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Tree/Shrub Site Preparation 
Conservation Practice Job Sheet                        MD490 
 
 
            

       
Photos by Genevieve Backus, NRCS, Annapolis State Office 
 
 
 

Definition                                                       
Treatment of areas to improve site conditions for establishing  

trees and/or shrubs.  
                                                                                                                 
 
Where to used 
On all lands needing treatment to establish trees and/or shrubs. 

 
Purpose                                                          
• Encourage natural regeneration of desirable woody plants. 

• Permit artificial establishment of woody plants.  

  
Implementation methods 
 
Mechanical Site Preparation 
Mechanical site preparation may consist of one or more of several treatments. 
For previously forested cutover land the site preparation may involve bulldozing logging slash 
and piling in windrows along the contour with a root-rake to minimize soil disturbance and 
displacement. 
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Piling the logging debris into windrows will create an area suitable for hand crews to plant trees 
between the windrowed debris. 
 
Cutover forest land may also be treated with a rolling drum-chopper. This large machine is 
pulled behind a bulldozer. The drum chopper will knock down any standing tree saplings or 
understory vegetation that was not cut during the harvest operation and it will chop the debris 
on the ground into smaller pieces to facilitate faster decomposition. In most cases, this method 
is followed by a prescribed burn. 
 
Newer site preparation machinery for cutover forest land also includes mulching machines that 
grind the logging debris into small pieces while crossing the site. This better distributes 
nutrients from the logging debris across the site instead of piling the debris into windrows. 
 
In some areas, bedding the cutover land before planting is a common mechanical site 
preparation method to create a better seedbed for the desired tree species. 
 
For land that was previously cropland, hay land or pastureland, the following mechanical 
methods are appropriate for use as forest site preparation: 
 

• Use rotary brush cutters, mowers or bush-hogs to cut down existing vegetation. 
 

• Scalp the area to remove the top layer of sod on the narrow row where the tree 
seedlings will be planted. This removes the competing herbaceous species from directly 
around the seedlings to enhance seedling survival. 

 
• Disk the area to facilitate proper site conditions conducive to artificial regeneration. The 

number of disk passes required to achieve a well prepared site will depend on the type 
and amount of existing surface vegetation. 

Virginia Conservation Practice Job Sheet 490 
Chemical Site Preparation 
Chemical site preparation consists of using an appropriately labeled herbicide to kill unwanted 
competing vegetation. 
Chemical Site Preparation may be accomplished using ground based applications through 
heavy equipment that is driven over the land, by using aerial sprayers mounted to helicopters, 
or by using spray equipment mounted to normal agricultural tractors.  
 
Follow the directions and heed all of the precautions on the herbicide container label. Observe 
all applicable federal and state laws pertaining to the use of herbicides. If herbicides are 
handled or applied improperly, or if unused portions are not disposed of safely, they may injure 
humans, domestic animals, desirable plants, wildlife, and fish, and may contaminate nearby 
crops and other vegetation. Herbicides shall not be used over or directly adjacent to ponds, 
lakes, streams, wetlands, or other water bodies unless so labeled.  
 
Observe appropriate setbacks from water resources and adjoining land to prevent chemical drift 
from damaging other resources. 
 
Fires as Site Preparation  
If prescribed fire is to be used for Tree/Shrub Site Preparation, refer to Prescribed Burning 
(338). A Certified Prescribed Burn Manager must prepare a burn plan. 
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Conservation Management System 
Tree/shrub site preparation may be a component on most conservation management systems 
that address the soil, water, air, plant, and animal needs, including wildlife. 
 
Specifications 
Practice specifications will be developed individually for each site with the landowner. 
Specifications will address the requirements that are needed to properly prepare the site for the 
next crop tree planting.  
These recommendations will vary widely due to differences in site conditions, soils, desired crop 
tree species, previous crops and previous site manipulation.  
All decisions concerning location, site preparation methods and other specific technical 
decisions will be documented on this job sheet or other acceptable method. 
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Tree/Shrub Site Preparation – Job Sheet 
 
 
Producer __________________________ Farm # ___________ Tract # ___________ 
Field Office ________________________ Contract # _______________________ 
Planning Date _____________________   Field # ______________________ 
 
 
Purpose (check all that apply) 
□ Encourage natural regeneration of desirable woody plants 
□ Permit artificial establishment of woody plants 

 
 
Method: (Check all that apply) 
 Mechanical Site Prep (Shearing, Root Raking, Drum Chopping, Disking, Bedding, Sub-soiling and Ripping, Scalping) 

 Chemical Site Prep (Foliar Spray, Soil Application, Single Stem Treatments) 

 Site Prep Burn 
*If Prescribed Burn is planned, the burn should be conducted according to a plan prepared by a 
Certified Prescribed Burning Manager. Refer to Prescribed Burning (338). 
 
Amount:   
 Stand/Field # Stand/Field # 
Mechanical Site Prep (ac)   
Chemical Site Prep (ac)   
Site Prep Burn (ac)   
Species to be Established   
Site Index   
Soil Type(s)   
 
Operation and Maintenance 
Maintain erosion control measures and controlling locally invasive and noxious plants as necessary. 
Access by vehicles or equipment during or after site preparation shall be controlled to minimize erosion, 
compaction and other site impacts. 

Planner Certification 
This Tree/Shrub Site Preparation plan meets the requirements of NRCS Conservation Practice Standard 
490  
 
 
 
Signature                                                                Title                                               Date  
 
Certification of Practice Completion 
This Tree/Shrub Site Preparation has been completed and maintained according to NRCS plans and 
specifications. (Indicate in Practice Specifications if there were any changes to the planned practice and 
acreage.)  
 
 
 
Signature                                                                Title                                               Date 
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Tree/Shrub Site Preparation – Job Sheet 
 
If needed, an aerial view or a side view of the practice can be shown below. Other relevant information, complementary practices 
and measures, and additional specifications may be included. 
 
Scale 1"=________ ft. (NA indicates sketch not to scale: grid size=1/2" by 1/2") 
 
 

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

 
 
Additional Specifications and Notes: 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
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. 
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