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Description 
 
Upland habitat buffers are field borders planted 
around crop fields to provide food and cover for 
quail, upland birds, and other wildlife species.  
Grassland-dependent bird species have suffered 
significant population declines due primarily to the 
loss of habitat.  Habitat buffers around crop fields can 
provide critical nesting, brood rearing, and security 
cover.  Protecting these areas from farm equipment 
traffic will be a key to allowing more successful 
reproduction of the ground nesting birds utilizing 
field buffers.  CP-33 buffers will be planted to a 
mixture of native grasses and wildlife-beneficial 
forbs and legumes.  The clump forming upright 
growth of native grasses makes them valuable as 
nesting and protective cover.  Native grasses for this 
buffer practice include but are not limited to, little 
bluestem, side-oats grama, and wild-rye.  The forb-
legume component is also very valuable for diversity, 
brood cover, and forage.  Some of the recommended 
forbs and legumes include purple prairie clover, 
bush-clover, coneflower, sunflower, and aster.  Shrub 
plantings are optional, but these woody species can 
provide valuable food and enhance cover for wildlife.  
Shrub plantings can add a soft edge to wooded areas 
or form a hedgerow across open areas.  Clump 
plantings of shrubs in the buffer can also provide 
escape and winter cover.   
 
Benefits 
 

Creates corridor for wildlife movement. • 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Provides wildlife food. 
Provides nesting, brood, and winter cover. 
Provides habitat for beneficial insects. 
Reduces erosion. 
Improves water quality with buffers. 

 
Specifications 
 
Buffers shall be established as per requirements of 
the NRCS Field Office Technical Guide. 
 
Allowed buffer width can be from a minimum of 30 
feet up to the maximum average width of 120 feet. 
 
Buffers can be established on any cropland field 
edges suitable for quail and upland birds with planted 
crops inside or along side the CP-33.  The definition 
of crops includes feed grains, small grains, corn, 
soybeans, and forage crops in rotation. 
 

 
 
A minimum of 50% of each field must be in eligible 
crops before the field is considered eligible for CP-
33.  No more than 75% of any one field can be 
enrolled, and a minimum contract size of 2.0 acres is 
required. 
 
All buffers in a field must be contiguous across the 
entire side of the field. 
 
Buffers can be located either around the entire 
perimeter of the field or along one or more sides of 
the field, but at a minimum they must be located 
wherever runoff leaves the field. 
 
Any type of filter/buffer strip alongside a stream or 
any continuous practice with a related buffer shall not 
have CP-33 laying adjacent to it; however, the CP-33 
can “T” up to the filter/buffer strip on either or both 
ends. 
 
Shrub plantings are optional and shall not exceed 
10% of contract acreage.   
 
No N, P, or K is required for establishment of native 
grass and forb stands. 
 
Buffers shall not be used as turn rows, roads, or for 
storage of crops, hay bales, or equipment, but 
crossing the buffer to access the crop field is 
permitted.   
 
No haying or grazing will be allowed in these areas. 
 
All state-listed primary noxious weeds as well as 
invasive trees & shrubs shall be controlled on the 
buffer areas. 
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Establishment Techniques 
 
Key Points to Successful Establishment 
 

Spring seedings must be completed by June 30.  
Fall seedings occur after October 22 until frost. 

• 

• Use only high quality seed (PLS Based Rates). 
Apply weed control techniques. • 

• Obtain good seed-to-soil contact. 
 
The seeding recommendations for the CP-33 practice 
are designed to foster a low growing, clumpy, open 
buffer that is a preferred habitat type for broods of 
small birds such as quail. 
 
 
 

Approved Seeding Mixes 
*Any substitution needs NRCS approval  

prior to planting. 

Sample 1 

Little bluestem 2.00 lbs/ac 
Side-oats grama 2.00 lbs/ac 
Canada wild-rye 0.50 lbs/ac 
Indian grass 0.50 lbs/ac 

Black-eyed susan 0.75 oz/ac 
Yellow coneflower 1.00 oz/ac 
Western sunflower 1.00 oz/ac 
Purple coneflower 1.00 oz/ac 
Purple prairie clover 2.00 oz/ac 
Round-headed bush-clover 2.00 oz/ac 
Stiff goldenrod 1.00 oz/ac 

Sample 2 

Little bluestem 1.50 lbs/ac 
Indian grass 1.00 lbs/ac 
Side-oats grama 1.25 lbs/ac 
Canada wild-rye 0.50 lbs/ac 

Black-eyed susan 1.00 oz/ac 
Western sunflower 1.00 oz/ac 
Purple coneflower 2.00 oz/ac 
Rough blazing star 2.00 oz/ac 
Sky blue aster 1.00 oz/ac 
Stiff goldenrod 1.00 oz/ac 
Purple prairie clover 2.00 oz/ac 

 
 

Native Grass Establishment in Cropland 
 
No-Till Drill 
Planting natives with a specialized no-till drill is 
recommended.  The seedbed should be smooth and 
firm prior to planting.  Any existing grass or weeds 
should be suppressed by application of herbicides.  
Native grasses are light, fluffy seeds which require a 
specialized drill.  Seed should be drilled uniformly at a 
depth of ⅛ to ¼ inch. 
 
Broadcast Seeding 
Conventional broadcast seeding can be used for 
native grass and forbs-legumes.  The seedbed should 
be smooth, firm (walking across the seedbed should 
leave less than a ¼-inch imprint), and friable before 
seeding.  Existing grasses or weeds should be 
suppressed by application of herbicides prior to 
seeding.  Seed can then be broadcast uniformly over 
the entire area on the surface at the recommended 
rate.  Broadcast planting of native grass and forb-
legume mixes is only allowed if the seeding is 
cultipacked or rolled immediately after seeding to 
ensure good seed to soil contact.  Do not drag. 
 
Maintenance 
USDA requires that the cover established under the 
CRP CP-33 Upland Buffer practice to be maintained 
and managed in a manner that will maximize wildlife 
benefits. 
 
The contracted acreage will be protected from 
grazing by livestock and maintained in permanent 
cover for the duration of the CRP contract.  If 
necessary to establish the seeding or planting, control 
weeds and brush by spraying, burning, or mowing 
during the first three years after planting.  Once the 
vegetation is established or three years have passed 
since planting, whichever is less, spot treatment or 
burn for weed and brush control prior to May 15 or 
after August 1.  Spot treatment or burning may be 
allowed between May 15 and August 1 if prior 
approval is received from the Farm Service Agency 
County Committee. 
 
Management 
Mid-contract management practices such as light 
strip disking, prescribed burning, or strip herbicide 
application can be used for management.  Mowing is 
an inadequate means of disturbance for upland bird 
habitat, except as needed to facilitate disking or 
burning.  This disturbance is required starting in the 
third year after the vegetative buffer cover is 
established, and every third year after that for the life 
of the contract.  Management activities should occur 
between April 1 and May 14.  These practices are 
eligible for 50% cost share and will help maintain the 
intended wildlife benefits for the life of the contract 
by encouraging a diverse native grass and 
forb/legume plant community on the buffers. 

The USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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