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A Watershed Forestry Success Story

Bridges Reducing Timber Harvesting Water Impacts
The Challenge:
Timber harvesting operations can impact water quality 
when logging equipment hauls timber across streams 
in the woods. This activity can inadvertently add soil 
sediment and other tree debris to the water. The 
increased sedimentation can impact plants, fish, and 
other aquatic life in waterways downstream. Some 
loggers are not aware of stream-crossing practices, 
technology, and protocols that can reduce the amount 
of sediment that ends up in the water. Making forest 
landowners, foresters, and loggers more aware of these 
things can reduce sedimentation, and in turn, help 
safeguard water quality. 

The Solution:
The State of Vermont, Department of Forests, Parks & 
Recreation (VT FPR) used a Forest Service Landscape 
Scale Restoration grant for $61,108 along with 
matching funds to reduce non-point pollution from 
timber operations from 2014 to 2019. The State’s 
plan, “Improving Stream Crossing Practices on Timber 
Harvesting Operations to Reduce Non-Point Source 
Pollution,” set out to coordinate training and share 
resources and best management practices with loggers 
and foresters about improved stream-crossing practices. 
The grant called for hiring a timber bridge coordinator, 
developing materials, and keeping track of available 
portable skidder bridges to make better use of the 
limited number of these important tools. 

“The temporary bridges are great for reducing erosion 
and sedimentation,” said VT FPR Watershed Forester 
David Wilcox. “We wanted to get more temporary 
bridges out to people who could use them, do 
workshops, and teach people to build them on their 
own.”

Resulting Benefits:
The temporary bridge-tracking system ensures that 
the limited number of skidder bridges available are 
used efficiently. Using temporary bridges reduces the 

potential for negative environmental impacts from 
permanent structures and makes them available for 
other land managers. VT FPR developed and posted 
a bridge-inspection database to keep track of the 
many skidder bridge locations, their current states of 
repair, and when they were last inspected. The State 
has also been trying to cost-share bridge purchases so 
contractors can own them. Those who need bridges less 
frequently can rent them instead. 

Sharing Success: 
The project has broadened public awareness of these 
bridges and improved their availability and frequency 
of use. The VT FPR developed a manual of acceptable 
management practices and then held six temporary 
bridge workshops with Natural Resources Conservation 
District employees, loggers, and foresters to share 
the practices and protocols. The manual provides 
ongoing guidance for landowners and foresters alike 
in protecting water quality on logging operations. The 
State of Vermont adopted the new rules in August 2018. 
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A portable skidder bridge in the woods helps keep soil sediments out of 
the water during logging operations in Stowe, VT. An estimated 2,500 
trips by a skidder went over the bridge. (Courtesy photo by David Wilcox, 
State of Vermont, Department of Forests, Parks & Recreation)

“The temporary bridges are great for reducing erosion 
and sedimentation.”

— David Wilcox
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