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Early Successional Habitat Development and 
Management - Light Disking 
Massachusetts Conservation PracticeJob Sheet       MA-647 
 
 
Client Name: Farm #: Tract #: 

Field(s): Total Acres: 

Planned By: Date: 

 
 
 
 
Definition 
Create or manage early plant succession to 
benefit desired wildlife or natural communities 
 
Purpose 
Dense sod or vegetation is detrimental to wildlife 
feeding and movement and can be improved by 
light disking. Light disking enhances habitat 
quality by releasing sod-bound grasses, 
reducing residue, creating bare ground, and 
stimulating growth of annuals which are prolific 
seed producers (providing seed-eating birds and 
mammals with abundant food resources).  
Annual plant communities also support an 
abundant and diverse insect community, which 
provides a good protein source for growing 
nestlings and chicks. 

  
 

 
Specifications 
Frequency 

To maintain annual plant communities, disking should be conducted on a 2-3 year rotation, meaning ½ to 
1/3 of the field is disked each year in a strip pattern.  Strip disking creates a mosaic of plant communities 
from 1 to 3 years old, depending on the rotation.  Do not perform light disking on sites where invasive 
plant species are present unless invasive species are controlled prior to disking. 

2-year rotation: 

Divide the field into strips from 30 to 75 feet wide.  In the first year, disk every other strip.  Disked strips 
will be separated from each other by an area of undisturbed vegetation of equal width as the disked strip.  
In the second year, disk the undisturbed strips from the previous year, leaving the first strips untouched.  
In the third year, disk the strips that were done in year 1, and leave the strips that were disked in year 2, 
undisturbed.  Continue this rotation treatment.   
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3-year rotation: 

Divide the field into strips from 30 to 75 feet wide.  In the first year, disk every 3rd strip.  The disked strips 
will be separated by strips of undisturbed vegetation that are 2 times the width as the disked strip.  In the 
second year, disk a strip previously undisturbed.  This will result in disked strips separated from each 
other by a strip disked the previous year and a strip that is undisturbed.  In the third year, the remaining 
undisked strips are done.   

Disking Intensity 

The disking should be 2 to 4 inches deep and leave 50 percent residue remaining on the ground surface.  
Disking intensity can be altered by adjusting the depth of the disk and/or the number of passes.  In 
general, the more intensively the site is disked, the less residual perennial grass remains and the greater 
the annual plant component. 

If soil erosion is a concern, strips should be planned across the slope or on the contour.  Slopes greater 
than 5 percent should not be disked. 

Timing of Disking 

Disking can be done from fall through spring.  Do not disk during the primary nesting season of April 15 to 
August 1. 

 

Maintenance 
Maintain the disking rotation as long as an annual plant component is desired as part of the plant 
community.    
 
 
 
Site Specific Comments and Recommendations 
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Early Successional Habitat Development/Management – Light Disking  
Job Sheet MA—647 

Provide a map (may be attached) showing the location of the proposed practice and practice components.   
 
Scale 1"=________ ft. (NA indicates sketch not to scale: grid size=1/2" by 1/2") 
 
 

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

 
 
 
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in its programs on the basis of race, color, national 
origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs and marital or familial status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) 
Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) 
should contact the USDA Office of Communications (202) 720-2791. 
 
To file a complaint of discrimination write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and 
Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice or TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity 
provider and employer. 


