. 

 

Use the page buttons or advance arrows to go through 

questions. Once you have completed all answers, hit ok to 

save data for that section. 

To start your next section, repeat step 2 of collecting data. 

Check to be sure polyline and GPS features are depressed 

before starting again. Once the entire area is complete, 

save as an ArcPad (apr.) file. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



13 

 

Q1. How much of the riparian area is covered by 
vegetation?  
 

Vegetation cover of the floodplain and 
streambanks 
 

 
 

Hint: Use an aerial view to assess 
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Q2A. How much of the riparian area is covered 
by weeds (invasive plant species)? 
 
LƴǾŀǎƛǾŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ άŀƭƛŜƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ 
introduction does or is likely to cause economic or 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŀǊƳέΦ They are often referred to 
ŀǎ άƴƻȄƛƻǳǎ ǿŜŜŘǎέ (see appendix). 
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Q2B. What is the density/distribution of the 
weeds? 
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Q3. How much of the riparian area is covered by 
disturbance-caused vegetation?  
 
Disturbance - undesirable herbaceous species  
(see appendix). 
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Q4. Is woody vegetation present and 
maintaining itself?  
 
Preferred trees and shrubs established and 
regenerating  
 
 

 
 


