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Construction Site Storm Water Runoff Control  
Preserving Natural Vegetation 

Description  

The principal advantage of preserving natural 
vegetation is the protection of desirable trees, vines, 
bushes, and grasses from damage during project 
development. Vegetation provides erosion control, 
storm water detention, biofiltration, and aesthetic 
values to a site during and after construction 
activities. Other benefits from preserving natural 
areas are because natural vegetation  

• Can process higher quantities of storm water 
runoff than newly seeded areas  

• Does not require time to establish  
• Has a higher filtering capacity than newly 

planted vegetation because aboveground and 
root structures are typically denser  

• Reduces storm water runoff by intercepting rainfall, promoting infiltration, and lowering the water 
table through transpiration  

• Provides buffers and screens against noise and visual disturbance  
• Provides a fully developed habitat for wildlife  
• Usually requires less maintenance (e.g., irrigation, fertilizer) than planting new vegetation  
• Enhances aesthetics.  

Applicability  

Preservation of natural vegetation is applicable to all construction sites where vegetation exists in the 
predevelopment condition. Areas where preserving vegetation can be particularly beneficial are 
floodplains, wetlands, stream banks, steep slopes, and other areas where erosion controls would be 
difficult to establish, install, or maintain. Only land needed for building activities and vehicle traffic needs 
to be cleared.  

Siting and Design Considerations  

Vegetation should be marked for preservation before clearing activities begin. A site map should be 
prepared with the locations of trees and boundaries of environmentally sensitive areas and buffer zones 
to be preserved. The location of roads, buildings, and other structures can be planned to avoid these 
areas. Preservation requires careful site management to minimize the impact of construction activities on 
existing vegetation. Large trees located near construction zones should be protected because damage 
during construction activities may result in reduced vigor or death after construction has ceased. The 
boundaries around contiguous natural areas and tree drip lines should be extended and marked to 
protect the root zone from damage. Although direct contact by equipment is an obvious means of damage 
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to trees and other vegetation, compaction, filling, or excavation of land too close to the vegetation also 
can cause severe damage.  
When selecting trees for preservation, the following factors should be considered:  

• Tree vigor. Preserving healthy trees that will be less susceptible to damage, disease, and insects. 
Indicators of poor vigor include dead tips of branches, stunted leaf growth, sparse foliage, and 
pale foliage color. Hollow, rotten, split, cracked, or leaning trees also have less chance of 
survival.  

• Tree age. Older trees are more aesthetically pleasing as long as they are healthy.  
• Tree species. Species well-suited to present and future site conditions should be chosen. 

Preserving a mixture of evergreens and hardwoods can help to conserve energy when 
evergreens are preserved on the northern side of the site to protect against cold winter winds and 
deciduous trees are preserved on the southern side to provide shade in the summer and 
sunshine in the winter.  

• Wildlife benefits. Trees that are preferred by wildlife for food, cover, and nesting should be 
chosen. 

Other considerations include following natural contours and maintaining preconstruction drainage 
patterns. Alteration of hydrology might result in dieoff of preserved vegetation because their 
environmental requirements are no longer met.  
The following are basic considerations for preservation of natural vegetation:  

• Boards should not be nailed to trees during building operations.  
• Tree roots inside the tree drip line should not be cut.  
• Barriers should be used to prevent the approach of equipment within protected areas.  
• Equipment, construction materials, topsoil, and fill dirt should not be placed within the limit of 

preserved areas.  
• If a tree or shrub that is marked for preservation is damaged, it should be removed and replaced 

with a tree of the same or similar species with a 2-inch or larger caliper width from balled and 
burlaped nursery stock when construction activity is complete.  

• During final site cleanup, barriers around preserved areas and trees should be removed.  

Limitations 

Preservation of vegetation is limited by the extent of existing vegetation in preconstruction conditions. It 
requires planning to preserve and maintain the existing vegetation. It is also limited by the size of the site 
relative to the size of structures to be built. High land prices might prohibit preservation of natural areas. 
Additionally, equipment must have enough room to maneuver; in some cases preserved vegetation might 
block equipment traffic and may constrict the area available for construction activities. Finally, improper 
grading of a site might result in changes in environmental conditions that result in vegetation dieoff. 
Consideration should be given to the hydrology of natural or preserved areas when planning the site.  

Maintenance Considerations  

Even if precautions are taken, some damage to protected areas may occur. In such cases, damaged 
vegetation should be repaired or replaced immediately to maintain the integrity of the natural system. 
Continued maintenance is needed to ensure that protected areas are not adversely impacted by new 
structures. Newly planted vegetation should be planned to enhance the existing vegetation.  
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Effectiveness  

Natural vegetation (existing trees, vines, brushes, and grasses) can provide water quality benefits by 
intercepting rainfall, filtering storm water runoff, and preventing off-site transport of sediments and other 
pollutants.  

Cost Considerations  

A potential cost associated with preservation of natural vegetation is increased labor that might be 
required to maneuver around trees or protected areas.  
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