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3.2.2. Contour planting of trees and vines.
 

3.2.2.1. Description.

Contour planting consists of planting perennial vegetation like trees (e.g. vines, olives, almonds) or other perennial vegetation on the 
contour to impose that all the operations are made on direction perpendicular to the maximum slope. Its purpose is to reduce runoff and 
water erosion. The use of this contour planting practice implemented without terracing is not as effective as terracing because of the 
difficulty of keeping the tree lines perpendicular to the maximum slope, and the easiness of runoff to breach the tree lines. Nevertheless, 
it might be used as a partial alternative effective under certain conditions, see Table 3.2.2.1. It is usually implemented when the terrain 
has been terraced. 

Feature Reason

Is most effective on slopes between 2 and 
10 %.

Above 10% slope machine traffic is quite complicated and below 2% it is 
not usually necessary.

Fields that are cut by gullies or have stron-
gly undulating topography are not well 
suited for this practice.

It is complicated to arrange plantings and orchard and gully erosion is not 
controlled. 

 
 Table 3.2.2.1. Best conditions for use of contour planting.  

This technique is most effective when combined with vegetative ground cover (cover crops) and the use of vegetated barriers on the 
contour. The main criteria for best implementation of this technique appear in Table 3.2.2.2.

 
Table 3.2.2.2. Main conditions for proper contour planting. Adapted from NRCS 2016. 

# Condition

1
Maximum row slope will be aligned as closely to the contour as feasible, but not to exceed 4% slope steepness in the direction of the trees 
(or 10% if permanent cover crop is provided).  

2 On soils with slow to very slow infiltration rates establish a lane slope of not less than 0.2 percent to prevent waterlogging. 

3
Avoid very long lanes, to prevent concentration of runoff. Shorten these lanes by running them into controlled outlets (e.g. grassed 
waterways) at regular intervals. 

4 Always provide a controlled outlet for the runoff that accumulates in the alleys, see figure 3.2.1.5. 
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Figure 3.2.2.1. Contoured olive orchard in Spain (Photo J.A. Gómez). 

This BMP should be the always implemented when stablishing a new orchard to prevent water erosion in areas prone to this 
environmental threat.

 3.2.2.2. Images of different kind of contoured planting. 

 
Figure 3.2.2.2. Contoured vineyard in NE Italy (Photo J.A. Gómez).
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Figure 3.2.2.3. Contoured vineyard terraces in Samos, Greece (Photo T. Dostal). 

3.2.2.3. Selected References.

NRCS, 2016 National Resource Conservation Services Standards. Contour orchard and other fruit areas. Code 330. Available at 
https://apps1.cdfa.ca.gov/EcosystemServices/docs/331ContourOrchardandotherPerenialCrops2016_STD.pdf

WOCAT 2011. Olive tree plantations with intercropping (Morocco). Available at: https://qcat.wocat.net/en/wocat/technologies/
view/technologies_1112/
Note that in WOCAT database there are several examples of contouring. 

Return to Table 3.1.1.
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