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STREAM MANAGEMENT GUIDE

Trees for Ditches

Trees along ditches? What was
once seldom recommended is now
considered a responsible approach to
drainage management and, when done
properly, very compatible with drainage
objectives. Trees planted or maintained
along ditches can: 1 ) save money, 2)
meet environmental regulations, 3)
improve water quality and 4) provide
wildlife habitat.

SAVE MONEY

When constructing a new ditch or
maintaining an existing one, clearing
and grubbing costs can be reduced
substantially by leaving at least one side
vegetated. Leaving woody vegetation
minimizes wind and water erosion’ which
affects crop yields and reduces the
accumulation of sediment in the chan-
nel. Where one or both sides remain
vegetated, shading inhibits nuisance
cattail growth, thereby reducing dip-out
or spraying maintenance costs. Ditch
berms can grow marketable trees or
firewood if selected and managed prop-
erly and provide income in later years.
If land adjacent to ditches is already out
of crop production and taxed at a lower
rate trees are a bonus.

MEET ENVIRONMENTAL
REGULATIONS

When ditch construction must meet
environmental protection standards or
require a Section 401 or 404 permit
under the Clean Water Act, preserving
or planting trees will help mitigate water
quality and wildlife damages, often mak-
ing permit issuance easier.

IMPROVE WATER QUALITY

Tree cover, especially on the south
or west side of a ditch, shades the wa-
ter, keeping water temperatures cooler
which increases oxygen levels needed
for fish and other aquatic life. Shading
also controls nuisance algae growth,
which often results in fish kills and other
water quality problems. Tree leaves
and leaf litter help reduce soil erosion

and resulting sedimentation. Tree roots
also provide some erosion control by
protecting ditch banks from high veloc-
ity water.

PROVIDE WILDLIFE
HABITAT

Upland and aquatic wildlife benefit
from trees. Upland wildlife benefits from
cover, food, access to travel lanes and
greater number of species which habitat
diversity supports. In-stream, leaf litter
is the base of the aquatic food chain.
Leaves are eaten by aquatic insects
which in turn feed minnows and fish.
Fallen branches provide cover for fish
and smaller aquatic life. Undisturbed
vegetation, like that found on one-sided
construction, provides better wildlife food
and cover than leaving selected trees
growing among planted grass.

TREE USE

Trees are suitable for all drainage
projects constructed under Ohio Drain-
age Law (Sections 61 31,6133, 6135 or
6137 of the Ohio Revised Code), Con-
servation Works of Improvement (Sec-
tion 1515 of the Ohio Revised Code),
mutual group process, by developers
or by individual landowners. With proper
tree selection and maintenance, both
drainage and environmental benefits
can often be achieved.

The recommended width of woody
vegetation on “berms” of natural or un-
modified channels is two and one-half
times the width of the ditch or fifty feet,
whichever is less. However, for ditches
constructed under Ohio Drainage Law,
a minimum of four feet or a maximum of
25 feet width may be “constructed and
maintained” and not subject to typical
property taxes.

TREE SELECTION

When preserving trees along a ditch,
protect those with hardwood, minimal
branching, deep rooting and non-brittle
characteristics. Where possible, protect
trees and their adjacent vegetation from

Guide No. 08

root and soil compaction from heavy
equipment for a 10 foot radius around
the trunk. When spreading dredged
material near trees, never spread more
than one inch of soil per year over the
roots to avoid feeder root suffocation.
The feeder roots are mostly within the
tree canopy drip line. When planting
trees, choose those that are suitable
to the soil drainage and pH conditions.
Dredged sediment and compaction from
construction access may drastically alter
pH and drainage conditions; soil testing
may be helpful. Native trees may be a
first choice for planting or preserving as
listed below, but many other species may
be suitable as listed in most county soil
survey reports or nursery catalogs.

If future income is desired, select
trees with expected high market value.
If wildlife management is a goal, select
a species with food and cover char-
acteristics. The following table lists
recommended trees in Ohio for use
along drainage ditches. These trees
can withstand periodic flooding and
are less likely to cause maintenance
problems. High market value trees like
Black Walnut (Juglans nigra), White Oak
(Quercus alba), Red Oak (Quercus rubra
borealis), Sugar Maple (Acer saccha-
rum), White Ash (Fraxinus americana),
and Basswood (Tilia americana) are
not listed since they are typically found
on better drained soils or upland sites.
The table also illustrates their suitability
to different soil/climate conditions and
desirable characteristics. Short lived,
brittle and shallow rooted species like
Willow (Salix species) are not listed,
with the exception of Box Elder (Acer
negundo) and Silver Maple (Acer sac-
charinum) which are common and less
problematic trees.

Planted shrubs are fast growing and
provide more immediate erosion control
and habitat than planted trees. Shrubs
may complement tree planting well by
establishing a dense vegetative planting.
Shrubs and bank erosion control species
like Bankers Willow (Salix X cotteti) or
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or disease should be treated or removed
before problems spread to other trees
or they die, fall in and become obstruc-
tions.

When trees are managed properly
they can provide income, benefit water
quality and wildlife, protect crops from
wind erosion and beautify the landscape.
For more information on tree selection
or site suitability contact your local
Soil and Water Conservation District
(SWCD), ODNR Divisions of Forestry
or Wildlife, Ohio State University Ex-
tension, or qualified private consultant.
For more information on drainage laws
and standards contact your County or
City Engineer, City Manager, Township
Trustee or SWCD.

TreeSource—Ohio’s Greenprint for
the Future— is a strong new partnership
between state and local government, pri-
vate businesses and citizen volunteers
renewing Ohio’s commitment to planting
and nurturing trees across the state.

For more information on TreeSource,
contact the Ohio Department of Natural
Resources, Division of Forestry (614)
265-6694.

This Guide is one of a series of Ohio
Stream Management Guides covering a
variety of watershed and stream manage-
ment issues and methods of addressing
stream related problems. The overview
Guides listed below, are intended to give
the reader an understanding of the func-
tions and values of streams. For more
information about stream management
programs, issues and methodologies, see
Guide 05 Index of Titles or call the ODNR
Division of Soil and Water Resources at
614/265-6739. All Guides are available
from the Ohio Department of Natural
Resources. Single copies are available
free of charge and may be reproduced.
Please contact:

ODNR

Division of Soil and Water Resources
2045 Morse Road, Bldg B
Columbus, Ohio 43229-6693

The guides are also available on-line as
web pages and PDF files so you may
print high quality originals at your loca-
tion. You will find the guides on-line at:
http://www.ohiodnr.gov/soilandwater/

Creation of this guide was partially
funded by Nonpoint Source Programs un-
der Section 319 of the Clean Water Act.
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several ODNR divisions, state and federal
agencies are used in the development
of the Ohio Stream Management Guides.

Guides are available on-line at:
http://www.ohiodnr.gov/soilandwater/

An equal opportunity employer--M/F/H.
Printed on recycled paper@




