
The Water-Friendly Forest

“It’s a little known fact that fish grow on trees.”  Anonymous

WHY 
Forests are part of nature’s water filter. Forests soak up more water than other land uses, catching 
rainfall in the canopy and developing more porous soils over time. The forest canopy uses water during 
the growing season, making more room to store water in the soil during storms. Forests trap and treat 
nutrients, keeping pollutants out of streams and groundwater. They store carbon to make cleaner air. 
Septic tanks work well to treat waste to control disease, but most systems do not reduce nutrients well. 
(Contact MD Dept. of Environment for incentives to install a denitrifying septic system). Planting trees 
beyond the septic field can help absorb many nutrients before they leach to local streams and groundwater.  
Add a rain garden to treat rooftop runoff, and rain barrels to capture water for outdoor watering.

HOW
Design an area of fast-growing trees like sycamore or yellow-poplar just beyond a septic tank drain field. 
A good minimum width is 100 feet wide, with more being needed on steeper slopes. Expand width 4 feet 
for every 1% slope to compensate for faster water movement on slopes.

Plant densely (400+ seedlings/acre, up to 800 trees per acre). Seedlings are least expensive and if 
sheltered with tree tubes or deer fencing, can equal or exceed size of trees planted as larger stock within 5 
to 7 years. If larger trees are planted, use fewer (100-300 trees/acre). Thin after 10-15 years to encourage 
larger trees and continued nutrient uptake. Plan on harvesting some of the trees every 30-50 years to 
encourage rapid new growth. Control invasive weeds by cutting or spraying.

Add trees with more moderate growth rates and longer life spans in surrounding areas. Oaks are native 
species associated with high wildlife value 
and low rates of nutrient leaching, so 
they are emphasized here. Some trees 
with more moderate growth rates 
that also provide valuable 
winter food for wildlife 
and desirable wood 
are northern red oak, 
southern red oak, white 
oak, and black walnut.

Match plant species to 

soil conditions



Co
mm

on
 na

me
La

tin
 n

am
e

So
il M

ois
tur

e 
Su

n p
re

fer
en

ce
Flo

we
r c

olo
r

Fa
ll c

olo
r

De
sc

rip
tio

n

Pi
gn

ut 
hic

ko
ry

Ca
ry

a 
gla

br
a

Al
l

Su
n, 

PS
no

ye
llo

w
Nu

ts 
for

 w
ild

life
, a

ttr
ac

tiv
e f

oli
ag

e, 
ad

ap
tab

le
No

rth
er

n r
ed

 oa
k

Qu
er

cu
s r

ub
ra

Dr
y t

o m
od

.
Su

n, 
PS

no
re

d
Co

mm
on

 an
d r

ela
tiv

ely
 fa

st-
gr

ow
ing

 oa
k, 

nic
e f

all
 co

lor
Ye

llo
w-

po
pla

r
Lir

iod
en

dr
on

 tu
lip

ife
ra

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
ye

llo
w

ye
llo

w
Fa

st-
gr

ow
ing

, tu
lip

-sh
ap

ed
 le

af,
 ye

llo
w 

flo
we

rs 
in 

sp
rin

g
Ea

ste
rn

 w
hit

e p
ine

Pi
nu

s s
tro

bu
s

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
no

ev
er

gr
ee

n
So

ft n
ee

dle
s, 

ca
n s

he
ar

 w
ell

Am
er

ica
n s

yc
am

or
e

Pl
at

an
us

 o
cc

ide
nt

ali
s

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
no

ye
llo

w
Fa

st-
gr

ow
ing

, w
hit

e e
xfo

lia
tin

g b
ar

k, 
lar

ge
 tr

ee
Bi

gto
oth

 as
pe

n
Po

pu
lus

 g
ra

nd
ide

nt
at

a
Mo

de
ra

te
Su

n
no

ye
llo

w
Fa

st-
gr

ow
ing

, s
mo

oth
 ba

rk
Pi

n o
ak

Qu
er

cu
s p

alu
str

is
Mo

de
ra

te
Su

n
no

re
d

Ad
ap

tab
le,

 re
lat

ive
ly 

fas
t-g

ro
wi

ng
 oa

k, 
ca

n t
ole

ra
te 

we
t s

oil
s

Am
er

ica
n b

as
sw

oo
d

Ti
lia

 a
m

er
ica

na
Mo

de
ra

te
Sh

ad
e, 

PS
ye

llo
w

ye
llo

w/
br

ow
n

Fr
ag

ra
nt 

flo
we

rs,
 be

es
 lik

e t
he

 po
lle

n, 
mo

de
ra

te 
gr

ow
th 

ra
te

Ea
ste

rn
 he

ml
oc

k
Ts

ug
a 

ca
na

de
ns

is
Mo

de
ra

te
Sh

ad
e, 

PS
no

ev
er

gr
ee

n
La

cy
 te

xtu
re

, s
us

ce
pti

ble
 to

 he
ml

oc
k w

oo
lly

 ad
elg

id
Sl

ipp
er

y e
lm

Ul
m

us
 ru

br
a

Mo
de

ra
te

Sh
ad

e, 
PS

no
ye

llo
w

If u
sin

g A
me

ric
an

 el
m,

 ge
t d

ise
as

e-
re

sis
tan

t c
ult

iva
r

Si
lve

r m
ap

le
Ac

er
 sa

cc
ha

rin
um

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

no
ye

llo
w

Fa
st-

gr
ow

ing
, s

ho
rt-

liv
ed

 tr
ee

, te
nd

s t
o h

av
e m

ult
ipl

e s
tem

s o
r lo

w 
br

an
ch

es
Ye

llo
w 

bir
ch

Be
tu

la 
all

eg
ha

nie
ns

is
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
, S

ha
de

no
ye

llo
w

Sh
iny

 ba
rk 

for
 w

int
er

 in
ter

es
t, p

re
fer

s s
om

e s
ha

de
, N

 as
pe

cts
, li

me
sto

ne
 so

ils
Ri

ve
r b

irc
h

Be
tu

la 
nig

ra
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n

no
ye

llo
w

Ex
fol

iat
ing

 ba
rk,

 gr
ac

efu
l d

ro
op

 to
 br

an
ch

es
, d

wa
rf,

 'H
er

ita
ge

', a
nd

 'D
ur

a-
He

at'
 cu

ltiv
ar

s
Bl

ac
k-g

um
Ny

ss
a 

sy
lva

tic
a

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

no
re

d
Br

illi
an

t r
ed

 fa
ll c

olo
r, 

tol
er

ate
s s

om
e d

ro
ug

ht,
 sl

ow
er

-g
ro

wi
ng

Ea
ste

rn
 co

tto
nw

oo
d

Po
pu

lus
 d

elt
oid

es
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n

no
ye

llo
w

Fa
st-

gr
ow

ing
, s

ho
rt-

liv
ed

, s
mo

oth
 ba

rk,
 co

tto
ny

 se
ed

s
Sw

am
p w

hit
e o

ak
Qu

er
cu

s b
ico

lor
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
no

re
d/b

ro
wn

To
ler

ate
s w

et 
so

ils
Sw

am
p c

he
stn

ut 
oa

k
Qu

er
cu

s m
ich

au
xii

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n
no

re
d/b

ro
wn

To
ler

ate
s w

et 
so

ils
W

ate
r o

ak
Qu

er
cu

s n
igr

a
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Sh
ad

e, 
PS

no
no

To
ler

ate
s w

et 
so

ils
, le

av
es

 pe
rsi

st 
in 

wi
nte

r
W

illo
w 

oa
k

Qu
er

cu
s p

he
llo

s
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
no

re
d/b

ro
wn

Ad
ap

tab
le,

 re
lat

ivl
ey

 fa
st-

gr
ow

ing
 oa

k, 
sm

all
 ac

or
ns

, th
in 

lea
ve

s
Bl

ac
k w

illo
w

Sa
lix

 n
igr

a
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
no

no
Sl

en
de

r f
lex

ibl
e t

wi
gs

, c
an

 gr
ow

 fr
om

 cu
ttin

gs
/liv

e s
tak

es
, to

ler
ate

s f
loo

din
g a

nd
 a 

litt
le 

sa
lt

Ba
ld-

cy
pr

es
s

Ta
xo

diu
m

 d
ist

ich
um

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

no
no

Fin
e t

ex
tur

e, 
de

cid
uo

us
 co

nif
er

, s
oft

 gr
ac

efu
l fo

lia
ge

, to
ler

ate
s p

on
din

g
Re

d c
ho

ke
be

rry
Ph

ot
ini

a 
py

rif
oli

a
Al

l
Su

n, 
PS

wh
ite

re
d

Br
igh

t r
ed

 be
rri

es
, a

da
pta

ble
 to

 so
ils

Oa
kle

af 
hy

dr
an

ge
a

Hy
dr

an
ge

a 
qu

er
cif

oli
a 

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
wh

ite
re

d/m
ar

oo
n

Al
ice

' a
nd

 'S
no

w 
Qu

ee
n' 

an
d V

au
gh

n's
 Li

ly'
 ar

e g
oo

d c
ult

iva
rs,

 ex
fol

iat
ing

 w
int

er
 ba

rk,
 co

mp
ac

t c
ult

iva
rs

Ha
ze

l a
lde

r
Al

nu
s s

er
ru

lat
a

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
no

ye
llo

w/
re

d
Mu

lti-
ste

m 
sh

ru
b/s

ma
ll t

re
e, 

nic
e w

int
er

 ba
rk,

 N
itro

ge
n f

ixe
r, 

for
ms

 th
ick

ets
 on

 st
re

am
s

Bu
tto

nb
us

h
Ce

ph
ala

nt
hu

s o
cc

ide
nt

ali
s

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

, S
ha

de
wh

ite
ye

llo
w-

gr
ee

n
W

hit
e b

all
s o

f fl
ow

er
s i

n s
um

me
r, 

co
ar

se
 te

xtu
re

, li
ke

s w
et 

fee
t, t

ole
ra

tes
 dr

ou
gh

t
Su

mm
er

sw
ee

t
Cl

et
hr

a 
aln

ifo
lia

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

wh
ite

ye
llo

w
Up

rig
ht 

su
mm

er
 flo

we
rs,

 be
es

 an
d b

utt
er

flie
s l

ike
 it,

 'R
ub

y S
pic

e' 
is 

a p
ink

 dw
ar

f c
ult

iva
r

Si
lky

 do
gw

oo
d

Co
rn

us
 a

m
om

um
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
wh

ite
re

d/p
ur

ple
Cl

us
ter

s o
f c

ob
alt

 bl
ue

 be
rri

es
Ink

be
rry

Ile
x g

lab
ra

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

no
ev

er
gr

ee
n

Le
av

es
 si

mi
lar

 to
 bo

xw
oo

d, 
re

tai
ns

 sh
ap

e w
ell

Sw
ee

tsp
ire

Ite
a 

vir
gin

ica
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
, S

ha
de

wh
ite

da
rk 

re
d

Me
diu

m 
siz

e a
rch

ing
 sh

ru
b, 

wi
ll s

uc
ke

r, 
da

rk 
re

d w
int

er
 st

em
s, 

bu
tte

rfly
 an

d b
ird

 pl
an

t, d
wa

rf 
cu

ltiv
ar

s
Ma

rsh
 m

all
ow

Hi
bis

cu
s l

ae
vis

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

pin
k

no
Se

ve
ra

l c
olo

r c
ult

iva
rs,

 ge
ne

ra
lly

 pi
nk

, 3
' ta

ll, 
ve

ry 
we

t, b
old

 te
xtu

re
Sw

am
p a

za
lea

Rh
od

od
en

dr
on

 vi
sc

os
um

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

wh
ite

ye
llo

w/
re

d
W

hit
e f

ra
gr

an
t la

te 
sp

rin
g f

low
er

s, 
lik

es
 th

e w
ett

er
 ar

ea
s o

f a
 ra

ing
ar

de
n

Br
oo

ms
ed

ge
 bl

ue
ste

m
An

dr
op

og
on

 vi
rg

ini
cu

s
Al

l
Su

n
no

re
dd

ish
Bu

nc
hin

g g
ra

ss
De

er
ton

gu
e

Di
ch

an
th

eli
um

 cl
an

de
sti

nu
m

Al
l

Su
n, 

PS
no

no
Gr

as
sy

 co
ve

r
Sw

itc
hg

ra
ss

Pa
nic

um
 vi

rg
at

um
Al

l
Su

n
no

va
rie

s
Fin

e t
ex

tur
e, 

clu
mp

ing
, m

an
y c

ult
iva

rs 
for

 he
igh

t a
nd

 co
lor

Vi
rg

ini
a c

re
ep

er
Pa

rth
en

oc
iss

us
 q

uin
qu

ef
oli

a
Al

l
Su

n, 
PS

, S
ha

de
no

re
d

Vi
ne

 w
ith

 fiv
e-

lea
ve

d f
oli

ag
e, 

ba
nk

 st
ab

iliz
er

, a
da

pta
ble

, tr
im

 as
 ne

ed
ed

W
hit

e s
na

ke
ro

ot
Ag

er
at

ina
 a

ltis
sim

a
Dr

y t
o m

od
.

Su
n, 

PS
, S

ha
de

wh
ite

no
3' 

tal
l, w

hit
e s

um
me

r f
low

er
s, 

Ch
ris

tm
as

 F
er

n
Po

lys
tic

hu
m

 a
cr

os
tic

ho
ide

s
Mo

de
ra

te
Sh

ad
e, 

PS
no

ev
er

gr
ee

n
Ev

er
gr

ee
n, 

12
-1

5"
 ta

ll c
lum

pin
g f

er
n, 

gr
ou

nd
 co

ve
r

Co
mm

on
 bo

ne
se

t
Eu

pa
to

riu
m

 p
er

fo
lia

tu
m

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
, S

ha
de

no
no

Sp
ra

ys
 of

 w
hit

e f
low

er
s, 

tol
er

ate
s w

et 
so

ils
/sp

rin
g

Cr
ee

pin
g p

hlo
x

Ph
lox

 st
olo

nif
er

a 
Mo

de
ra

te
Su

n, 
PS

lav
en

da
r

ev
er

gr
ee

n
Va

rio
us

 cu
ltiv

ar
s ,

 ev
er

gr
ee

n g
ro

un
dc

ov
er

, p
ink

, b
lue

 so
me

tim
es

 w
hit

e f
low

er
s

Be
ar

dto
ng

ue
Pe

ns
te

m
on

 d
igi

ta
lis

Mo
de

ra
te

Su
n, 

PS
, S

ha
de

wh
ite

no
2-

3' 
tal

l w
hit

e f
low

er
s

Am
er

ica
n s

pe
ed

we
ll

Ve
ro

nic
a 

am
er

ica
na

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n
blu

e/p
ur

ple
no

Pr
ett

y b
lue

/pu
rp

le 
flo

we
r, 

ne
ed

s w
et 

sit
es

Cu
lve

r's
 R

oo
t

Ve
ro

nic
as

tru
m

 vi
rg

ini
cu

m
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
wh

ite
no

Up
rig

ht 
wh

ite
 pe

re
nn

ial
, 3

' ta
ll, 

su
mm

er
 flo

we
rs,

 pi
nk

 cu
ltiv

ar
s

Gr
ea

t b
lue

 lo
be

lia
Lo

be
lia

 si
ph

ilit
ica

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

, S
ha

de
blu

e
no

Pu
rp

le-
blu

e s
um

me
r f

low
er

s, 
ne

ds
 sh

ad
e i

n w
ar

me
r a

re
as

, fr
ag

ra
nt

Ma
rsh

 fe
rn

Th
ely

pt
er

is 
pa

lus
tri

s
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
no

no
Fin

e T
ex

tur
e, 

sp
re

ad
ing

, d
ec

idu
ou

s f
er

n, 
2-

3' 
tal

l
Mi

lkw
ee

d, 
sw

am
p

As
cle

pia
s i

nc
ar

na
ta

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

pin
k

no
W

et 
me

ad
ow

s, 
pin

k c
lus

ter
s o

f fl
ow

er
s, 

Mo
na

rch
 bu

tte
rfly

 la
rva

l fo
od

Na
rro

w-
lea

ve
d s

un
flo

we
r

He
lia

nt
hu

s a
ng

us
tifo

liu
s

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n
ye

llo
w

no
La

te 
su

mm
er

 br
igh

t y
ell

ow
 flo

we
rs 

all
 up

 an
d d

ow
n 8

' ta
ll s

tal
ks

, s
pr

ea
ds

Ne
w 

Yo
rk 

iro
nw

ee
d

Ve
rn

on
ia 

no
ve

bo
ra

ce
ns

is
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
pu

rp
le

no
Int

en
se

 pu
rp

le 
flo

we
rs 

in 
lat

e s
um

me
r, 

fal
l

No
rth

er
n b

lue
 fla

g 
Iri

s v
er

sic
olo

r
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Su
n, 

PS
blu

e
no

Me
diu

m 
blu

e-
pu

rp
le 

flo
we

rs,
 gr

ow
s a

t p
on

d e
dg

es
Ro

ya
l fe

rn
Os

m
un

da
 re

ga
lis

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

, S
ha

de
no

no
Ta

ll d
ec

idu
ou

s f
er

n, 
lik

es
 w

et 
fee

t, b
ut 

no
t c

on
tin

uo
us

 sa
tur

ati
on

Tu
rk'

s c
ap

 lil
y

Lil
ium

 su
pe

rb
um

W
et 

to 
mo

d.
Su

n, 
PS

or
an

ge
no

Ta
ll w

ith
 or

an
ge

 su
mm

er
 flo

we
rs,

 ta
ke

s s
ev

er
al 

ye
ar

s t
o b

loo
m

Vi
rg

ini
a b

lue
be

lls
M

er
te

ns
ia 

vir
gin

ica
W

et 
to 

mo
d.

Sh
ad

e, 
PS

blu
e

no
Sp

rin
g e

ph
em

er
al,

 bl
ue

 flo
we

rs,
 co

lor
 ca

n v
ar

y t
o p

ink
 or

 w
hit

e

T r e e s S h r u b s F l o w e r s , F e r n s , &

G r a s s e s

   
   

A
ll 

   
D

ry
 

   
  M

od
er

at
e 

   
   

  W
et

S
oi

l M
oi

st
ur

e 
P

re
fe

re
nc

es
:


	Building a Backyard Forest 7.pdf
	Building a Backyard Forest 8.pdf



