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1 
Why BMPs (Best 
Management 
Practices)?

When forest products are harvested using heavy
equipment that can disturb soil, runoff carrying
sediment may occur. This sediment-laden runoff
is called non-point source pollution if it gets into
rivers, streams, lakes, ponds, or wetlands. Other
types of non-point source pollution include lubri-
cant leaks, and fertilizer/pesticide applications. 

The basic principle behind BMPs is to mini-
mize the overland speed and volume of water car-
rying sediment and nutrients that: 

• impact wetlands and water bodies, 
• impact drinking water supplies, and
• impact fish/amphibian/reptile habitat

BMPs are required to prevent or minimize
non-point source water pollution by MGL Chap-
ter 132, sections 40-46 - the Massachusetts Forest
Cutting Practices Act, and the latest (1995) revi-
sion of its regulations.

The US Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA )administer several feder-
al laws that require state agencies to address non-
point source pollution from forest harvesting: 

Section 6217 Federal Coastal Zone Act of
1990 requires the MA Coastal Zone Management
office to assess non-point source pollution prob-
lems caused by harvesting, publish specific man-

Figure 1 (above) – The path of water over and through
soil towards a water body.



agement recommendations, and coordinate the
implementation of these recommendations in
areas affecting coastal regions of the state. Har-
vesting activities throughout the entire state are
considered to possibly have an effect on the
coastal zone. 

Section 319 of the Federal Clean Water Act
of 1987 requires MA Department of Environmen-
tal Protection to assess nonpoint source forestry
problems statewide as they affect water quality
standards, identify best management practices
needed to reduce levels of pollution, and coordi-
nate the implementation of these BMPs. 

Section 404 of the Clean Water act of 1977
requires the US Army Corps of Engineers to pro-
vide jurisdiction over activities that result in dis-
charges of dredged or fill material in waters of
the United States. Recently the Corps of Engi-
neers and the states have been cooperating to
transfer the jurisdiction to the appropriate state
agency for easier administration. 

Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 131
The Wetland Protection Act and Chapter 132 the
Forest Cutting Practices Act require BMPs to con-
trol non-point source pollution from harvesting
operations. Under the wetland regulation, BMPs
are required in order to meet the conditions for
the exemption from the Wetlands Protection Act.
There is a Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) between the Department of Environmen-
tal Management, responsible for administering
Chapter 132, and the Department of Environ-
mental Protection, responsible for administering
Chapter 131, that provides Service Forester over-
sight of wetland protection during harvesting,
and thereby exempts harvesting from Chapter
131 procedures so long as it is in compliance with
Chapter 132.  

Finally, BMPs prevent rutting and will pre-
serve access for future activities. They will also
improve the looks of a timber harvest, which 
is important to landowners and the public in 
general. 

This manual contains BMPs required by
Chapter 132, as well as BMPs that are not
required but highly recommended to protect
water supplies, terrestrial and aquatic wildlife
habitat, and the forest environment. 

R BMPs required by Chapter 132 are 
indicated by a red R.

GRecommended activities or guidelines
are indicated by a gold G. 
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2 
Planning

Planning is one of the most important BMPs, and
the first to consider. Planning ahead can save time 
in the future once the job begins, and insure
prompt approval of the Forest Cutting Plan by 
the DEM Service Forester. It can also result in the
most efficient use of machinery, and reduced 
wear and down-time.

Locate landings, access roads, and skid roads
carefully to avoid steep slopes, wetlands, vernal
pools, and stream crossings. It may be more cost-
effective and efficient to layout longer skid trails 
to avoid these situations. Avoiding them will also
mean less possibility of erosion. Consider alterna-
tives such as obtaining permission to access the
timber sale from a neighboring property to avoid
such situations. 

Planning not only means how you will access
the timber sale, but also when the timber will be
cut. Timing is one of the most important BMPs.
Operating when the ground is dry, frozen, or 
snow-covered is an excellent way to reduce 
erosion.  

RForest Cutting Plan must include a des-
cription of the erosion control measures
to be used. The Forest Cutting Plan map
must show the proposed location of all
truck roads, principal skid roads, stream
and wetland crossings, as well as the 
general location of appropriate erosion
control measures such as filter strips. 

ROperating on sustained slopes of 30%
or more for a slope distance of 200 feet
or greater requires the indication of
these Steep Slope areas on the Forest
Cutting Plan map. Special care must be
taken to prevent erosion from roads,
skid roads, and trails by closely following
erosion control practices such as water
bars to stabilize these areas during and
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Figure 2 – Topograpic map of the same timber sale. Left,
a well-planned operation, avoiding sensitive areas.
Right, skid trails in conflict with such areas.

Vernal 
PoolVernal 

Pool

Wetland
Wetland



Planning  Planning 76

after the operation. Specific measures to
be used to control erosion in these areas
must be detailed in the Plan. 

RNo logging equipment may operate in a
filter strip except: 

• to reduce environmental damage shown to

be necessary in a statement in an approved

Forest Cutting Plan, 

• at an approved stream crossing, 

• on a pre-existing logging road, or 

• in filter strips greater than 50 feet in width,

beyond 50 feet from the water body. In this

case, equipment can operate beyond 50 feet

of the waterbody, as long as no principal skid

road is located there, disturbance of the for-

est floor is minimized, and any disturbed soil

is promptly stabilized. 

RMA Slash Law requirements pertain, and
should be considered in the planning
phase before the sale begins. See the sec-
tion on slash for more details.

R Upon approval of the submitted Forest
Cutting Plan, post the certificate at the
landing of the job. 

ROperators are required to have a copy of
the approved Forest Cutting Plan on the
job site. 

RAn approved Forest Cutting Plan is valid
for up to two years from the date of 
receipt at the DEM regional office. Two
one-year extensions may be granted for
adequate reasons, at the discretion of the
Director or the Director’s agent, when
requested in writing by the landowner or

Figure 3 – Steps in filing a Forest Cutting Plan/ Notice
of Intent including threshold for Chapter 132

Landowner/ Agent

Forest 
Cutting

Plan/Notice
of Intent to

Conservation
Commission

the landowner’s Agent at least 30 days
before the expiration date of the Plan. All
logging, engineering, and stabilization re-
quirements of the Plan must be fulfilled
by the completion of the operation or by
the expiration date, whichever is sooner. 

Simultaneously, and at least 10 business days
before beginning harvest:

Forest 
Cutting Plan/

Notice of
Intent to

DEM Service
Forester 

Receive Approved Plan and certificate from
DEM

Notify DEM of any information left blank, e.g.,
operator and starting date

Provide approved permit to operator for prop-
er posting at site

Notify DEM Service Forester of any proposed
changes to Cutting Plan

Notify DEM at least 30 days prior to expiration
date if extension is needed

Notify DEM Service Forester within 2 weeks of
job completion for inspection

Notification
mailed or

hand-delivered
to Abutters 

within 200 feet
of harvest



3 
Skid Trails

RWater bar spacing:  use 
common sense in the location of 
water bars. Local terrain often prevents
them from being located exactly where
the guidelines below specify, however
these guidelines are a requirement of
Chapter 132.

road grade (%) approximate distance 
needed between 
water bars(feet)

1 400

2 245

5 125

10 78

15 58

20 47

25 40

30 35

35 32

40 29

(        )x 100 = % slope

Skid Trails8

Figure 5 – How slope is determined

RDo not operate skidders on slopes
greater than 60%, unless special per-
mission is given by the Service Forester
in the approved Forest Cutting Plan. In
these cases, the applicant must show
that soils are stable and that measures
will be used to minimize erosion during
and following the operation. 
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Figure 4 – Two
water bars. Left, proper
procedures as indicated. 
Above, incorrect procedures.
1. Angle to the center line of the road of roughly 30
degrees (i.e., not perpendicular)  
2. Height of the berm (8-12”), depth of the ditch 
3. Outflow for water from the ditch is open, and extends
beyond the edge of the skid road; use of a shovel
4. Reinforce berm with a log
5. Make them deep to insure that they last a long time,
and serve as a possible deterrent to ORV traffic, which
can be a significant source of erosion 
6. Mulching or seeding the berm will reduce scouring or
erosion of the berm and make it last longer
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RDo not operate a machine in a wetland
unless the ground is dry, frozen, or oth-
erwise stable enough to support it.
Identify the location of wetland and
stream crossings on the ground with
flagging or paint, as well as on the map
with the Forest Cutting Plan. See the
section on Wetland Protection (page
35) for further information.

RNo machinery is allowed to operate in a
certified vernal pool at any time of the
year. A 50-foot filter strip must sur-
round each certified vernal pool. See
the sections on filter strips  (page 21)
and vernal pools (page 40) for more
information. 

RNo logging equipment may operate in
the filter strip except: 

• to reduce environmental damage shown

to be necessary in a statement in an

approved Forest Cutting Plan, 

• at an approved stream crossing, 

• on a pre-existing logging road, or

• in filter strips greater than 50 feet in

width, beyond 50 feet from the water body.

In this case, equipment can operate beyond

50 feet of the waterbody, as long as no 

principal skid road is located there, distur-

bance of the forest floor is minimized, and

any disturbed soil is promptly stabilized. 

RAll principal skid roads will be stabilized
whenever they are left inactive for one
month or more, or whenever the Ser-
vice Forester determines such work is
necessary. All necessary and required

erosion control work will be performed
by the completion of the operation.  

GWatch the weather forecast and plan
ahead for severe storms. Most sediment
enters a stream following a severe
storm. Hay bales and reinforced water
bars are the best way to keep water from
entering streams at crossings.  

GConsider topography in the location of
skid roads. Avoid steep slopes.

GMinimize debarking and other damage
to residual trees. 

GChoose skid roads partially on the basis
of which trees are the “best” to damage.
Every reasonable effort should be made
to preserve advanced regeneration. 

GWoods roads and skid trails should be
smoothed and repaired after logging,
and left in a stable condition to resist
erosion. 
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RAdequate drainage ditches, culverts, and
water bars will be provided, and runoff
will be led into filter strips or haybale
impoundments to remove sediment. 

RAccess roads from a landing to a highway
must be graveled or mulched to prevent
mud from tracking onto the highway.
Alternatively, they must not be used 
during wet weather, or mud must be
removed immediately from the public

highway. At the end of the operation,
the soil must be stabilized, and if neces-
sary, seeded with grass. Refer to the sec-
tion on seeding for specifics (p. 46). 

RNo logging equipment may operate in
the filter strip except: 

• to reduce environmental damage shown

to be necessary in a statement in an

approved Forest Cutting Plan, 
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Figure 6 – Left, woods road with proper crown and
ditches in place, and occasional broad-based dips, open-
topped culverts, and culverts in use. Above, woods road
with no crown, no ditches, water running down the cen-
ter, spewing mud on the highway. 
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