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NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE 
CONSERVATION PRACTICES STANDARD 

CONSERVATION COVER 
(Acre) 

CODE 327 

DEFINITION 

Establishing and maintaining permanent 
vegetative cover to protect soil and water 
resources. 

PURPOSES 

1. Reduce soil erosion and sedimentation. 

2. Improve soil and water quality.   

3. Enhance wildlife habitat. 

CONDITION WHERE PRACTICE APPLIES 

This practice applies on land retired from 
agricultural production requiring permanent 
protective cover, and on other lands needing 
permanent protective cover.  This practice 
does not apply to plantings for forage 
production or to critical area plantings. 

CRITERIA 

General Criteria Applicable to All Purposes 
Plants for conservation cover shall be 
perennials.  Annuals may be included as nurse 
crops in planting mixtures of native or 
introduced perennial species.  Annuals may 
also be used in wildlife food plots. 

Species shall be adapted to the soil, ecological 
site, and climatic conditions. 

Species planted shall be suitable for the 
planned purpose and site conditions.  Use of 
noxious species shall be avoided. 

Seeding rates and methods shall be adequate 
to establish the cover desired. 

Planting dates, planting methods, and care of 
seed or planting stock shall ensure that 

planted materials have an acceptable survival 
rate. 

Only viable, high quality and adapted seed or 
planting stock should be used. 

Additional Criteria for Establishment of 
Grasses and Legumes 
Native and introduced grasses, legumes, 
forbs, and woody plants suitable for 
conservation cover and/or wildlife habitat 
including adapted cultivars, seeding rates, and 
optimum planting dates are listed in Appendix 
1 – Planting Rates for Louisiana by MLRA’s. 

Seed Source.  All seed and planting materials 
will be labeled and meet state seed quality law 
standards.  Seeding rates will be determined 
based on pure live seed (PLS) or percent 
germination information found on the seed tag. 
Percent PLS can be computed using decimal 
values with the following equation. 

% PLS = [(Percent germination + Percent hard 
seed) x Percent purity] / 100. 

Use certified seed of locally adapted and 
proven cultivars of commercially available 
seed. Locally harvested or commercially 
available local ecotypes seed that come from 
sources within a 200 mile radius of the seeded 
area can be used with approval from area or 
state specialists.  Local eco-types should be 
used when trying to restore or enhance historic 
grasslands. 

Seeding rates for individual species in mixtures 
should be calculated by multiplying the full 
seeding rate for each species by the desired 
percentage represented by that species 

Legume seed shall be inoculated with the 
recommended strain of Rhizobium bacteria for 
the species being planted.  Do not use 

http://efotg.nrcs.usda.gov/references/public/LA/LouisianaSeedingRateTablesv1.1_10_28_08.pdf
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chlorinated water with legume seed inoculants’ 
as a sticking agent.  Chlorine can kill the 
Rhizobium bacteria.  Soft drinks (colas) 
containing sugar make excellent sticking 
agents for inoculating legume seed. 

Seedbed Preparation.  Limit soil disturbing 
activities to the minimum needed to prepare a 
suitable seedbed. Consider using no-till drills 
when establishing native grasses and/or 
legumes on sites with an erosion hazard. 

Weed pressure or competition from introduced 
sod forming grasses (i.e. bermudagrass or 
bahiagrass) can cause stand failure.  In these 
areas, it will be necessary to chemically control 
vegetation with herbicide.  Herbicides need to 
be labeled specifically for this purpose (non-
cropland) and applied according to label 
directions and LSU AgCenter 
eecommendations and according to Pest 
Management (595) specifications. 

To prepare a seedbed, use equipment and 
methods that will result in a clean, firm 
seedbed without excessive weed competition.  
Seedbed preparation should begin the season 
before the targeted planting dates of planting.  
For soils with good physical condition, use a 
tandem disk, or other equipment to break or 
mix at least the top 3 inches of soil.  Lightly 
disk, harrow, sweep, or use chemicals about 
one month prior to planting to eliminate any 
living vegetation should it exist.  If the seedbed 
is not firm at planting time, firm it with a 
cultipacker, roller, or similar implement. Avoid 
over packing prior to planting. 

On fields which have a history of compaction, 
use a chisel plow, subsoiler, or similar 
implement capable of operating at least 1 to 2 
inches below the compacted zone to shatter 
the compacted layer.  More complete 
destruction of the compacted layer is achieved 
when deep tillage is performed in the fall when 
soils are usually their driest.  Deep tillage 
should be performed in the fall prior to 
planting. Prior to planting the desired 
vegetation, lightly disk, harrow, sweep, or use 
chemicals to eliminate any living vegetation 
should it exist.   

Loose uneven seedbeds are a major cause of 
poor stands.  A prepared seedbed should be 
firm but not packed.  Your foot print should not 
sink more than ½ inch into a properly prepared 

seedbed.  Seeds sown on the surface without 
coverage or greater than ½ inch deep have 
little chance of germinating and developing into 
seedlings. If seed are surface broadcast, cover 
the seed immediately with a roller or 
cultipacker, spike-tooth harrow, or similar 
implement no deeper than ¼ inch. 

Old terraces or other conditions which pond 
water or causes concentrated flow will be 
drained, repaired, or leveled and smoothed 
before seedbed preparation. Gullied, rilled, or 
rough sites will be smoothed and shaped to 
permit the use of tracked or wheeled 
equipment for establishment and maintenance 
of vegetation.   

All loose roots or other obstructions that will 
interfere with establishment and maintenance 
of vegetation must be removed from the 
surface. Any brush should be removed and the 
area smoothed to the extent necessary to 
perform required seedbed preparation, 
planting, and subsequent management 
practices (see 314-Brush Management). 

Establishment Method.  A grass seed drill 
(conventional or no-till) equipped with double 
disk openers and depth bands followed by a 
cultipacker, press wheels, or drag chains is the 
preferred seeding method. Seed should be 
planted 1/8 to 1/2 inch deep if adequate 
moisture is present, or 1/2 to 3/4 inch deep if 
soil surface is dry.  Distance between rows 
should not exceed 20 inches in most cases.       
Eastern gamagrass should be planted in 20 to 
38 inch rows at a depth of one inch. 

Grassland drills used for seeding native seeds 
should be equipped with an agitator in the 
seed hopper and extra large seed delivery 
tubes designed for handling fluffy native 
grasses.  Native seeds which have been 
debearded or are smooth in nature can be 
used in conventional drills.  If legumes and/or 
forbs are included in the seeding mixture, the 
drill should be equipped with a small seed 
attachment. 

Use of a broadcast seeder, broadcasting seed 
by hand, and aerial seeding are acceptable 
methods of seeding where conditions permit 
seed to be placed in contact with mineral soil 
and where uniform seed distribution can be 
achieved.  Regardless of method, it will be 
necessary to use a cultipacker, press wheels 
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or similar techniques following broadcast 
seeding to aid coverage of seed.  Seeds sown 
on the surface without coverage or greater 
than ½ inch deep have little chance of 
germinating and developing into seedlings. 

Fertility.  Fertilizer for establishment purposes 
will be done according to a current soil test for 
all species.  Plant nutrients necessary for 
establishment of the cover shall be applied 
according to specifications in the conservation 
practice standard, Nutrient Management (590). 

Nitrogen fertilization should be delayed until 
native grass seedlings have reached a height 
of 12 to18 inches to prevent excessive use of 
fertilizer by competing vegetation.  Nitrogen 
fertilization can also be delayed until the 
second year of growth after establishment.   

When acid soils are present, lime may be 
needed for adequate grass growth or for 
legume establishment.  Use dolomitic 
limestone where magnesium is needed.  Lime 
should be incorporated into the soil during 
seedbed preparation. Lime shall be applied 
according to soil test recommendations.  
Legume seed and fertilizer will not be 
broadcast together because the fertilizer will 
damage and kill the legume innoculant.  

Additional Criteria for Establishment of 
Trees and Shrubs  
Tree and shrub suitable for wildlife plantings 
are listed in Appendix 1 – Planting Rates for 
Louisiana by MLRA’s.  Planting dates and 
density shall be in accordance with the 
specifications contained in the standard, 
Tree/Shrub Establishment (612). 

Competing vegetation or soil conditions which 
may inhibit tree/shrub establishment shall be 
treated according to the specifications 
contained in the standard, Forest Site 
Preparation (490).  This may include chemical 
and/or mechanical methods. 

Firebreaks should be established along fire 
hazard areas according to the specifications in 
the standard, Firebreak (394). 

Additional Criteria for Establishment of 
Permanent Wildlife Habitat 
Plant species suitable for wildlife should be 
applied in accordance with the conservation 

practice standard, Wildlife Upland Habitat 
Management (645).  Grasses, forbs, and 
legumes shall be planted in mixtures to 
encourage maximum plant diversity.  A 
reduction in general agricultural seeding rates 
may be desirable for certain wildlife species 
such as bobwhite quail.  Use minimum seeding 
rates to create open areas to facilitate bird 
movement and increase forb production and 
diversity.  Seeding rates must be sufficient for 
erosion control. 

When using introduced plant species for 
enhancing wildlife habitat, some initially 
beneficial introduced species have the 
potential to invade and dominate natural plant 
communities.  The invasion may be 
accomplished by aggressive growth, lack of 
natural control, wildlife transport, or a 
combination of means.  If native vegetation is 
lost to competition from introduced species, 
ultimately problems will arise for certain wildlife 
species.   

Additional Criteria for Establishment of 
Wildlife Food Plots 
Annual species may be included for wildlife 
food plots in accordance with specifications in 
the standard, Wildlife Upland Habitat 
Management (645).  Annual food shall be 
located on non-erodible portions of the field; 
otherwise practices to control erosion must be 
used.  Food plot size, location, and 
establishment techniques shall be performed 
in accordance with Wildlife Upland Habitat 
Management (645).  

Additional Criteria for Native Cover, 
Already Established 
Native species, which provide acceptable 
cover and/or wildlife habitat, are listed in 
Appendix 1 – Planting Rates for Louisiana by 
MLRA’s.  An 80% cover consisting of one or 
more of these species shall be maintained to 
control erosion.  Weeds and undesirable 
species such as the Chinese tallow tree shall 
be controlled. 

CONSIDERATIONS 

This practice may be used to promote the 
conservation of wildlife species in general, 
including threatened and endangered species. 

http://efotg.nrcs.usda.gov/references/public/LA/LouisianaSeedingRateTablesv1.1_10_28_08.pdf
http://efotg.nrcs.usda.gov/references/public/LA/LouisianaSeedingRateTablesv1.1_10_28_08.pdf
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Where applicable, this practice may be used to 
conserve and stabilize archeological and 
historic sites. 

Consider rotating management and 
maintenance activities (e.g. mow one-fourth or 
one-third of the area each year) throughout the 
managed area to maximize spatial and 
temporal diversity. 

Where wildlife management is the primary 
objective, food and cover value of the planting 
can be enhanced by using the Louisiana 
Wildlife Habitat Evaluation procedure to aid in 
selecting plant species and habitat needs of 
targeted wildlife species. 

Long-term conservation cover will increase soil 
organic matter and improve soil structure and 
water holding capacity. 

Close-growing species can reduce the amount 
of sediment in runoff and improve surface 
water quality. 

Infiltration and percolation will result from 
improved soil health thereby improving 
groundwater quality and recharging aquifers. 

Follow NRCS policy on cultural resources. 

PLANS AND SPECIFICATIONS 

Specifications for the establishment of this 
practice shall be prepared for each field or 
treatment unit according to the Criteria and 
Considerations described in this standard.  
Specifications shall be recorded using 
appropriate worksheets and narrative 
statements in the conservation plan.  Use the 
most current and appropriate documentation 
form to document conservation cover 
establishment. 

OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE 

Prescribed burning of native grasses, forbs 
and legumes can improve vigor and stand 
density, control weeds and diseases, and set 
back plant succession.  Spring burning with fire 
can be used to control winter weeds and 
promote rapid regrowth of native warm season 
grasses.  Burning should be performed before 
the grass begins to recover from winter 
dormancy (typically before March 1).  
Prescribed burning shall be avoided during the 

primary nesting season for most ground 
nesting birds in Louisiana.  Prescribed burning 
shall be performed in accordance with the 
standard, Prescribed Burning (338) and an 
approved burn plan shall be prepared. 

If prescribed burning is not an option, haying 
the native grass stand once every three years 
will remove thatch buildup, encourage dense 
growth, maintain an upright growth habit and 
remove nutrients that are contained in the 
vegetation.  Haying shall be carried out in 
accordance with Forage Harvest Management 
(511).  Hay bales should be removed from the 
native grass stand in a timely manner.     

Mowing, which can be achieved with a bush 
hog, is an optional weed control measure 
during the establishment year and in 
subsequent years for residue management.  
Mowing in mid-summer to a height just above 
the grass seedlings will help reduce weed 
competition and encourage seedling growth.  
Mowing shall be avoided during the primary 
nesting season for ground nesting birds in 
Louisiana. 

Weed Control 
Herbicides - Chemicals used must be federally 
and locally registered and must be applied in 
accordance with registered uses, label 
directions and all applicable laws, regulations, 
and policies and according to Pest 
Management (595) specifications.  Pre-emerge 
herbicides may be used as appropriate prior to 
germination of desired species. When post-
emerge herbicides are used, native grass 
seedlings should be in the 3 to 5 leaf stage. 
Weed control is needed when there are 3 or 
more weeds per square foot or when they form 
a canopy of 50% of more.   

Mechanical - Weeds should be mowed when 
they reach a height of 6 to 8 inches.  Mowing 
height should be above the height of the 
seeded plants. Mowing should not be done 
when daily maximum air temperature exceeds 
95 degrees to avoid dehydration of   seedlings.  
Where wildlife habitat enhancement is a 
primary purpose, maintenance activities shall 
not be performed during the primary nesting 
season for most ground nesting bird species in 
Louisiana. 
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Maintenance 
Maintenance activities shall be avoided during 
the primary nesting season for ground nesting 
species of birds.  Exceptions may be granted 
when activities are necessary to facilitate the 
establishment of desirable cover. 

Weeds and undesirable species (Chinese 
Tallow) will be controlled by mowing, tillage, 
herbicides, prescribed burning, or other 
practices as appropriate.  Treat only the 
portions of fields needing weed control (spot 
treatment). 

Annual mowing of the cover for general weed 
control is not recommended. 

Where wildlife habitat is the primary purpose, 
management activities should be rotated 
throughout the area.  For example, mow only 
one-third of a field each year by mowing strips 
or alternate portions of the field instead of 
mowing the entire field each year.  Prescribed 
burning is a natural component of native grass 
and/or pine habitats and should be utilized 
instead of mowing where feasible.  Prescribed 
burning shall be performed in accordance with 
the standard, Prescribed Burning (338).

 


