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1 Conservation Practices 
With the implementation of natural resource management and conservation practices the relationship 

between agricultural activities and critical areas can lead to even greater mutual benefits. Conservation 

practices, in this context, are methods to control, prevent, and reduce pollution and may provide 

positive benefits to the functions of critical areas and improve agricultural operations. The USDA-Natural 

Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has been working to control nonpoint source (NPS) pollution for 

decades. NRCS conservation practices can be implemented to ensure that landowners operate in a 

profitable yet environmentally responsible manner. There are numerous studies that have shown that 

NRCS conservation practices are effective at helping to control pollution issues (Best, J. A. (2004); EPA 

(2010); EPA (2009)). When implemented according to the Stewardship Plans, these conservation 

practices provide benefits to critical area functions, including those outlined in Table 17 as well as many 

other beneficial impacts to both the overall environmental health of the watershed and the 

enhancement of agricultural operations. 

The following conservation practices are specifically selected as options for common practices to be 

applied for agricultural operations under the VSP in Thurston County. However, this is not an exhaustive 

list and there are many other options for conservation practices and specific tools that can be discussed 

with the technical assistance provider during the development of each site-specific Stewardship Plan. 

● Vegetated Filter Strips (VFS), also known as vegetated treatment areas, consist of a strip or area 

of herbaceous vegetation that removes contaminants from surface water flow. A VFS addresses 

four types of pollutants in agricultural runoff: sediment, sediment-adsorbed pollutants in 

surface runoff, dissolved pollutants in surface runoff, and dissolved pollutants in groundwater. 

The effectiveness of VFS to remove these various pollutants from agricultural runoff depends on 

many factors: pollutant type and load, field shape and slope, type and density of vegetation, soil 

structure, drainage, etc. In general, VFS are designed primarily for pollutant removal and do not 

provide for other critical riparian functions such as organic matter recruitment, temperature 

control, or wildlife habitat.  VFS are designed with substantial but infrequent storm runoff in 

mind.  Vegetation species (generally grasses, legumes, and/or forbes) are selected based on 

suitability for site conditions and ability to attain significant density for treatment in an 

appropriate timeframe.  Livestock are excluded from VFS areas. 

● Cover crops are a source reduction management practice. Cover crops are generally grasses, 

legumes, and forbs grown as winter annuals to reduce erosion from wind and water, maintain 

and increase soil health and organic matter content, reduce water quality degradation, suppress 

weeds, improve soil moisture efficiency, and minimize soil compaction.  Cover crops are 

established quickly after the growing season to provide an early dense cover prior to the onset 

of winter, then harvested or ploughed under in spring as a green manure.  They should be 

aggressive enough to suppress weeds and have a deep root system to increase soil porosity, 

reduce erosion, and aid infiltration.  Grazing and haying are permissible if they do not 

compromise the intended conservation purpose(s). 

● Conservation tillage is a simple and cost-effective practice that involves leaving at least 30% 

crop residue cover on the soil surface to reduce soil erosion. No-till is the most effective 
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conservation tillage practice for reducing soil erosion and improving soil and water quality. The 

crop residue cover increases infiltration rates and reduces the volume of agricultural runoff and 

contaminants associated with sediment loss. Farmers benefit from conservation tillage through 

reduced production costs and therefore have the potential for increased profit margins. Wildlife 

also benefit from the reduced runoff, cleaner water, and increased availability of habitat, food, 

and cover. 

● Fencing and livestock exclusions assist with source reduction, recovery of damaged habitats, 
and protection and enhancement of other Stewardship Practices by providing a means to 
control movement of animals.  Fencing materials, type, and design installed to meet the 
management objectives of the individual stewardship plan. Based on site-specific challenges and 
the management objectives the fences may be permanent, portable, or temporary. Height, size, 
spacing, and type of materials used should provide the desired management of people and 
animals of concern. Riparian fencing and reductions in stocking rates have generally proven to 
be effective measures for the improvement of riparian and stream conditions.   

● Nutrient and Manure Management involves adaptively managing the rate, source, application, 

timing and storage of nutrients. When applied in proper quantities and at appropriate times, 

nutrients help achieve optimum crop yields. However, improper storage and application of 

nutrients (especially nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium) can cause water quality problems 

locally and downstream (EPA, 2013), as well as issues for livestock health and safety. 

o Nutrient and Manure Management uses regular soil tests and global positioning 
equipment to determine actual site-specific nutrient needs, applying only the amount of 
nutrients needed by the crop to be grown. 

o Manure tests are used to determine manure nutrient content. And correctly plan 
manure application rates. 

o Conservation tillage and other erosion-control practices minimize loss of phosphorus 
that is attached to the soil. 

o Fertilizer Application Timing is planned in accordance with soil test data to provide 
nutrients to crops at the appropriate time. 

o Manure Storage takes place in an appropriate storage/treatment structure (e.g. lined 
lagoons). Gutters and downspouts are installed to channel storm drainage away from 
areas receiving animal waste and to prevent nutrient transport in surface water. 

● Integrated Pest Management involves site-specific implementation of diverse methods of pest 
controls, paired with monitoring to reduce on-site and off-site risks from unnecessary pesticide 
applications, particularly to at-risk ecosystems.  Several activities fall under the umbrella of 
Integrated Pest Management, including maintaining a diverse and healthy community of pest-
resistant plant species, cleaning equipment after use in an infested area, monitoring pest 
populations, and using suppression techniques that minimize risk to non-target species by using 
more ecologically benign pest management alternatives. 

● Prescription grazing and early successional habitat management is intended to manage the 
harvest of vegetation and plant succession, to develop and maintain the early successional 
habitat that some wildlife species require.  Prescription grazing varies the intensity and duration 
of grazing to benefit plant community health, forage quality, water quality, riparian function, 
and/or species of concern habitat, using basic measurements like stubble height level and 
overall utilization. 

● Riparian and native vegetation zones serve as habitat corridors, which should consist of native 
vegetation wherever possible.  Ranging from primarily forested areas to herbaceous cover, they 
can improve water quality, sequester carbon, and increase floodwater storage.  Riparian zones 

http://www.epa.gov/oecaagct/ag101/cropglossary.html#soilt
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are established using plants that are appropriate for the conditions of the specific site (including 
soils, hydrology, vegetation, slope, and species of importance), and for its intended purpose; for 
example, plants with substantial root mass would be suitable for a riparian zone primarily 
intended to stabilize a shoreline.  A range of riparian widths is used to protect multiple riparian 
functions and values (May, 2003). 

● Shellfish and Aquaculture Management uses environmentally sound management and 
sustainable aquaculture practices to minimize adverse impacts of shellfish farming on water, 
plant, animal and human resources and enhance the sustainability of aquaculture. One of the 
primary objectives of shellfish and aquaculture management is to minimize or eliminate 
aquaculture marine debris using regular monitoring and collection of tideland debris as well as 
self-reporting items found. Another objective is to thoroughly secure aquaculture gear to 
prevent wildlife entanglement and prevent navigational hazards. Monitor, repair and document 
net cycling, replacement, removal and movement. 

 
Site-Specific Management: A sound, scientifically-defensible approach to alleviating agricultural effects 
on critical areas must recognize the attributes of the farmed landscape—soils, slopes, crop types, the 
management practices employed on the farm, and the sensitivity of the feature to be protected or 
conserved. In this way, context-sensitive solutions can be adopted that prevent many of the negative 
effects associated with agricultural operations (King County BAS, p. A-28, includes table A-11 for BMPs). 

 

Table 17: Summary of Conservation Practices and Beneficial Impacts on Critical Areas 

Conservation 

Practices for Ag 

Activity 

Critical Aquifer 

Recharge Areas 
Wetlands Fish and Wildlife 

Habitat 

Conservation 

Areas 

Geologic 

Hazard 

Areas 

Frequently 

Flooded Areas 

Vegetated Filter 

Strips 
Vegetated filter 

strips remove 

sediment, 

chemicals, and 

nutrients 

Vegetated filter 

strips remove 

sediment, 

chemicals, and 

nutrients 

Native vegetation 

provides wildlife 

habitat, cover, 

and refuge 

  Slows runoff, 

increases 

retention of flood 

waters, and traps 

sediment 

Cover Crops Increase soil 

porosity, reduce 

compaction, aid 

infiltration, 

uptake nutrients 

Uptake nutrients 

(reduce nitrogen 

leaching), filter 

sediment 

Can reduce 

establishment of 

non-native 

invasive species 

 Reduce 

erosion in 

winter 

Filter sediment 

from shallow 

flood waters, and 

reduce run off 

volume 

Conservation 

Tillage 
 Reduces volume 

of ag runoff and 

contaminants 

associated with 

sediment loss 

Cleaner water 

and habitat from 

crop residue, 

food and cover 

Reduces 

soil erosion 

compared 

to bare soil 

Reduces volume 

of runoff  



VSP Appendix J Draft | June 30, 2015 
 

 

Integrated Pest 

Management 
Promotes bio-

based and 

ecologically 

benign 

alternatives: 

protects clean 

water 

Reduces source 

of non-point 

pollution 

Protects at-risk 

habitat and non-

target species 

    

Nutrient and 

Manure 

Management 

Reduces source 

of pollution and 

groundwater 

contamination 

Reduces source 

of pollution and 

water quality 

degradation 

    Conservation 

tillage/related 

practices reduce 

erosion and 

nutrient loss  

Riparian and 

native vegetation 

zones 

Increase filtration 

of chemicals and 

nutrients from 

groundwater 

Uptake nutrients, 

filter sediment, 

microclimate 

control 

Provides wildlife 

habitat, cover, 

and refuge 

Vegetation 

provides 

soil 

stability 

and can 

reduce 

landslide 

hazards 

Slows runoff, 

increases 

retention of flood 

waters, and traps 

sediment 

Prescription 

grazing and early 

successional 

habitat 

management 

Reduces impacts 

from grazing and 

source of 

biological 

pollutants 

Reduces impacts 

from grazing and 

source of 

sediment and 

biological 

pollutants 

Introduces micro-

topography used 

by wildlife. Can 

reduce 

succession of 

vegetation to 

unfavorable 

conditions for 

OSF habitat 

 Introduces micro-

topography that 

can trap some 

surface flow 

Shellfish and 

Aquaculture 

Management 

  Reduces impacts 

from shellfish and 

aquaculture 

operations 

  

 


