
Source to Tap
Forestry Pilot 
How-To Guide: 
Cover Crop

Aim
A cover crop is a mixture of native,
rapid growing grasses sown on an
area of disturbed soil to consolidate
its structure. This reduces runoff and
erosion. The pilot sites each had 60-
80cm wide watercourses with newly
created 10m buffer zones. Both sites
were at altitudes above 200m where
the soil was peaty. The site at Lough
Ultan was a classified stream and
identified on an ordnance survey
map.
 

Seed Type
It is important that the seed mixture is
made up of native grasses and is
appropriate to the soil type and
altitude of the site. The seed mixture
(recommended by a local seed
merchant) for the pilot sites
contained 30% Yorkshire Fog, 30%
Highland Bent and 40% Hard Fescue.
The Hard Fescue acted as a nurse
crop to the slower-growing natural
grasses.
 
 

Figure 1: Source to Tap cover

crop site, directly after felling.

at Lough Ultan

The INTERREG VA Source to Tap project
aims to develop sustainable, 
catchment-scale solutions for the
protection of rivers and lakes, which are
the main sources of our shared drinking
water. Forestry activities, such as
harvesting on peaty soils, increase the
risk of soil erosion. Small drains provide
rapid pathways for sediment-laden
water, which can lead to fluctuations in
colour and turbidity at downstream
Water Treatment Works. The Forests for
Water pilot-tested measures (in addition
to existing forestry best practice) to
reduce sediment runoff into the
catchment. 
A cover crop was trialled at two
harvested forestry sites 
Site 1: Glenderg 2019
Site 2: Lough Ultan 2020
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Sowing
As it is likely that a recently harvested
buffer zone will be rough and access
by machinery difficult, hand sowing is
preferable. The width of the buffer
zone depends on the size of the
watercourse; it should be upwards of
5m if next to large drains and up to
25m for streams. The size will also
depend on other factors, including
whether the water drains into a
sensitive catchment (Forestry
Commission, 2010)*. 
 
The width of the area to be sown
should be measured from the edge of
the watercourse and the perimeter
marked with branches or landmarks.
 
Seeds are then hand broadcast,
ensuring all areas are covered evenly.
Seed can be sown over existing brash
and no prior ground preparation is
required. Care should be taken not to
spread seed into the drain or
watercourse. The best time to sow is
late summer through to autumn, as 
 soil temperature will be at its highest
and plenty of moisture will be
available for seed germination.
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Figure 3: Sown (Left) and

unsown (Right) areas 3

months after sowing  

Source to Tap sowed in late July at
site 1 and in September at site 2. 
The earlier crop grew faster and more
evenly.

Figure 2 shows the cover crop's
growth at site 1 three weeks after
sowing, at which point grass growth
was visible over raised areas and
along drain margins. After three
months, the sown area had a good
covering of grass (Figure 3).

Figure 2: Growth of cover crop

3 weeks after sowing at

Glenderg
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Outcome
The two cover crop sites were
monitored for suspended sediment.
One sample point measured
sediment upstream of the sown
section. Another in-stream sample
point was positioned directly after
the cover crop. The final sample
point measured suspended sediment
in water drained from an unsown area
of a similar size. 
 
Monthly samples were analysed over
a 10-month period. 
At site 1, there was 28% less
suspended sediment attenuated
where the cover crop was planted,
compared to the unsown stretch. 
At site 2, there was minimal
suspended sediment across all
sampling points.

 
* Forestry Commission, 2010. Forest And Water Guidelines 5Th Edition. [online] Edinburgh: Forestry Commission. Available at:

www.confor.org.uk/media/246145/forest-and-water-guidelines.pdf (Accessed 6 October 2020)
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Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this

document do not necessarily reflect those of
the European Commission or the Special EU

Programmes Body (SEUPB).

 

 
Forestry standards at the time of the pilots were, in Northern Ireland, the UK Forestry Standard 4th edition,
and Forestry Commission Practice Guide ‘Managing forestry operations to protect the water environment',

and in Ireland, the 2019 Standards for Felling & Reforestation issued by Forest Service (DAFM)


