
Maintenance on Established CRP 
Job Sheet 397 

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Wisconsin 

CRP CONTRACT REQUIREMENTS 

The Farm Service Agency (FSA) is responsible for administering the rules of the Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP).  All questions related to CRP contract requirements, payment, or modifications should be 
directed to the FSA office where your contract originated. 

Primary Nesting Season 

CRP rules do not allow disturbance of cover during 
the primary nesting season recorded in the CRP 
contract.  This rule prevents injury to nesting and 
fledgling birds.  The dates have varied over time, but 
the current primary nesting season for new CRP 
contracts is May 15 through August 1.  CRP 
participants are also required to control invasive and 
weed plant species before they produce viable seed.  
Spot clipping or spot spraying to control weeds may 
be done during the primary nesting season with prior 
approval from the local Farm Service Agency (FSA) 
County Committee. 

CRP Cover Maintenance 

CRP rules require participants to maintain a specific 
agreed-to cover for the life of the contract.  This job 
sheet is to be used to evaluate CRP cover that has 
been certified as established and is now being 
maintained to meet contract requirements.  Cover 
maintenance is important because in some cases, the 
acceptance of the contract was dependent on the 
Environmental Benefit Index (EBI) score earned by 
the CRP cover.   

The following information is intended to guide the 
process for assessing and maintaining CRP cover that 
will provide high quality wildlife habitat and retain 
eligibility for CRP payments. 

Weed Control 

All CRP cover types require maintenance.  The 
amount of maintenance will vary depending on prior 
management of the field and the concentration of 
weed seed sources in neighboring fields and fence 
lines.  Some fields will require a great deal of effort 
each year.  The condition of the CRP cover should be 
evaluated at least annually.  The development of 
appropriate maintenance strategies is key to 
successfully controlling invasive weeds, trees, and 
shrubs.  Utilize the CRP cover evaluation process and 
references in this job sheet to determine if weed 
control is necessary.  When weed control is required, 
use the references and identified Weed Control 

Strategies to maintain the CRP cover. 

Target weed control activities around the life cycle of 
the plant so that invasive plants are not spread 
throughout the field.  Mowing plants after seed 
matures can result in rapid spreading of the weed 
problem.  Use the following web sites to obtain 
information on plant life cycles and effective control 
measures. 

• University of Wisconsin Cooperative Extension,
Managing Invasive Plants in Fields Enrolled in
the CRP in Wisconsin:
http://ipcm.wisc.edu/WCMNews/tabid/53/EntryI
D/517/Default.aspx.

• University of Wisconsin, Arlington Research
Station, The Weedometer:
http://weedecology.wisc.edu/weedometer/.

• Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources,
Herbicides for Forest Management 2006:
http://www.dnr.state.wi.us/forestry/fh/weeds/
herbicides.htm.

Weed Control Strategies 

Mowing can be utilized as a CRP cover maintenance 
strategy to suppress weed growth, prevent formation 
of viable weed seed and to reduce heavy 
accumulations of dead plant material. 

Herbicide application is an effective strategy to 
manage CRP cover if aggressive or invasive plants 
are taking over the field.  Caution:  A herbicide 
application can damage a highly diverse CRP 
cover if not properly planned and applied. 

Prescribed burning can be an effective CRP 
maintenance strategy for cover types that are 
dominated by warm season plants.  Prescribed 
burning can effectively reduce accumulations of dead 
plant material, stimulate growth of warm season plant 
species, and suppress many weeds and cool season 
grasses.  Prescribed burning on CRP fields must be 
carried out according to a Prescribed Burning Plan 
reviewed by NRCS.  Some sites may not be suitable 
for prescribed burning due to proximity to land uses 
that could be impacted by the burn.   
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Hill mustard invading existing CRP cover. 

SPECIFICATIONS 

The following specifications must be met to maintain 
CRP acreage. 

• Continuously control undesirable/invasive plant
species by spot spraying or clipping.  This will
reduce the potential for unintentional
establishment and spread of these species.

• The contract holder is responsible to obtain
permission from FSA to carry out any activity
that will disturb the cover during the primary
nesting season as defined by the CRP contract.

• Use this job sheet to record the presence of
undesirable or invasive plant species and the
percent of leaf area they represent in the canopy
cover.

• If a Threshold for Required Action is exceeded, a
formal Weed Control Strategy must be
developed and implemented.  The weed control
strategy must comply with the CRP contract
cover management requirements.

• If mowing or spot clipping is the selected weed
control strategy, utilize a rotary mower or flail
chopper.  The clipping height necessary to
control weeds or achieve other cover
maintenance objectives shall be specified
(typically 3-5 inches).  Operate the equipment to
ensure uniform distribution of mowed plant
material across the field surface.  Do not allow
mowed material to smother existing plants.
Reoccurring mowing of the entire field for

aesthetic or generic weed control purposes is not 
allowed.   

• If herbicide application is selected as the weed
control strategy, spot spray targeted weeds with
herbicides at the appropriate time and application
rate.  If a whole-field herbicide application is
necessary to control weeds or to increase plant
diversity, select a herbicide type, rate, and
application method (including timing) that will
minimize damage to existing desirable plant species.
Follow all product label recommendations.

• If selected and feasible, prescribed burning shall be
carried out to achieve specific cover management
objectives according to a NRCS-reviewed burn plan.
The burn plan shall be developed according to the
Wisconsin NRCS FOTG Standard 338, Prescribed
Burning.  NRCS must review the burn plan prior to
implementation.

• The CRP participant is responsible for
compliance with enforcement actions by state or
local government of noxious weed or invasive
species laws.

CONSIDERATIONS 

The following considerations shall be evaluated when 
developing maintenance strategies: 

• The contract holder should conduct an evaluation
of the CRP cover at least annually during the
appropriate timeframe to identify emerging weed
problems.  Multiple evaluations of CRP cover
per year are highly recommended.
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• It is highly recommended, but is not required,
that mowing be delayed until after August 15 to
reduce the chance of harming fledgling birds and
other young wildlife.  It is not acceptable to wait
until after the nesting season if invasive weeds
will develop viable seed during this period.

• Clean mowing equipment prior to moving out of
fields with known noxious weeds or invasive
plant species to avoid spreading seed.

• Delaying implementation of control activities
can result in rapid spread of weeds and woody
vegetation.

• Use discretion when operating heavy equipment
if soil conditions are wet to avoid compaction
and damage to sod.

WEED IDENTIFICATION REFERENCES 

• Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
Invasive Plants in Wisconsin’s Natural Areas:
http://dnr.wi.gov/invasives/plants.asp.

• University of Wisconsin, Weed Information:
http://weedid.wisc.edu/weedid.php.

• USDA, NRCS, Plants Database:
http://plants.usda.gov/

WEED TREATMENT THRESHOLDS 

Non-Woody Species 

The following criteria will be utilized to evaluate the 
quality of CRP cover.  Existing CRP cover with 
weed/invasive/woody vegetation levels exceeding 
these criteria could be determined ineligible to 
continue in the program. 

Group 1: No tolerance for these invasive plant 
species, CRP participant must attempt to 
eliminate these plant species when 
present. 

Group 2: Implement management actions to prevent 
the development of viable seed.  Must 
maintain CRP cover at or below the 
following thresholds: 
• 10% or more of the total canopy is

occupied by the Group 2 listed plant
species, or

• a patch of individual species or a
combination of the Group 2 listed
species exceeding one acre in size.

Group 3: Implement management actions to 
maintain the CRP cover at or below the 
following thresholds: 
• 30% or more of the total canopy is

occupied by any combination of
Group 3 listed species, or

• a patch of individual species or a
combination of Group 3 listed species
exceeding one acre in size.

Woody Species 

Implement management actions to maintain the 
occurrence of woody species at or below the 
following thresholds: 

• less than 5% of the total canopy coverage,
• cannot exceed 5 feet of height, or
• any patch of woody vegetation greater than one

acre in size (does not include leadplant and New
Jersey tea).

CANOPY EVALUATION 

Use the Canopy Evaluation Percent Cover Reference 
Chart to estimate the percent canopy cover in the 
CRP fields occupied by invasive/undesirable plant 
species. 

COVER QUALITY EVALUATION 
TIMEFRAME REQUIREMENTS 

General scouting walkovers shall be conducted early 
in the growing season to identify the presence of any 
weed, invasive, or woody plant species which may 
require immediate control. 

The formal assessment to document the percentage of 
weed leaf area in the canopy must be determined 
when the canopy is fully developed.  Cool season 
cover types must be evaluated between May 15 and 
June 30.  Warm season cover types must be evaluated 
between August 15 and the first hard freeze. 

COVER INVENTORY AND EVALUATION 
PROCESS 

Walk each field in a zigzag pattern.  Evaluate the 
overall cover condition from a minimum of three 
locations using the canopy cover charts above.  
Document observations on an aerial photo and record 
the estimated percentage of invasive/undesirable/ 
woody plant leaf cover by field on the job sheet. 

During the field inventory, check areas adjoining 
road or utility right of ways, fence lines, or known 
sources of weed seeds. 
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OTHER COMMON CRP CONTRACT 
VIOLATIONS 

The following are examples of other common CRP 
contract violations that can result in a reduction or 
loss of payment. 

Storing Objects On CRP 

CRP pays landowners to maintain wildlife cover.  
CRP participants are not allowed to place or store 
objects such as machinery, hay bales, permanent deer 
stands, and other similar items on land enrolled in 
CRP. 

Changes To CRP Cover 

CRP acres must remain in the cover chosen and 
recorded in the contract.  Using CRP acres for other 
uses such as trails, driveways, unapproved food plots, 
harvesting or other unapproved uses is prohibited.  
Any change to CRP contract cover must be approved 
by the FSA. 

Permanent structures are prohibited on CRP fields. 
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CRP GRASSLAND UNDESIRABLE/INVASIVE PLANT SPECIES 

Weed Treatment 
Threshold Group # Common Name Scientific Name 

1 Chinese lespedeza1 Lespedeza sericea 
1 Crown vetch Coronilla varia 
1 Giant hogweed1 Heracleum mantegazzianum 
1 Hill mustard1 Bunias orientalis 
1 Japanese knotweed1 Polygonum cuspidatum 
1 Multiflora rose Rosa multiflora 
1 Poison hemlock1 Conium maculatum 
1 Teasel: cutleaf and common Dipsacus laciniatus and fullonum 
1 Wild chervil1 Anthriscus sylvestris 
2 Common tansy Tanacetum vulgare 
2 Field bindweed Convolvulus arvensis 
2 Garlic mustard Alliaria petiolata 
2 Hawkweeds Hieracium sp. 
2 Japanese hedge parsley Torilis japonica 
2 Knapweeds Centaurea sp. 
2 Purple loosestrife Lythrum salicaria 
2 Reed grass, common Phragmites australis 
2 Spurge: leafy and cypress Euphorbia esula and cyparissias 
2 Sweet clover: white and yellow Melilotus alba and officinalis 
2 Thistle: Canada and marsh Cirsium arvense and palustre 
2 Thistle: musk and plumeless Carduus nutans and acanthoides 
2 Wild parsnip Pastinaca sativa 
3 Burdock Arctium minus 
3 Canada goldenrod Solidago Canadensis 
3 Curly dock Rumex crispus 
3 Dames rocket Hesperis matronalis 
3 Giant ragweed Ambrosia trifida 
3 Queen Anne’s Lace Daucus carota 

1 Early detection required. 

CANOPY EVALUATION PERCENT COVER REFERENCE CHART 
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CRP Grassland Undesirable / Invasive Plant Species 
Evaluation Worksheet 

Date of Evaluation:  CRP Field Numbers: 

CRP Contract Cover Type: 

Evaluator Name:  

CRP Field No.: 

Identified Undesirable 
Invasive Plant Species  

(Common Name) 

Percent of Weed 
Leaf Area in the 
Canopy Cover 

Threshold for 
Required 

Action 
Exceeded (Y/N) 

Weed Control Strategy 

CRP Field No.: 

Identified Undesirable 
Invasive Plant Species  

(Common Name) 

Percent of Weed 
Leaf Area in the 
Canopy Cover 

Threshold for 
Required 

Action 
Exceeded (Y/N) 

Weed Control Strategy 

CRP Field No.: 

Identified Undesirable 
Invasive Plant Species  

(Common Name) 

Percent of Weed 
Leaf Area in the 
Canopy Cover 

Threshold for 
Required 

Action 
Exceeded (Y/N) 

Weed Control Strategy 

Note:  Provide a map documenting the location of cover quality evaluations and identify estimated boundaries of 
weed/invasive plant patches exceeding one acre in size. 
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