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Removal of Vegetative Clippings Reduces Dissolved
Phosphorus Loss in Runoff
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Rainfall simulation was used to study the vegetative filter strip (VFS) conditions under
which losses of total dissolved phosphorus (TDP) and dissolved reactive phosphorus
(DRP) leaching occur. Boxes containing silt loam soil were planted with ryegrass and
cut at two different intervals prior to simulated rainfall 14 days apart. Grass clippings
were either removed or retained. During the second simulated rainfall, runoff TDP and
DRP were greater for treatments cut the day before irrigation with clippings retained
as compared to treatments cut the same day as irrigation with clippings retained.
Removing clippings yielded the lowest mean TDP and DRP concentrations. Increasing
the senesced vegetative surface area for contact with water, and the amount of time for
leaching to occur, resulted in the greatest DRP loss. The VFS management implications
should consider clipping removal or no or reduced mowing during the growing season
followed by end-of-season removal to reduce DRP leaching losses.

Keywords Eutrophication, grass, phosphorus, rainfall simulator, vegetative filter strip

Introduction

The primary pathway for phosphorus (P) loss from agricultural soils is through surface
runoff (Vadas, Kleinman, and Sharpley 2004; Sharpley et al. 2002). Phosphorus-enriched
surface waters may lead to accelerated downstream eutrophication, a major concern in
the United States (Vaughan et al. 2007; USEPA 2001). To prevent eutrophication, it is
suggested that total P [as phosphate (PO4)] not exceed 0.05 mg L−1 at the point where a
stream enters a lake or reservoir and not exceed 0.10 mg L−1 in streams that do not directly
discharge into a lake or reservoir (Mueller and Helsel 1999). However, stream enrichment
typically occurs from waters containing and releasing P from both particulate and soluble
P. Thus, methods that reduce agricultural system sediment and soluble P losses can help
alleviate environmental degradation.

Techniques that control erosion and detain sediment have been shown to significantly
decrease particulate P transfers (Sojka and Lentz 1996; Sojka et al. 2005; Chardon et al.
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1556 J. Ippolito et al.

2011; Ippolito, Barbarick, and Elliott 2011; Penn et al. 2011). One erosion control tech-
nique is the use of vegetative filter strips (VFS), areas of vegetation planted adjacent to
and maintained to minimize sediment entering surface water. Water flows through the
plant material at reduced velocity, sediment is trapped, and water and nutrient infiltration
is increased (Fiener and Auerswald 2005). The outflow carries less sediment and nutri-
ents, and thus water quality is improved. Vegetated filter strips have been used to control
sediment in urban runoff (Deletic 2005) and studied for their effectiveness in remov-
ing sediment, phosphorus (P), and nitrogen (N) from agricultural irrigation returns (Lee,
Isenhart, and Schultz 2003; Tate et al. 2000). Dunn et al. (2011) showed that total sus-
pended solids losses were reduced by 64% when using VFS. Blanco-Canqui et al. (2004)
observed a 72% reduction in sediment loss when using a VFS; providing an additional
vegetative barrier before the VFS further reduced sediment loss to 91%. The authors also
showed that VFS could reduce particulate P loss by almost 95%.

Although VFS are effective in removing particulate P, their efficacy to remove dis-
solved P (DP) has been less consistent, and surface waters may still receive appreciable DP
at concentrations supporting eutrophic conditions. Significant DP loss can occur through
leaching from agricultural fields such as those dominated by sandy soil (Novak et al. 2000),
organic soil (Porter and Sanchez 1992), and artificial drainage (Heckrath et al. 1995).
Phosphorus can also resolubilize from trapped sediment within the VFS (Sharpley, Ahuja,
and Menzel 1981).

Vegetative filter strip P losses may also be a function of vegetation age (Sharpley 1981;
Turner and Haygarth 2000), soil–plant fertility status (Bromfield and Jones 1972; Nash and
Halliwell 1999), senescent or plant clippings left in place (Nash and Murdoch 1997), and
live clipped vegetation (Mundy et al. 2003). Sharpley (1981) showed that as plants aged
from 42 to 84 days, P from plant leachate caused a 20–60% increase in surface runoff
P. Furthermore, Nash and Halliwell (1999) and Bromfield and Jones (1972) suggested
that, because more water-soluble P may be present in plants grown under highly fertile
conditions, plant P losses may be more important than in unfertile soils. Slow-moving
water across organic residues (e.g., clipped vegetation) has been shown to potentially be
a major source of runoff P (Nash and Murdoch 1997). Mundy et al. (2003) showed that
a perennial pasture cut to shorter heights led to greater runoff dissolved reactive P (DRP)
losses as compared to higher plant heights. The authors suggested that this was due to
increased live plant structural damage.

While this research illustrates the importance of P loss from vegetation, most VFS P
transport research has focused on particulate removal and nutrient infiltration. Thus, a need
exists to further understand the role vegetation plays as a P source when plant cutting or
mowing occurs. Previous in-field irrigation research suggested that grassed [orchard grass
(Dactylis glomerta L.)] fields contributed to offsite P movement (Spackman 2006). The
current research focused controlled efforts on understanding field observations. Thus, the
research objectives were to (i) determine if cutting grass prior to simulated rainfall resulted
in release of DRP and total dissolved P (TDP) and (ii) compare DRP and TDP runoff results
where the vegetation is removed after cutting with results where vegetation is retained.

Materials and Methods

Box Construction

Sixteen wooden boxes were constructed based upon dimensions outlined in the National
Phosphorus Research Project (NPRP) indoor runoff box protocol (National Phosphorus
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Vegetation Removal Reduces Dissolved P Runoff Loss 1557

Research Project 2001). Boxes were 1 m long, 20 cm wide, and 5 cm deep with back walls
2.5 cm higher than the soil surface. Nine 5-mm drainage holes were located in the base
at the upper, middle, and lower locations as described by the NPRP (National Phosphorus
Research Project 2001). A collection trough was attached to the bottom end of each box at
a slope to channel runoff through a tube then into a collection container. A plastic shield
covering each trough excluded rainfall that had not run through the box (Kleinman et al.
2002). All boxes were placed in a greenhouse.

Soil

One cm of sand was placed in the bottom of each box. Air-dried Portneuf silt loam soil
(coarse-silty, mixed, superactive, mesic Durinodic Xeric Haplocalcid) with 17% sand, 60%
silt, and 23% clay as determined by the hydrometer method (Gee and Bauder 1986) was
placed in the boxes. The Portneuf series plays an important role for crop production, occu-
pying approximately 117,000 ha in southern Idaho (USDA-NRCS 2008). The soil was
removed from the top 7.5 cm of a field near Kimberly Idaho, mixed, passed through a
19-mm sieve, and solarized under plastic inside a greenhouse for 5 days to reduce soil
pathogens prior to use. The soil electrical conductivity (EC) and pH from a saturated paste
extract was 1.0 dS m−1 (Rhoades 1996) and 7.8 (Thomas 1996), respectively. The total car-
bon (C) content (Nelson and Sommers 1996) was 1.7%. The calcium carbonate equivalent
(Allison and Moodie 1965) was 6.8%. Organic C content was 1.0% as determined by dif-
ference between total and inorganic C content. The Olsen extractable P concentration was
approximately 18 mg kg−1 as determined by using 0.5 M sodium bicarbonate (NaHCO3;
Olsen et al. 1954).

Grass Preparation

Annual ryegrass seeds were planted in plastic trays containing about 1 cm of a commercial
potting mix. After growing 6 to 8 cm, the grass mat was transplanted into the boxes. This
provided a uniform stand of grass, which rooted into the soil well. This process deviated
from the NPRP but was necessary to assure uniform stand establishment among the boxes.
No fertilizer was applied.

Experimental Design

Grass within the boxes was grown inside a greenhouse for about 60 days in a completely
randomized design with four replicates. Grass blade length was maintained at 5 to 9 cm.
Trimming was done with scissors weekly and all clippings were removed. After 2 months,
four treatments were imposed which included (1) uncut grass, blade length 9 cm (Control),
(2) grass cut to 5 cm on the day of rainfall simulator irrigation with clippings removed
(Removed), (3) grass cut to 5 cm on the day of rainfall simulator irrigation with clippings
retained within the box (Retained), and (4) grass cut to 5 cm, 24 h before rainfall simulator
irrigation with clippings retained within the box (Cut-24). Each treatment was replicated
four times. After the simulated rainfall, the grass clippings were removed from treatments
that had residue retained. Maintenance watering, with no runoff, and grass clipping with
full removal from all treatments were performed until the second rainfall event 14 days
later.
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1558 J. Ippolito et al.

Rainfall Simulator

The rainfall simulator applied water through an oscillating sprinkler similar to one
described by Meyer and Harmon (1979). A Veejet nozzle (8070; Hesco, Inc., Niles,
Ill., USA) was mounted 3 m above the soil surface. Well water [electrical conductivity
(EC) = 0.73 dS m−1; pH = 7.2] was used at a nozzle pressure of 76 kPa, providing a
median drop size of 1.2 mm in diameter. Irrigation rate was verified prior to the study as
ranging from 82 to 112 mm h−1; the average irrigation was 96 mm h−1. These rates were
similar to sprinkler designs that apply an instantaneous application of 102 to 127 mm h−1

(Evans and Sneed 1996).

Sampling and Analysis

Four boxes, one from each treatment, were laterally placed on a 1% sloped stand. Position
was randomized, and each box was oriented in the same direction with 2.5 cm separa-
tion between boxes. The nozzle sprayed into a bypass tray before oscillation started and
between sample collections so the pressure could be stabilized. Sample collection did not
begin until water runoff was observed from each box. Runoff water was diverted into cov-
ered containers through tubing attached to each box trough. After runoff began, samples
were collected from intervals of 0 to 5, 5 to 10, 10 to 15, and 15 to 30 min. From these
samples, a subsample was collected for analysis and the sample remainder was discarded.
Rainfall was halted after 30 min.

Two samples were prepared for each time interval. Water for DRP analysis was
passed through a 0.45-µm membrane filter, preserved with a 1% boric acid solution, and
refrigerated until analyzed using the molybdate blue method (Murphy and Riley 1962).
Total dissolved P was determined using inductively coupled plasma–optical emission
spectrometry (ICP-OES) on filtered water.

Statistical Analysis

Residuals were normally distributed with constant variance as determined by Proc
Univariate in the Statistical Analysis Software (SAS) program (SAS Institute Inc. 2008;
Cary, N.C.). SAS was then used to conduct the GLM analysis, which showed that all
interactions for parameters were significant for irrigation time (day 1 vs. day 14) by individ-
ual treatments (Control, Retained, Removed, Cut-24) at P < 0.05. Therefore, differences
between individual treatment means, and differences between TDP and DRP for all treat-
ments combined, were compared between irrigation times (day 1 vs. day 14). Differences
across collection intervals (5 to 30 min), for each treatment from days 1 and 14, were also
compared using a t-test. Significant differences reported (P < 0.05) were determined by
the least squares means test.

Results and Discussion

No treatment differences were found for TDP and DRP in the first rainfall (day 1; Table 1)
likely due to no appreciable mineralization or release of plant-borne P. However, during
the second rainfall event (day 14) Cut-24 leached the greatest concentrations of TDP
(0.95 mg L−1) as compared to all other treatments, and DRP (0.74 mg L−1) compared
to all treatments except Retained. The lowest DRP concentration was for Removed at
0.39 mg L−1. These results suggest that plant clipping left on the soil surface can contribute
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Vegetation Removal Reduces Dissolved P Runoff Loss 1559

Table 1
Treatment means (n = 4) for total dissolved P (TDP) and dissolved reactive P (DRP)

in runoff compared by day in which irrigation occurred

TDP (mg L−1) DRP (mg L−1)

Treatment Day 1 Day 14 Day 1 Day 14

Control 0.82 (0.07) a A 0.69 (0.08) b A 0.55 (0.07) a A 0.54 (0.06) bc A
Retained 1.01 (0.07) a A 0.74 (0.07) b B 0.70 (0.05) a A 0.59 (0.07) ab A
Removed 0.90 (0.14) a A 0.56 (0.05) b B 0.59 (0.12) a A 0.39 (0.05) c A
Cut-24 1.11 (0.22) a A 0.95 (0.06) a A 0.68 (0.06) a A 0.74 (0.05) a A

Notes. Different lowercase letters within P form across treatments for either day 1 or day 14 indi-
cate significant difference at P < 0.05. Different uppercase letters indicates significant treatment
difference (P < 0.05) between day 1 and day 14 for either TDP or DRP. Values inside parentheses
indicate one standard error of the mean.

to greater leachate P losses as compared to clippings removed; this result is exacerbated
when clippings remain for at least 24 h prior to an irrigation event. The present finding dif-
fers from those of Bierman et al. (2010), who found no significant difference in runoff TP
or DRP between returned versus removed turfgrass (Poa pratensis L.) clippings. However,
the findings of Bechmann et al. (2005) showed that freezing and thawing of plant material
(i.e., plant cell disruption, much like clipping plant material) increased water-extractable P
in runoff. Fiener and Auerswald (2009) found that VFS DP losses increased after freezing
periods, suggesting that these grassed areas may be a source of DP. Plants growing in soils
containing low P fertility can increase the amount of soluble P transported in leachate by
15 to 95% (Sharpley 1981), as water-soluble P in plants have been shown to be 60 to 83%
of the TP in plants (Bromfield and Jones 1972). Based on our results, timing of clipping
can further exacerbate P leaching losses.

Total dissolved P in the Removed and Retained treatments decreased from the first to
second rainfall event, while all other treatment means remained constant (Table 1), even
though plants were 2 weeks older. Although P concentrations did not significantly increase
with time, Sharpley (1981) showed that as plants age the amount of soluble P in runoff
could increase by about 20 to 60%. Plant age, particularly at the flowering stage, has been
shown to increase DP losses (Fiener and Auerswald 2009). The concept of plant aging is
that crops accumulate P in aboveground tissue, some of which may become available to
runoff (Bechmann et al. 2005). Plants in the current study may not have been as mature
as those found in the Sharpley (1981) or Fiener and Auerswald (2009) studies, and thus
increases in TDP and DRP leaching losses associated with plant age were not observed.

Average TDP and DRP concentrations combined across all treatments were signifi-
cantly greater (P < 0.05), by 18% and 10%, respectively, for the first irrigation than the
second (Figure 1). Dissolved P and particle-bound P were likely lost from the boxes in
greater concentrations during the first irrigation because water had not been applied with
the same intensity to the grass boxes during the establishment phase as under rainfall sim-
ulation. Tate et al. (2000) reported that first year effectiveness of VFS is subject to prior
area management such as fertilizer application or animal grazing and it takes time to leach
soil reserves of soluble nutrients accumulated in the soil or from vegetation. The authors
postulated that filter strip effectiveness should increase over time. Mundy et al. (2003)
reported that increased structural damage to grass through mowing or grazing increased the
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Figure 1. Comparison of total dissolved P (TDP) and dissolved reactive P (DRP) combined means
(n = 16) of all treatments for day 1 and day 14 rainfall events. Different lower- or uppercase letters
for TDP or DRP, respectively, between day 1 and day 14 indicate significant difference at P < 0.05.
Error bars represent the standard error of the mean.
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Figure 2. (A) Total dissolved P (TDP) and (B) dissolved reactive P (DRP) mean (n = 4) con-
centrations compared by treatment and time. Error bars represent the standard error of the
mean.

concentration of nutrients in runoff and that it was most severe following the first irrigation
following defoliation.

Total dissolved P and DRP concentrations significantly decreased across collection
intervals (5 to 30 min; Figures 2A and B), for each treatment, when data were averaged
over irrigation events. The percentage decreases in TDP and DRP from 5 to 30 min were
(1) Control, 49% and 44%, (2) Retained, 48% and 41%, (3) Removed, 45% and 38%, and
(4) Cut-24, 37% and 29%. The TDP decrease was more evident than the DRP decrease
probably due to greater soil erosion and particulate P removal near the beginning of the
rainfall (at 5 min). Lentz and Lehrsch (2010) demonstrated that sediment and DP concen-
trations in furrow runoff peaked shortly after initial runoff occurred and declined afterward.
Our findings were also similar to those of Austin, Prendergast, and Collins (1996), who
found that 80% of the TP lost from irrigated pastures occurred in the first runoff event.
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Vegetation Removal Reduces Dissolved P Runoff Loss 1561

Treatments in which grass was cut with vegetation retained on the soil surface (i.e.,
Retained and Cut-24) had greater TDP and DRP concentrations in runoff compared to the
Control or Removed treatments at almost all sampling intervals (Figures 2A and B). This
supports the contention that damaged or cut vegetation is more prone to cellular P loss as
compared to intact vegetation. Mundy et al. (2003) found that TP concentration in runoff
almost doubled when plants were cut at 47 versus 155 mm height, likely due to plant P
leakage. McDowell, Nash, and Robertson (2007) studied the effects of grazing on P loss,
stating that a significant proportion of P mobilized following grazing could come directly
from plant P stores or from disrupted cells, xylem, and phloem exposed to irrigation water.
In our box study, leaving clippings in place instead of removing them further increased P
concentration in runoff, likely due to P leakage from the clippings themselves. In addition,
the Cut-24 treatment had greater TDP and DRP concentrations in runoff compared to the
Retained treatment at almost all time intervals. This suggests that plant susceptibility to P
leakage continues over at least a 24-h period. Therefore, increasing the vegetative (living
and freshly clipped) surface area that contacts runoff water results in a greater runoff P
concentration. Furthermore, if irrigation of grass containing clippings is delayed for 24 h,
the runoff P concentration is further increased.

Conclusions

Foliar leaching losses of P were quantified according timing and length of clipped vegeta-
tion (ryegrass). Total dissolved P and DRP concentrations associated with foliar leaching
were greater during the first versus second rainfall, consistent with previous research.
Removing clippings from the grass stand produced the lowest concentration in runoff,
whereas treatments that retained clippings produced the greatest TDP and DRP concentra-
tions. Of the treatments that retained clippings, clipping the plants 24 hours prior to rainfall
produced greater TDP and DRP runoff concentrations than clipping the plants on the day
of irrigation. Damaged vegetation (e.g., cutting, mowing, grazing) is more prone to cellular
P loss when the severed ends of stubble and clippings are both subjected to rainfall. This
finding is consistent with other research that indicated more P leakage from damaged plant
cells and greater concentrations in runoff leaving the site. Only ryegrass was used in this
experiment; other vegetation may produce different results. Thus, vegetation selection may
also be an important criterion when implementing VFS into an ecosystem management
plan. Further management implications should consider clipping removal from VFS or for
pasture management, or perhaps eliminating or reducing mowing, to reduce DP leaching
losses.
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