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.
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