
Mechanical Clearing vs. Long Term Vegetation Control on 
Engineered Slopes, Industrial Perimeters, and Dam Faces 

Why invasive woody species 
need more than bush hogging 
 
Industrial facilities, airports, utilities, and 
public works departments routinely 
manage slopes, dam faces, retention ponds, 
and perimeter zones where access, 
visibility, drainage, and safety are critical. 
These areas often receive mechanical 
clearing through mowing, bush hogging, 
mulching, or heavy equipment work. While 
mechanical work is sometimes necessary to 
reset overgrown areas, it is rarely a stand 
alone solution when invasive woody 
species are present. 

The images here show classic examples of 
mechanically cleared slopes with heavy 
woody debris, cut stubble, and exposed soil. 
These conditions are common across 
reclaimed sites, engineered slopes, and 
older erosion control areas. Without follow 
up brush control treatment, these sites 
predictably return to dense brush within a 
single growing season. 
This write up explores why that happens, 
what species are sometimes involved, and 
how professional vegetation management 
programs differ from (and supplement) 
repeated mechanical maintenance. 
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The Problem Species Behind 
Rapid Regrowth 
 
In the Southeast, sites like these are 
rarely dominated by simple turf weeds. 
Particularly in utility corridors, they are 
typically populated by a mix of invasive 
and aggressive woody species such as: 
 
• Autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata) 
• Chinese privet (pictured L) 
• Sweetgum or Sumac saplings 
• Greenbrier and other woody vines 
• Japanese honeysuckle 
• Blackberry and dewberry 
• Volunteer pine and mixed hardwood 

Autumn olive is a prime example. It was widely planted for erosion control, wildlife 
habitat, and reclamation from the 1960s through the 1990s. It establishes quickly on poor 
or compacted soils, fixes nitrogen, and thrives on disturbed ground. It leafs out early, 
holds leaves late, and shades out other species. It also resprouts aggressively from the 
root crown after cutting similar to privet and other invasive brush. 

From a Facilities Perspective  
 
The key takeaway is simple, for 
these species, mechanical cutting 
stimulates regrowth rather than 
controlling them. 
 
DNR Best Control Practice guides note 
that cutting and mowing Autumn olive 
and similar shrubs causes vigorous 
resprouting unless the cut surfaces are 
treated with herbicide, or fresh growth is 
sprayed with foliar applications. 
The same is true for privet, sweetgum, 
and many volunteer hardwoods. 
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Why Mechanical Maintenance Fails on These Sites 
 
Mechanical clearing has value. It restores access, improves visibility, and can be necessary to 
open up severely overgrown areas. However, when used alone on invasive woody species, it 
creates three predictable outcomes: 
 
Accelerated resprouting 

Cutting removes top growth but leaves an intact root system. Many of these species 
respond by sending up multiple new shoots from the root crown and lateral roots. 

Denser regrowth 
A single stem plant becomes a multi stem clump. The regrowth is often thicker than 
before and harder to mow. 

Shorter maintenance cycles 
What was an annual or biannual cut becomes a quarterly problem. Labor, equipment 
hours, and risk exposure increase.  
 

On slopes and dam faces, repeated mechanical work also increases erosion risk, equipment 
hazards, and operator fatigue. It does not address the root cause of the problem. 

The Reality of Erosion Control 
and Reclamation Sites 
 
Many industrial and municipal properties 
include slopes that were engineered, 
graded, or reclaimed. These areas were 
often seeded with aggressive species or 
planted with shrubs like Autumn olive for 
stabilization. Over time, those species 
escape control and dominate the slope. 
 
Autumn olive in particular produces 
heavy seed crops that are spread by birds 
and mammals. It establishes rapidly in 
open areas and along edges. Even if you 
clear a slope, nearby seed sources will 
repopulate it driven by cross 
contamination. 

This is why facilities teams often feel like they are “chasing brush” with no lasting result. 
The biology of the plant is working against mechanical methods. 
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What Professional Vegetation Management Delivers Differently 
 
Effective long term control requires systemic herbicide programs designed for woody 
species, not turf or lawn products and not mowing schedules alone. 
Professional programs use: 
 

• Selective woody actives such as Triclopyr and Fluroxypyr where labels allow 
• Application methods matched to the site including directed foliar, basal bark, cut 

stump, and backpack spot treatments 
• Timing based on plant physiology over periodic calendar convenience 
• Licensed applicators trained in slope work, drift control, and site constraints 

 
For large, established infestations, effective control of Autumn olive often requires herbicide 
and mechanical methods alone are impractical, or not economical 

They require predictable height control and clear access. A slope that looks “okay” today can 
become an access and inspection problem in 60 to 90 days during the growing season. 
Professional programs are designed to: 
 

• Suppress regrowth at the root level 
• Reduce stem density over time 
• Extend maintenance cycles 
• Lower long term labor and equipment exposure 
 

This is less about manicuring a slope than it is about manageability and long term stability. 

Triclopyr ester and amine formulations 
are specifically noted as more effective 
than general purpose hardware store 
weed killer on these species. This aligns 
with what we see in the field across 
Georgia and the Southeast. Off the shelf 
round up may have a role, but it is not 
sufficient for species like Autumn olive, 
privet, and mature saplings. 
Slopes, dam faces, and perimeters 
need a different approach because 
these areas are not lawns. They are: 

 
• Safety zones 
• Inspection corridors 
• Drainage systems 
• Wildlife control areas 
• Infrastructure protection zones 
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Mechanical work still has a place 
VegClear is not anti mechanical. In many 
cases, the correct sequence is: 
 
• Mechanical reset to open the site and 

remove bulk growth 
• Targeted (professional) herbicide 

application to control resprouting 
• Program based follow up treatments to 

suppress suckers and new volunteers 
 
We’ve commonly seen the challenges teams 
experience when relying on mechanical work 
as the only tool. That approach almost 
always leads to higher long term cost and 
frustration. 

What Facilities Teams Should Expect 
 
When you engage a professional vegetation management provider, you can expect:  

 
• A site specific assessment of species present 
• Selection of actives based on woody targets, not front lawn turf weeds 
• Clear stated proposal assumptions around access, water, and scheduling 
• Individually licensed technicians performing the work 
• Documentation for compliance and audits 
• A plan that reduces repeat mechanical cycles over time 

 
This is how you move from reactive brush cutting to controlled vegetation management. 

VegClear specializes in industrial vegetation management programs built specifically for these 
conditions. Our work is designed to reduce regrowth pressure, extend maintenance intervals, and 
give facilities teams predictable results in areas where mechanical maintenance alone has failed. If 
your team is evaluating alternatives to repeat mowing and bush hogging on slopes and perimeters, 
this is exactly the class of problem our programs are built to solve. 

If your slopes, retention ponds, dam faces, or 
perimeter zones look like the images 
referenced here, you are not dealing with a 
mowing problem. You are dealing with 
invasive woody species and aggressive 
volunteers that are biologically designed to 
defeat mechanical methods. This goes 
beyond mechanical vs. chemical. It is short 
term clearing versus long term control. 
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