4.1

Source Control BMPs

BMP C101: Preserving Natural Vegetation
Purpose

Conditions of Use

The purpose of preserving natural vegetation is to reduce erosion wherever
practicable. Limiting site disturbance is the single most effective method
for reducing erosion. For example, conifers can hold up to about 50
percent of all rain that falls during a storm. Up to 20-30 percent of this rain
may never reach the ground but is taken up by the tree or evaporates.
Another benefit is that the rain held in the tree can be released slowly to the
ground after the storm.
Natural vegetation should be preserved on steep slopes, near
perennial and intermittent watercourses or swales, and on building
sites in wooded areas.
As required by plat conditions, land use code, or land use approvals.

Design and
Installation
Specifications

Natural vegetation can be preserved in natural clumps or as individual
trees, shrubs and vines.
The preservation of individual plants is more difficult because heavy
equipment is generally used to remove unwanted vegetation. The points
to remember when attempting to save individual plants are:
Is the plant worth saving? Consider the location, species, size, age,
vigor, and the work involved. Plat conditions or land use regulations
may also require that natural vegetation and trees be saved.
Fence or clearly mark areas around trees that are to be saved. It is
preferable to keep ground disturbance away from the trees at least as
far out as the dripline.
Plants need protection from three kinds of injuries:
Construction Equipment - This injury can be above or below the
ground level. Damage results from scarring, cutting of roots, and
compaction of the soil. Placing a fenced buffer zone around plants to
be saved prior to construction can prevent construction equipment
injuries.
Grade Changes - Changing the natural ground level will alter grades,
which affects the plant's ability to obtain the necessary air, water, and
minerals. Minor fills usually do not cause problems although
sensitivity between species does vary and should be checked. Trees
can tolerate fill of 6 inches or less. For shrubs and other plants, the fill
should be less.
When there are major changes in grade, it may become necessary to
supply air to the roots of plants. This can be done by placing a layer of
gravel and a tile system over the roots before the fill is made. A tile
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system protects a tree from a raised grade. The tile system should be
laid out on the original grade leading from a dry well around the tree
trunk. The system should then be covered with small stones to allow
air to circulate over the root area.
Lowering the natural ground level can seriously damage trees and
shrubs. The highest percentage of the plant roots are in the upper 12
inches of the soil and cuts of only 2-3 inches can cause serious injury.
To protect the roots it may be necessary to terrace the immediate area
around the plants to be saved. If roots are exposed, construction of
retaining walls may be needed to keep the soil in place. Plants can
also be preserved by leaving them on an undisturbed, gently sloping
mound. To increase the chances for survival, it is best to limit grade
changes and other soil disturbances to areas outside the dripline of the
plant.
Excavations - Protect trees and other plants when excavating for
drainfields, power, water, and sewer lines. Where possible, the
trenches should be routed around trees and large shrubs. When this is
not possible, it is best to tunnel under them. This can be done with
hand tools or with power augers. If it is not possible to route the
trench around plants to be saved, then the following should be
observed:
Cut as few roots as possible. When you have to cut, cut clean. Paint
cut root ends with a wood dressing like asphalt base paint.
Backfill the trench as soon as possible.
Tunnel beneath root systems as close to the center of the main trunk to
preserve most of the important feeder roots.
Some problems that can be encountered with a few specific trees are:
Maple, Dogwood, Red alder, Western hemlock, Western red cedar,
and Douglas fir do not readily adjust to changes in environment and
special care should be taken to protect these trees.
The windthrow hazard of Pacific silver fir and madronna is high, while
that of Western hemlock is moderate. The danger of windthrow
increases where dense stands have been thinned. Other species (unless
they are on shallow, wet soils less than 20 inches deep) have a low
windthrow hazard.
Cottonwoods, maples, and willows have water-seeking roots. These
can cause trouble in sewer lines and infiltration fields. On the other
hand, they thrive in high moisture conditions that other trees would
not.
Thinning operations in pure or mixed stands of Grand fir, Pacific silver
fir, Noble fir, Sitka spruce, Western red cedar, Western hemlock,
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Pacific dogwood, and Red alder can cause serious disease problems.
Disease can become established through damaged limbs, trunks, roots,
and freshly cut stumps. Diseased and weakened trees are also
susceptible to insect attack.
Maintenance
Standards

Inspect flagged and/or fenced areas regularly to make sure flagging or
fencing has not been removed or damaged. If the flagging or fencing
has been damaged or visibility reduced, it shall be repaired or
replaced immediately and visibility restored.
If tree roots have been exposed or injured, “prune” cleanly with an
appropriate pruning saw or lopers directly above the damaged roots
and recover with native soils. Treatment of sap flowing trees (fir,
hemlock, pine, soft maples) is not advised as sap forms a natural
healing barrier.
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