
A Weekend Learning about Cedar and Soil and Water 

This past week-end offered the opportunity to attend two field days concerned with land 

management. 

The first field day was to an exceptionally well-managed ranch in Blanco Co. and the 

main topic had to do with cedar management, one of the most complex issues any land 

manager faces. Several years ago the ranch manager began a program to remove a lot 

(but not all) of the cedar and his initial procedure was to cut off the cedar with a bobcat 

and pile it up and then under the right conditions, burn the piles of cedar.   

This left him with a number of large burned areas with nothing growing in them. Having 

a rather scientific approach to land management, he consulted with various experts and 

then experimented with various ways to treat the burned areas and then kept track of 

the results of the various methods.   

It turns out that simply “letting nature take its course” was slow to recover vegetation 

and even then not always the best species came back (thistles for example). But simply 

reseeding the area with a mixture of native grasses and forbs didn’t work all that well 

either, and it was concluded it might have been that spreading seed on top of the ash 

didn’t give very good germination. 

The procedure that worked best was to lightly plow or disk the area to mix the ash into 

the soil and to bring up native soil and to then reseed. That area gave the best results. 

What those of us at the field day were able to see was a large area thick with 

bluebonnets. From a ranch manager’s viewpoint, more grass and fewer forbs would 

have been preferable, and any future burn piles will probably be treated with a mixture 

of predominately native grasses. 

But always looking for better techniques, in more recent times the ranch manager has 

been removing cedar, again with a bobcat, but then letting the slash (limbs) lay where 

they were. He had to admit, as most people would agree, it is not pretty. But from a 

range management/naturalist standpoint it really works out well. 

The cut cedar branches laying around provide several important functions. First, they 

provide cover and shelter for quail and other small animals. They slow down the 

rainwater flowing downhill allowing more of it to soak into the ground. As the cedar 

decomposes, (very slowly, unfortunately) it adds organic matter to the soil. And the 

dead cedar branches provide “nurse” areas for all kinds of vegetation (grasses, forbs, 

woodies) to get started without being eaten by deer and other animals. This increases 

the species diversity and as well as the seed bank diversity to the area which can then 

spread out from the cedar limbs. 

One of the most obvious characteristics that I and others noticed about that section of 

the ranch was the incredible plant diversity. To my eye, this was not ugly at all, I thought 

it looked like the most beautiful, healthy and functional habitat I had seen in a while. 



Another aspect of this field day was a discussion and demonstration by my friend Steve 

Nelle, retired NRCS agent about cedar. It is frequently asserted that removing cedar 

and replacing it with grass will lead to more rainwater soaking into the ground. Part of 

that reasoning is that cedar intercepts more of an initial rainfall than grass and thus 

there is less rainfall reaching the ground. Another part of that reasoning is the water 

doesn’t soak into the ground under cedar as well as it does under grass, (water certainly 

does not soak into bare ground as well as under grass). But Nelle crawled up under a 

large cedar bush and brushed the duff away and collected the soil under a large cedar. 

Looking at that soil is was obvious that water would have soaked into that soil quite well. 

It just proves that, in nature, nothing is really absolute, it depends, and its more 

complicated than we like to think. So water doesn’t soak into the ground under some 

cedars, but it does under others. 

At the other field-day there was a discussion and presentation about how the organic 

matter content of the soil determines how much water the soil can hold, and how the 

land is managed determines the organic content of the soil. We want our soil to hold as 

much moisture as possible. 

Until next time… 
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