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Farm Tracks:  Planning, Construction and Maintenance

Sustainable 
Options

Introduction
Access is an important 

management issue on farms.  

Suitable tracks are required for 

machinery and stock access 

around farm properties.

The standard of track required 

will depend on intended use.  

For example, if a woodlot is 

established on a property, logging 

truck access is required. This will 

involve consideration of gradient, 

bridge weight restrictions and 

curvature of the bends to allow 

logging trucks to work.

In general, farm tracks need to 

accommodate stock, tractors/ 

feed wagons, light farm transport 

and fertiliser trucks.

Track layout often includes 

stream/wetland area crossings.  

Where these are installed it is 

important to avoid or minimise 

damage to the stream bed and 

stream banks. 

Track construction involves 

earthworks, exposed ground 

and control  of stormwater.  

Accordingly, track runoff 

construction must be managed 

to minimise runoff and protect 

water quality in streams.

Design and Planning 
It is important to design the 

farm track to do the job required. 

It is also important to minimise 

off-farm adverse effects. Route 

tracks so that construction will 

involve moving as little soil as 

possible. This will reduce erosion 

risks and construction costs. 

• Avoid unstable slopes and 

wet areas.

• Use the natural contours of 

the land, but avoid natural 

water ways.

• Select the correct machinery 

for construction to reduce 

impact and cost.   

• Use an excavator rather 

than a bulldozer on 

steeper terrain.

• Plan track water control 

from the top of the track and 

work down to select sites for 

cut-offs and culverts.

• Stream approaches should 

be as fl at as possible.

• Minimum culvert size 

should be 300 mm, with 

headwall protection at both 

inlet and outlet.

• Seek technical advice on 

correct size of culvert pipes.

• Time construction to avoid 

the wet periods which 

hamper construction and 

compaction of fi ll. Carry out 

earthworks in mid to late 

summer and complete in 

time for autumn oversowing 

of bare areas.

• Avoid waahi tapu and 

archaeological sites.

A resource consent will be 

required if the proposed track:

• crosses a slope of 25° 

or more;

• crosses an Erosion Hazard 

Zone;

• disturbs a wetland;

• involves a cut of 2,000 m3 

or more.

Seek advice from an Environment 

Bay of Plenty land management 

offi cer.

Construction 
Exposed ash soils are easily 

eroded by stormwater runoff. The 

construction of tracks poses a 

signifi cant environmental risk as 

silt is a water pollutant. Be aware 

of any special soil properties that 

may affect a proposed track.

• Keep cut batters low and 

revegetate fi ll areas as soon 

as possible. 

• Construct track water 

controls as track formation 

proceeds, directing water 

toward stable ground.

• Where borrow and waste 

areas are used they should 

have water controls and be 

revegetated.

• Control construction debris.  

No debris should enter 

streams. Keep a vegetated 

buffer between the stream 

and track.

• In steep areas, remove all 

cut-to-waste material offsite 

(end haul), especially if close 

to a stream.

• On fi ll areas, maintain 

a raised outer edge on 

the track. Direct runoff to 

undisturbed ground with 

good vegetation cover.

 

A cut off drain installed on a downhill section
of track
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For further information and advice, contact 
your local land management offi cer at 
Environment Bay of Plenty:

Telephone: 0800 ENV BOP (368 267)
Facsimile: 0800 ENV FAX (368 329)
Pollution Hotline: 0800 73 83 93
Email: info@envbop.govt.nz
Website: www.envbop.govt.nz
Address: 5 Quay Street, P O Box 364, 
Whakatane, New Zealand

This fact sheet was prepared by Lawrie 
Donald
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 An intake structure should be 

constructed for each cut-off drain 

to ensure effective collection of 

fl ow. These can be small earth 

embankments or sandbag walls 

in the water table. Alternatively, 

culvert pipes can be used instead 

of open cut-off drains, with a 

sump formed in the water table 

as the pipe intake.

The discharge from cut-off 

drains/culverts should be directed 

to undisturbed ground with a low 

gradient and good vegetation 

cover. If such terrain is not 

immediately available at the 

cut-off drain outlet, or a fi ll 

slope is present, a fl ume will 

be required to carry fl ow to 

stable ground.  These can 

be constructed as wooden 

box fl umes, and a number of 

commercial products are also 

available.

Maintenance and Minimising 
Impacts
A track that is poorly designed, 

built or maintained can have 

an adverse impact on property 

access, streams and neighbours.  

The cost of repair work will be 

greater than a good maintenance 

programme.

To minimise the adverse impact 

of tracks on the environment:

• Fence cut batters and areas 

of fi ll where practicable.  

Plant these areas with 

shrubs or hydroseed 

(see Sustainable Options 

LM 13 Plant Selection for 

Disturbed Sites).

• Fence stream approaches 

to crossings to protect the 

stream bank and these 

approaches from erosion.

• Maintain all water controls on 

the track at regular intervals.  

Clean the water tables, 

culvert inlet and outlets and 

cut-off drains.

• Re-grade the track surface 

as required to maintain the 

crown so the track surface 

does not act like a drain.

• Remove the excessive build 

up of materials on the outer 

edge of the track, except at 

fi ll sites.

Environment Bay of Plenty land 

management staff are available to 

give advice regarding farm tracks.

• During construction, 

install sediment traps and 

maintain these traps until the 

earthworks are vegetated 

and stable.

Runoff Control
A water table (storm water drain) 

should be formed on the inside 

edge of the track. This will carry 

runoff from the track surface and 

adjacent slopes.

Water tables concentrate 

fl ow and are potential erosion 

features, so cut-off drains or 

culverts are required to divert 

fl ow. These drains are set along 

the track, at intervals determined 

by gradient and soil type.

On ash soils, track gradients of 

1 in 7 (8° or 14% slope) or less 

should have cut-off drains at 

intervals of approximately 

50 m. Where gradients are up

 to 1 in 3.5 (16° or 29% slope) 

this interval should be 25 m.  

Avoid constructing track gradients 

over 16° if possible, or limit such 

gradients to short sections of 

track. Cut-off drain spacing 

for gradients exceeding 1 in 3.5 

should be no more than 10 m.  

On coarse, sandy-texture soils, 

track runoff control will need to 

be more intensive.  Contact an 

Environment Bay of Plenty land 

management offi cer for advice.

Cut-off drains can be shallow 

open drains no more than 300 mm 

deep and between 800 mm and 

2,000 mm wide. They should be 

angled slightly across the track in 

a downhill direction, but should 

have fall of no more than 1 in 12 

(less than 5°). Spoil from the 

drain can be formed into a low 

mound along the downhill side 

of the drain to prevent fl ow from 

spilling on to the track surface.

Poor runoff control can result in considerable 
damage to tracks


