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Definition

Contour buffer strips are narrow strips of permanent, herbaceous vegetative cover established around the hill slope and alternated down the slope with wider cropped strips that are farmed on the contour. 

Purpose
Contour buffer strips established on the contour can significantly reduce sheet and rill erosion. Strips slow runoff, trap sediment, and increase water infiltration. Sediment, nutrients, pesticides, and other contaminants are removed from the runoff as they pass through the buffer strip. 


Where used

Contour buffer strips are used on all sloping cropland subject including orchards, vineyards and nut crops. They are most effective on uniform slopes between 2 to 10 percent. These narrow strips of permanent vegetation are not part of the normal crop rotation. 
The practice is not well suited to rolling topography having a high degree of slope irregularity because of the difficulty of meeting row grade criteria.

Resource management system

Contour buffer strips are normally established as part of a resource management system for a conservation management unit. They are concurrently applied with other practices, such as residue management, conservation crop rotation, and contour farming. Cultivated strip widths are determined by such variables as slope, soil type, field conditions, climate, and erosion potential. 

Width:  Minimum width for permanent vegetative strips is at least:

· 15 feet wide for strips planted to grasses or grass-legume mixtures with at least 50% grass stand
· 30 feet wide when legumes are used alone or legumes make up more than 50% of the stand

· Minimum width for the lowest downslope vegetative strip is twice the width of the in-field vegetative strips
Cropped strips shall be of uniform width between buffer strips and shall not exceed 50% of the slope length (L), used for the erosion calculation
Establishment:

· Lime and fertilize according to UT soil test recommendations.

· Use a cultipacker seeder, a no-till drill, grain drill with press wheels, or broadcast and cultipack before and after seeding.

· For quick vegetative establishment, seed ½ bushel of cereal rye or wheat or 5 pounds of foxtail millet per acre with the below seeding rates.

· Temporary cover can be used as mulch for establishment of perennial vegetation.
Vegetation:  

· Species to use for contour buffer strips depend on climate and soil conditions of the site.

· High density of vegetation is required for proper functioning of the contour buffer strip
· Seeding Rates:

	Plant Species:
	Seeding Rate:
	Planting Date:

	Tall Fescue (KY31)**
	50 lbs/ac
	Aug.15 - Oct. 1
Feb. 20 - Apr. 1

	Reed Canarygrass*
	25 lbs/ac
	Aug. 15 - Oct. 1
Feb. 20 - Apr. 1

	White Clover
	5 lbs/ac
	Aug. 15 - Oct. 1
Feb. 20 - Apr. 1

	Sericea Lespedeza*
	40 lbs/ac
	Apr. 1- June 1

	Kobe or Korean Lespedeza
	40 lbs/ac
	March 15  - Apr. 15

	Common Bermudagrass*
	Seed:
10 lbs/ac

Sprig:

30 bu/ac
	May 10 – July 1

	Switchgrass***
	15 lbs/ac
	Dec. 1 – July 1

	*High tolerance of sedimentation.  May become invasive.
** Moderate tolerance of sedimentation.

***High tolerance of sedimentation.  Benefits wildlife nesting cover and restoration of native plan community.


· Summer Annuals followed by establishment of perennial vegetation in the fall.  
	Plant Species:
	Seeding Rate:
	Planting Date:

	Foxtail Millet
	20 lbs/ac
	May 1 – July 1

	Pearl Millet
	20 lbs/ac
	May 1 – July 15

	Sudangrass
	45 lbs/ac
	Apr. 20 – July 1


· Winter Annuals followed by establishment of perennial vegetation in the spring.
	Plant Species:
	Seeding Rate:
	Planting Date:

	Cereal Rye
	3 bu/ac
	Sept. 15 -  Nov. 10

	Winter Wheat
	3 bu/ac
	Aug. 15 - Nov. 1



Operation and maintenance
Conduct all farming operations parallel to the strip boundaries.
Time mowing of buffer strips to maintain appropriate vegetative density and height.  Maintain minimum height of 8 inches for switchgrass and 4 inches for all other vegetation.
Fertilize buffer strips as needed to maintain stand density.

Mow sod turn strips and waterways at least once a year.

Spot seed or totally renovate buffer strip systems damaged by herbicide application after residual action of the herbicide is complete.




Redistribute sediment that accumulates along the upslope edge of the buffer strip/crop strip interface as needed.  Spread sediment evenly upslope over the cultivated strip when needed to maintain uniform sheet flow along the buffer/cropped strip boundary.

If sediment accumulates just below the upslope edge of the buffer strip to a depth of 6 inches or more, or stem density falls below specified amounts in the buffer strip, relocate the buffer/cropped strip interface location.

Cultivated strips and buffer strips shall be rotated so that a mature stand of protective cover is achieved in a newly established buffer strip immediately below or above the old buffer strip before removing the old buffer to plant an erosion-prone crop.  Alternate repositioning of buffer strips to maintain their relative position on the hill slope.
Contour Buffer Strips – Job Sheet

Landowner____________________________________________ Field number____________________

	Purpose (check all that apply)

	· Reduce sheet and rill erosion
	· Reduce transport of sediment and other water-borne contaminants downslope

	· Increase water infiltration
	· 


	Layout
	Strip 1
	Strip 2
	Strip 3
	Strip 4

	Cultivated strip width (feet)


	
	
	
	

	Buffer strip width (feet)


	
	
	
	

	Buffer strip length (feet)


	
	
	
	

	Area in buffer strip (acres)


	
	
	
	


	Plant Materials (species/cultivars)
	Seeding Rate (lbs/acre of pure live seed)
	Seeding Date

	Strip 1:
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Strip 2:
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Strip 3:
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Strip 4:
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


	Soil Amendments and Fertilization
	Strip 1
	Strip 2
	Strip 3
	Strip 4

	Lime (tons/acre)


	
	
	
	

	N Fertilizer – (lbs/acre)


	
	
	
	

	P2O Fertilizer – (lbs/acre)


	
	
	
	

	K2O Fertilizer – (lbs/acre)


	
	
	
	


	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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