
Siting Willow and Poplar Poles For Best Survival and Effect

6

ET: CT 6: April 2008

Willows and poplars can be established in the presence 
of stock if planted as protected poles. They are effec-
tive in controlling many forms of erosion, particularly on 
heavy, moist soils.

Open or Spaced Planting
Spaced planting of poles is used to control slumping, 
earth flow, and slip erosion.

Poles should be sited in small depressions and ephem-
eral channels, which are more likely to collect moisture 
during the summer and other dry periods.

Spaced planting of shallow earthflow erosion.

Avoid  
• Dry knobs and faces.
• Areas exposed to dry westerly, or salt laden winds.
• Stock camps or tracks, where trees are more likely to 

be damaged by stock.

Trees planted on steeper slopes can be leaned out 
slightly to reduce the risk of cattle being able to reach, 
and browse the developing shoots.

Spacing - 
• Severe erosion – down to 5m apart
• Moderate erosion – 8 to 10m apart
• Slight erosion – 15m apart.

Poles are generally closely spaced near the toe of mass 
movements, with medium spacings in the centre, and 
wider spacings higher up the movement near the top 
scarps.

Willows are most suitable in wet, low areas - the tra-
ditional gully planting situation. Poplars should be 
planted on lower to middle slopes with good depths 
of moist soils. Willows are also recommended on high, 
potentially dry sites, where their earlier flushing and 
greater vigour allows them to become better established 
before summer dry periods.

Gully Planting
Paired planting, particularly of willows, is effective in 
arresting degradation and stabilising the banks of small 
channels. Willows are generally favoured because of 
their fibrous root systems, but poplars can be effective 
where erosion is less severe.

Spacing should be 4 to 10m between pairs, depending 
on erosion severity.

Paired willows protecting a small degrading stream.

In cases of severe erosion or degradation, planting may 
have to be used in conjunction with structures such as 
debris dams or flumes.

In slightly eroding or currently stable channels, pairs of 
poles can be up to 10m apart, or staggered with single 
poles planted on outside bends.
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For Further Information
For further information contact Hawke’s Bay 
Regional Council Land Management staff for 
advice.

Wairoa  06-838 8527
Napier  06-835 9200
Waipukurau 06-858 8636
TOLL FREE 0800 108 838 
Website.  www.hbrc.govt.nz

Tunnel Gully Planting
Minor tunnel gullies form in some soils in Hawke’s 
Bay. These can be successfully controlled where sur-
face channels are grassed by planting extra long poles 
into the collapsed or collapsing tunnels.  As the tree 
grows, debris is trapped by the roots blocking the tun-
nel and forcing flows back onto the surface.

Extra long poles planted in collapsing  tunnel gullies.

Streambank Planting
Planting of small stream channels, which are fre-
quently incised and often located in small in-filled 
valleys, can achieve a reasonable measure of bank 
stability. Siting of poles needs to be done very care-
fully to avoid creating further problems, such as inter-
ruption or diversion of flood flows and the consequent 
creation of turbulence and swirl erosion.

Poles should not be planted in the channel, but 
should be sited at or near the edge of the normal flood 
flows.  The eventual size of the tree, particularly trunk 
diameter, should be considered in this context. The 
exception to this is where trees may be used as part of 
future edge protection work.

In meandering streams, poles should be sited on the 
outsides of bends.

It should be noted that a planting site on the top of 
the bank is “hard” as this edge area dries out rapidly 
during the summer.

Severe streambank erosion often cannot be control-
led by planting, and a physical engineering solution 
is required.

Stream  bank planting on an “outside” bend above the normal 
flood flow level.

Block Planting.
Block planting can be successfully used to arrest 
slowly advancing gullyhead erosion, which can affect 
flatter, infilled valley floors.  Such blocks can also be 
used as a form of silt trap on these sites.

Willows are planted between 3 and 5m apart in a 
staggered grid pattern.  The blocks are protected from 
stock damage by ring fencing, often with a 2 wire 
fence to exclude cattle but allowing sheep access. In 
some cases the outside trees are used to carry the 
wires, removing the need for posts.  

Block planting to arrest gully head erosion.


