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If you own a ranch in the Texas Hill Country or are considering 
purchasing one, you need to know about cedar management.

Yes, you read that correctly. Cedar management, not cedar eradication.

Cedar is a nasty species that often exasperates ranchers, as it readily 
thrives and reproduces, blanketing pastureland and rangeland, and 
causing the native ecosystem to spin out of balance.

The first instinct of many ranchers is to clearcut the living daylights out 
of the cedar stands on their properties and be done with the annoying 
coniferous invaders.

That may, indeed, prove the best solution for you and your ranch. But 
often it’s not.

The more you know about cedar and cedar management, the more likely 
you will make the correct choice of how to control cedar on your land.

Introduction
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What many people call cedar is not actually cedar, but Ashe juniper, one 
of seventeen species of the genus Juniperus found in the United States. 
The trees go by a variety of binominal names—Juniperus ashei, 
Juniperus sabinoides, or Juniperus Mexicana. Ashe juniper is commonly 
referred to as mountain cedar, post cedar, blueberry cedar, Texas cedar, 
Mexican cedar, and most often as, “That @#$%*&! cedar.”  

Although many Texas ranchers view cedar much like home gardeners 
view stinkweed and crabgrass, “nuking” the evergreen trees is not 
always the best choice for effective management of your ranch property.
 
There are many factors to consider when developing a plan for cedar 
management. The density and size of the cedar trees, as well as the 
terrain, soil conditions, and even the prevailing winds, all need to be 
taken into account. 

When I evaluate a stretch of ranch property with the intent of developing 
an effective management plan, I weigh a variety of considerations. For 
example, what is the goal of the landowner with whom I am working? Is 
the rancher concerned with wildlife habitat or livestock? If we are 
thinking about wildlife, what is our target species?

What is cedar?
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If you want to be a good steward of your land, it is essential to establish 
goals and priorities for management. 

Some typical goals include improved pasture land for grazing of 
livestock or improved rangeland for conservation and support of 
different species of wildlife. Improvement of water resources is another 
goal for many landowners, keeping in mind that a mature cedar tree can 
consume almost twice the water of an equivalent-sized oak tree.
 
 It is not difficult to manage your ranch land properly
 and can be a very enjoyable activity especially when 
 you get to see the land respond and flourish under your
 good stewardship. 

Each of these goals involves a system of practices that almost always 
include some sort of cedar removal program. As already noted, cedar 
will reproduce like unwelcome weeds in a garden, throwing the entire 
pastureland and rangeland ecosystem into disarray. 

The good news is that with careful planning and attention to the specific 
needs of your property, you can maintain, or restore, the health of your 
ranch’s ecosystem.

If your property is under wildlife management, then there are other 
factors to weigh. For example, you can cut certain areas of cedar and not 
burn or mulch right away so that the brush piles can be left in place for 
smaller game such as quail. If quail is a target species in the landowner’s 
wildlife plan, then this can be a very big deal. 

Other factors to consider are the methods of cedar removal. The 
landowner’s overall plan must include the long-term recovery of the 
land. Certain methods provide better recovery times than others. 

Why would you want to 
remove any cedar?
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Ceder piled for small game shelter

“The ecosystem also has a diversity of grass and forbs 
providing valuable ground cover, reducing the risk of 
erosion, and maintaining the ecosystem.” 
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When wildlife species have the availability of land that is not clearcut, it 
can provide valuable food and shelter. On most ranch properties I visit, 
it is unnecessary to clear all of the cedar and usually not the best choice 
to maintain the property’s environmental quality. 

The Texas woodlands have a unique forest ecology that bears closer 
examination. The land supports different combinations of plant species 
depending on the terrain, slope, and soil. The ecosystem also has a 
diversity of grass and forbs providing valuable ground cover, reducing 
the risk of erosion, and maintaining the ecosystem. 

If you are on non-sloping land with your goals being optimum grass 
production for livestock, you may consider clearing all the cedar. 

One potential result of clear-cutting is exposing the desired hardwood 
trees to weakened ground structure and therefore damage from the 
wind. I have seen ranches where, when the first strong storm came 
through after the cedars were removed, numerous hardwoods that were 
no longer protected laid over from the wind.

Why not just clearcut 
cedar?
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Hand-cut around oak trees

Hand-cut area after 30 days of recovery

9



Chemical: Chemical methods have been used with some good results on 
small regrowth cedar. However, you will have to take into consideration 
that using a herbicide will impact grass and plant growth immediately 
surrounding the cedars under application. Moreover, the long-term 
impact of using chemicals on wildlife and groundwater is unclear. 
Personally, I am not a fan of applying chemicals. The nature of land 
management is to restore the land to its most-healthy condition, and
using chemicals seems to be counterintuitive to this perspective.

Prescribed Burning: Like chemical methods, prescribed burning yields 
good results on smaller-growth cedar and is an effective tool as part of an 
ongoing management program. Another benefit to prescribed burning is 
that it can be good for all types of plant and grass management. 
Prescribed burns usually have a good recovery time cosmetically as long 
as they are conducted at the right time of year. It is advisable to get 
assistance from a consultant and/or county extension agent when doing a 
burn for the first time.

Hand Clearing: This is one of the most effective methods of cedar 
removal as far as ecosystem recovery, cosmetic recovery, and the ability 
to be very selective about which trees are removed.

Hand clearing is a great method to clean up around hardwoods. This
allows you to reduce the cedar population without taking too many 
cedars, which can leave the hardwoods unprotected from wind and 
erosion, as well as possibly weaken their root system due to changes in 
soil temperature. 

The downside to hand-cutting is that the brush piles of cedar need to be 
dealt with, and this can lead to a whole new management decision 
concerning how to handle the brush.

Mechanical:

What are the options for 
removing my cedar?

Continued

Brush Hog/Mowing: This is a good method for removal of small 
cedar that is in a field and can be mowed along with the grass. It 
does not always remove the cedar but rather retards its growth as a 
way to maintain it. Personally, I am a fan of walking with loppers 
and removing the saplings individually, unless the area is one you 
want to mow anyway.

Shears: Hydraulic shears mounted to a bobcat are an effective tool 
to remove larger second-growth cedar. Bobcat loaders are small
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Hydro Axe on fresh shreded land

Buldozer at work on a ranch (above) and the bulldozed pile with
scorched dirt remaining
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and lighter than some types of equipment and therefore have less 
impact on the surrounding growth of plants and grasses. Bobcat 
loaders are less harmful to desired hardwoods.

Hydro Ax/Mulching: This is a machine that “shreds” or 
“mulches” the cedar and has become very popular, especially in 
areas that are more urban. That’s because a hydro ax is fast and is 
less harmful to the other parts of the property than bulldozing 
(see next item). 

However, mulching can have a mildly negative impact on some 
properties. Mulching requires a longer recovery time for the 
species of plants and grasses that it covers, especially if the 
coverage is very thick. Also, many landowners dislike the cosmetic 
look of the mulching.

Bulldozing: Using a bulldozer is very hard on the land and 
destroys other plants and grasses. That makes for very long 
recovery times. 

If a land owner is looking to put the property on the market after 
the cedar management is complete, this could have a negative 
impact on his or her marketing results. 

Chaining: This method involves stringing a chain between two 
bulldozers and dragging the chain so that it uproots everything in 
its path. Chaining was frequently used in the 1940s and 1950s but 
is generally frowned upon now as it leaves a damaged ecosystem 
with a very long recovery and is counterintuitive from a land 
management point of view.
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“If you underestimate how hot a cedar fire can get you may 
burn too close to your hardwoods, and this can cause 
damage and death form the excessive heat.” 

Pile of mulch
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What to do with brush 
piles and cut cedar?
Leave them be: Depending on the amount of cedar you have removed 
and what your management plan is, you may want to leave the brush 
piles in place. For instance, if you are managing for quail, you may want 
to leave the piles as shelter. For those who have a wildlife plan as part of 
their wildlife exemption, this is a great way to create small game 
shelters.

Burning: The quick and easy way to dispose of brush piles is to burn 
them. This is a solution that many landowners choose based on cost and 
convenience. The downside to this is it must be done under the right 
weather conditions to avoid sparking wildfires. Also, if you 
underestimate how hot a cedar fire can get you may burn too close to 
your hardwoods, and this can cause damage and death form the 
excessive heat. Another drawback is that the heat from the fire will 
scorch the earth and you will have an area where the brush pile was 
burned that needs a long recovery time.

Mulching/Chipping: Mulching the brush piles is another option that, 
when done properly, can be gentle on the land. The finished mulch must 
be spread in a thin layer. Otherwise, it will create a blanket that will 
hinder underlying plant growth and lead to long recovery times. One 
solution used by land owners is to pile the brush onto the ranch roads 
and then mulch it creating a cedar mulch road base. 

Removal: Physically removing the cedar either by hand or by 
mechanical means is another option. Often the brush can then be placed 
in draws or ravines as a means to prevent soil erosion. Doing so brings a 
“two birds, one stone” strategy to your land management program. 
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Soil erosion

“loss of soil could do more harm to your ecosystem than 
leaving the cedar in place”
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What about erosion?

Erosion of the soil after the cedar has been removed is a definite 
concern, as loss of soil could do more harm to your ecosystem than 
leaving the cedar in place. Careful planning before the removal begins 
will pay long-term dividends. It is advisable to have someone with 
experience assist you in planning if you are concerned about potential 
erosion.
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The Takeaway

Educate yourself about proper land management practices. Do research 
and don’t be shy about asking for help. It is not difficult to manage your 
ranch land properly and can be a very enjoyable activity especially when 
you get to see the land respond and flourish under your good 
stewardship. 

If you need help locating more information or connecting with the right 
people to help you, please do not hesitate to contact me. I will be glad to 
assist you.



Page ©2017 The Ranch Broker

Lem Lewis
The Ranch Broker

19



About

This article is part of the ongoing “Ask Lem” series of written reports, 
e-books, and videos designed to answer common questions about buying, 
selling, and operating ranch properties. 

“Ask Lem” is the brainchild of Lem Lewis, a 4th generation Texas 
rancher, ranch broker, and land consultant. Lem considers helping 
people buy and sell ranching a higher calling – something he is meant to 
do in life.

For Lem, ranching is all about his clients, their families, their destiny, 
and the many blessings that we in America, and Texas especially, enjoy 
thanks to our abundant, productive land.

If you have questions about ranching, it would be Lem’s pleasure to 
share his knowledge and experience with you. 

To contact Lem, please call 210-275-3551 or send an email to
lem@theranchbroker.com.
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