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MDOT GUIDELINES FOR BILLBOARD VEGETATION MANAGEMENT 
SUITABLE ALTERNATIVES & ACCEPTABLE MITIGATION 

 

Purpose: 

According to the Highway Advertising Act (HAA) of 1972, as amended, MCL 252.301 et seq., an applicant for a 

billboard vegetation management permit must “clearly identify . . . all proposed mitigation for the impacts of 

the vegetation management undertaken.” MCL 252.311a(3).  If “the applicant is unable to provide acceptable 

mitigation” or “no suitable alternative exists,” MDOT may deny or limit the application for certain specified 

reasons. MCL 252.311a(8). 

These guidelines are intended to provide directions on what may constitute acceptable mitigation and suitable 

alternatives, as well as other pertinent considerations, for those submitting an application for a vegetation 

management permit and MDOT personnel tasked with evaluating the application. 

 

Vegetation Mitigation: 

Acceptable Mitigation Requirements: 

• Because the HAA requires that an application for a vegetation management permit “shall clearly 

identify . . . all proposed mitigation,” an application without proposed mitigation is considered 

incomplete unless the applicant states clearly that it is not proposing any mitigation. MCL 252.311a(3). 

• Under the HAA, mitigation must eliminate as best as possible the impact of the vegetation 

management at the site of the vegetation trimming or removal.  For example, if removing a tree will 

cause soil erosion, the applicant cannot mitigate by providing wildlife habitat; and if the impacts are 

particular to one location, the applicant cannot perform mitigation in another location. 

• Acceptance of mitigation will be based on the site conditions at the specific location.  Not all species or 

varieties of plants are suitable for all locations and soil types.  

• All proposed mitigation must use the current version of the following documents: 

o MDOT Standard Specifications for Construction, including § 815 Landscaping 

o MDOT Special Conditions for Cutting, Trimming, and/or Removal of Vegetation, Form 2240  

o MDOT Standard Plan for Seeding and Tree Planting, R-100 Series 

o The Terms and Conditions of the Individual Right-of-Way (ROW) Permit authorizing the work 

• The applicant is responsible for providing plants best suited for the specific project site conditions. 

Proposed Mitigation – Reasons for Denial: 

• Acceptable mitigation will not be possible in certain circumstances, including, but not limited to, the 

following: 

o Vegetation was installed or maintained as part of a maintenance, landscaping, or highway 

construction project.  

o Trees are an unusual species not normally found in the ROW. 

o Trees are the only tall growing vegetation in the area. 

https://legislature.mi.gov/Laws/MCL?objectName=MCL-ACT-106-OF-1972
https://www.legislature.mi.gov/Laws/MCL?objectName=MCL-252-301
https://www.legislature.mi.gov/Laws/MCL?objectName=MCL-252-311A
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/-/media/Project/Websites/MDOT/Business/Construction/Standard-Specifications-Construction/2020-Standard-Specifications-Construction.pdf?rev=b944f71da7fb4f9c879f74659f64795b&hash=572ED32A1FC18C8D164C30D646450900
https://mdotjboss.state.mi.us/webforms/GetDocument.htm?fileName=2240.pdf
https://mdotjboss.state.mi.us/stdplan/getStandardPlanDocument.htm?docGuid=b71f6853-f31c-4d26-a7f4-6d488408be52
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o Size makes the tree unique and not replaceable as they exist; for example, a 36” diameter 

healthy red oak or sugar maple has a biomass and aesthetic value that cannot be replaced by 

an equivalent combined diameter of smaller trees (e.g., 18 two-inch diameter replacements). 

o Removal of vegetation may have an adverse effect on adjacent property owners. 

o Functions and values of the trees at their current location cannot be replaced by lower growing 

vegetation. 

o Specific visual and/or audio quality needs (e.g., screening undesirable views and objects, 

screening headlight glare, screening junkyards, control of snow and sand drift, traffic noise 

reduction, etc.) cannot be provided by replacement vegetation or other materials. 

Other Acceptable Mitigation Considerations: 

• There are numerous areas within the ROW designated as Community Gateways.  These are usually 

located adjacent to an interchange with a nearby destination location.  Mitigation plans are required 

for these areas and must be developed in alignment with the requirements of the MDOT Highway 

Aesthetic Elements Guidelines. 

• There are other areas with special designations that were developed using the Commission Policy on 

Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS), which was adopted by MDOT in 2005.  Under the CSS Policy, MDOT 

solicits early and continuous dialogue with local governments, road commissions, industry groups, land 

use advocates, and state agencies during project planning and development.  This dialogue with 

stakeholders helps to ensure bridges, interchanges, bike paths, and other transportation projects “fit” 

into their communities.  The CSS approach results in projects that respect a community’s scenic, 

aesthetic, historic, economic, and environmental character, while maintaining safety and stability.  A 

mitigation plan developed for a site located in or adjacent to an area with a CSS special designation 

must account for the specific uses of the surrounding area. 

Special Mitigation Conditions: 

• A request to top vegetation that is being used as a wind/snow break may be approved on a case-by-

case basis with the following special mitigation conditions: 

o The vegetation that is topped must be warrantied for a period of five years. 

o Any warranted vegetation determined by the Region Resource Specialist/Analyst to be dead or 

dying within the five-year warranty period must be replaced. 

o The replacements will be completed according to the mitigation plan included in the permit 

authorizing the work, which is designed to mitigate for the loss of the wind/snow break 

currently provided by the vegetation. 

• Approval to top vegetation is dependent on whether the vegetation can survive the topping based on 

the vegetation’s current health and sensitivity to the procedure caused by past topping and/or 

trimming. 

Suitable Alternatives: 

https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/-/media/Project/Websites/MDOT/Business/Permits/Right-of-Way-Construction/Highway-Aesthetic-Element-Guidelines.pdf?rev=6b900297e6334246817e4913e39d047c&hash=926ED555A74F56311406CC7461A659F0
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/-/media/Project/Websites/MDOT/Business/Permits/Right-of-Way-Construction/Highway-Aesthetic-Element-Guidelines.pdf?rev=6b900297e6334246817e4913e39d047c&hash=926ED555A74F56311406CC7461A659F0
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• An application must identify all possible alternatives to the proposed vegetation management that the 

applicant desires MDOT to consider.  A failure to identify possible alternatives may result in a finding 

that there are no suitable alternatives. MCL 252.311a(8) 

• Suitable alternatives that have been used in the past to avoid a permit denial or limitation include the 

following: 

 

o Trimming the obstructing portions of the tree or shrub instead of removing the entire plant. 

o Moving the billboard’s viewing cone to a location with less obstructing vegetation. 

o Leaving some trees within the viewing cone if some view can be achieved. 

o Raising the billboard height, depending on billboard status and local government approval. 

Other Considerations: 

Date of Billboard Construction: 

• The most common reason for the denial of a vegetation management permit application is that the 

vegetation to be managed is “existing vegetation” that was over 8 feet tall at the time of the billboard’s 

construction. MCL 252.311a(8)(f).  “Existing vegetation” is defined by the HAA as vegetation that 

MDOT intends to maintain or otherwise keep. MCL 252.302(m), (u). 

• The MDOT Highway Advertising Specialist, Region Resource Specialists/Analysts, and Statewide 

Roadside Landscape Designers house MDOT’s records and historical data related to billboard 

construction and landscaping projects on the ROW.  This information may be reviewed whenever there 

is a likelihood that an application seeks to manage vegetation that might pre-date the construction of 

the billboard. 

• Determining the age of vegetation can be done using the following non-exclusive methods: 

o Coring trees to determine the age. 

o Reviewing landscaping plans, both past and present, of the proposed mitigation areas. 

o Referencing roadside video collected each year by MDOT. 

Vegetation Valuation: 

• The HAA requires that MDOT notify a successful applicant of the value of the vegetation to be 

managed.  MCL 252.311a(4).  The applicant must pay the value of the vegetation before MDOT issues 

the permit, unless the permit is for vegetation that has regrown within five years of a previously issued 

permit for the same location. 

• Region Resource Specialists/Analysts refer to the following resources to determine the value of the 

vegetation to be managed: 

o Michigan Tree Valuation Guide 12th Edition – February 2022. 

o Michigan Department of Transportation’s Brush Valuation Table. 
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Resources: 

 

• MDOT Website for Billboard Vegetation Removal/Trimming Permits 

 

• Current MDOT  Standard Specifications for Construction 

 

• MDOT Special Conditions for Cutting, Trimming, and/or Removal of Vegetation, Form 2240 

  

• MDOT Standard Plans Index 
 

• Highway Advertising Act of 1972 (Act 106 of 1972), as amended, MCL 252.301 et seq. 

 

• U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration - Environmental Review Toolkit – 

State Plant Listings – Michigan 

 

Additional resources: 

(a). MDOT Roadside Plants for Michigan – Revised May 2019 

MDOT Roadside Plants  

(b). Functions of Roadside Vegetation – Revised January 2022 

Functions of Roadside Vegetation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/business/permits/highway-advertising-billboards/vegetation-removal
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/-/media/Project/Websites/MDOT/Business/Construction/Standard-Specifications-Construction/2020-Standard-Specifications-Construction.pdf
https://mdotjboss.state.mi.us/webforms/GetDocument.htm?fileName=2240.pdf
https://mdotjboss.state.mi.us/stdplan/standardPlansIndex.htm#roadPlans
http://legislature.mi.gov/doc.aspx?mcl-Act-106-of-1972
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_topics/ecosystems/roadside_use/vegmgmt_rd_mi.aspx
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_topics/ecosystems/roadside_use/vegmgmt_rd_mi.aspx
https://stateofmichigan-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/riosj_michigan_gov/EZMAHzQ8shRAqeAyt3cGqswBOSLf8oA1EsptEAFnM7TpwQ?e=8oiC5V
https://stateofmichigan-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/riosj_michigan_gov/ETtaBsCGKvREis4mc25P2R8Bo35-UcVYi8ot4ZsnzmgTBw?e=GtmUsw
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MDOT Roadside Plants For Michigan – Revised May 2019 

Plants for Michigan Roadsides 

Not all species/varieties are suitable for all locations and soils. The Design-Builder is responsible for providing plants best 

suited to the project specific conditions.  

Note: Due to Emerald Ash Borer infestation NO ASH TREES (Fraxinus sp.) are permitted to be planted within MDOT right 

of way.     

TREES – Large (40’ +) 

Acer x freemanii var.     

Acer rubrum var. 

Acer saccharum 

‘Commemoration’ 

‘Green Mountain’ 

Aesculus hippocastanum 

Betula nigra 

Carya spp. 

Catalpa speciosa 

Celtis occidentalis 

Corylus colurna 

Ginkgo biloba (MALE TREES ONLY) 

Gleditsia triacanthos inermis 

‘Glenleven’ 

‘Greenspire’ 

Gymnocladus dioica 

Liquidambar styraciflua (HYDRIC SOILS) 

Ostrya virginiana 

Platanus x acerifolia ‘Bloodgood’ 

Platanus occidentalis 

Prunus maackii 

Prunus virginiana 

 

 

Pyrus calleryana 

Quercus alba 

Quercus bicolor 

Quercus imbricaria 

Quercus macrocarpa 

Quercus palustris 

Quercus robur 

Quercus rubra 

‘Shademaster’  

‘Skyline’ 

Sophora japonica 

Tilia americana 

Tilia cordata 

Ulmus americana (DED Resistant) 

Ulmus parvifolia 

Ulmus x cultivars (DED Resistant) 

Zelkova serrata 
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INTERMEDIATE TREES (25’>) 

Acer ginnala 

Acer campestre 

Amelanchier spp. 

Crataegus spp. 

Malus spp. (disease resistant cultivars) 

Syringa reticulata 

 

EVERGREEN TREES  

Abies concolor  

Picea abies 

Picea glauca 

Picea omorika  

Picea pungens  

Pinus flexilis 

Pinus heldreichii 

Pinus nigra 

 

ORNAMENTAL GRASSES 

Calamagrostis spp. 

Festuca ‘Elijah Blue’ 

Miscanthus sinensis cultivars 

Panicum virgatum cultivars 

Pennisetum alopecuroides cultivars 

Schizachyrium scoparium 
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SHRUBS 

Aronia spp. 

Berberis thunbergia 

Buxus spp. 

Caragana arborescens  

Clethra alnifolia 

Cotoneaster spp. 

Cornus spp. 

Diervilla spp. 

Euonymus alatus 

Forsythia spp. 

Hamamelis spp. 

Hydrangea spp. 

Hypericum spp. 

Ilex verticillata (HYDRIC SOILS) 

Itea spp. 

Juniperus spp. 

Ligustrum 

Lonicera x ‘Emerald Mound’ 

Myrica pensylvanica 

Physocarpus spp. 

Pinus mugo 

Potentilla spp. 

Rhus 

Ribes alpinum 

Rosa spp. 

Sambucus canadensis 

Spiraea spp. 

Symphorocarpus albus 

Syringa spp. 

 

 

Viburnum spp. 

Weigela spp. 

Yucca spp. 
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Functions of Roadside Vegetation – Revised January 2022  

MDOT manages and plants roadside vegetation per the principles in the MDOT Roadside Vegetation Management 
Manual, AASHTO’s A Guide for Transportation Landscape and Environmental Design, and MDOT’s Pollinator habitat 
Management Program Plan. Below are excerpts taken from these guides describing the importance of planting and 
maintaining existing roadside vegetation along the transportation system. 

 

Planning and The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 

The Project Planning Division addresses the long-range planning and programming of highway transportation projects. 
Their goal is to assure the compliance of all federally funded projects with NEPA. Some state funded projects or 
maintenance activities may also result in vegetation impacts that require environmental clearance reviews. 

During the alternative’s development and analysis phase, MDOT uses the NEPA process to avoid and minimize impacts 
to natural resources, including vegetation. The consideration of numerous alternatives should be explored that avoid 
and minimize impacts to vegetation. 

Altering the vegetation along the roadside has the potential to impact the resources or functions listed below: 

Threatened and Endangered Species 

Landscape Features with a Historic Significance 

Planned Landscaping Near a Historic Property 

Billboard Viewing Zones 

Migratory Bird Nesting and Flight Corridors 

Loss of Animal Habitat 

Air Quality 

Noise Abatement 

Dust Deterrence 

Stream Quality/Shading 

Wetland, Stream and Lake Sedimentation Buffers 

Aesthetics and Viewsheds 

 

Another aspect to consider with vegetation management is the short – and long-term effect of the proposed work. 
Often short-term and low-cost fixes will cause long-term problems that could persist for decades. The problem needs to 
be accurately identified and a management strategy needs to be developed that meets both the short- and long-term 
goals. 
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Protected Areas Program 

The Protected Areas Program is a 25-year-old stewardship effort started by MDOT in mid-1980s. Protected Areas (PAs) 
are locations withing MDOT ROW where threatened, endangered and special concern (T&E) plant and animal species 
are present. Often these are located where the adjacent land is natural forest, MDNR land or other protected public 
land. While all areas with T&E species are protected under state and federal law, these sites receive additional 
management and maintenance activities to enhance the habitat and species. 

 

Aesthetics 

Visual Quality 

The 1966 U.S. Department of Transportation Act, Section 4(f) declared a national policy to preserve, where possible, 
“the natural beauty of the countryside and public park and recreation lands, wildlife and waterfowl refuges, and historic 
sites.” 

MDOT policy (09-28-00) regarding aesthetics states that MDOT will protect, preserve and enhance its existing aesthetic 
resources wherever possible. This includes the appropriate maintenance of trunkline roadsides, right-of-way, and 
landscaping, aesthetic improvements, and protection of scenic areas and historical, cultural, architectural and 
environmental resources wherever possible. 

Planting is one of the several methods used to improve visual quality in transportation facilities. Appropriate planting 
can enhance the visual quality of the highway rights-of-way and the communities through which they pass. Trees and 
shrubs provide a green buffer between the traveled way and adjacent development. 

 

Community Gateways 

In 2005 MDOT adopted the Commission Policy on Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS). Under this policy, MDOT solicits 
early and continuous dialogue with local governments, road commissions, industry groups, land use advocates, and 
state agencies during project planning and development. This dialogue with stakeholders helps to ensure bridges, 
interchanges, bike paths and other transportation projects “fit” into their communities. The CSS approach results in 
projects that respect a community’s scenic, aesthetic, historic, economic, and environmental character while 
maintaining safety and mobility. 

 

Screening Undesirable Views and Objects 

Screening undesirable views seen from and toward the highway can be performed with vegetation. Plantings offer a 
variety of forms which can be manipulated by the designer to accomplish a natural looking solution. 

 

Safety and Function 

Other than just being aesthetically pleasing, vegetation can serve a functional purpose or address particular safety 
issues. 
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Screening headlight glare 

Vegetation can be very effective in screening headlight glare from oncoming vehicles. Blinded vision due to glare can be 
a cause of crashes. In addition to curved median areas, headlight glare can also be a problem between interchange loops 
and from frontage roads, service roads and parking areas. 

 

Delineation changes in highway alignment 

Plants are used to delineate changes in highway alignment. Headlight glare reduction plantings may serve a dual 
purpose in this regard. Trees or shrubs on the outside of curves may aid in directing a motorist, particularly in fog, in 
snow and rainstorms, and during night driving. Plants may also be used to aid a motorist in seeing directional signs by 
framing or forming a background. 

 

Control of snow and sand drift 

Drifting snow can be a very serious problem to maintenance forces and motorists. Living snow fence can reduce 
maintenance costs, provide increased driver safety, improve with age, and greatly enhance the appearance of the 
roadside. Forest growth tends to minimize snow drifting by acting as a reservoir for snow. Therefore, retention of 
existing growth is important. 

When wind is laden with dust it can seriously impair visibility. Where this problem is serious, such as from certain 
farming practices, consideration may be given to the planting of living sand fence similar to that used for living snow 
fence. 

 

Psychological Design Consideration 

Existing plantings can alleviate driver fatigue brought about by long stretches of riding surface that call for no change of 
eye focus which may even lull the driver to sleep. Emphasis should be given to directional changes by delineation 
plantings which aid in a driver’s decision by making it easier to discern the outline of a curved roadway. This may be of 
particular importance at night when the plants are illuminated by headlights. 

 

Erosion Control and Soil Stabilization 

Controlling and preventing erosion is a major factor in the design of highways. Vegetation is the most cost effective and 
aesthetically pleasing means of erosion control. Trees, shrubs, and some selected native grasses and forbs can provide 
low maintenance and long-term erosion protection to slopes, including steep slopes. Woody plants are particularly 
adaptable for use on steep or rocky slopes where maintenance is difficult. 

 

Traffic Noise Reduction 

Traffic noise is a serious environmental problem to people living adjacent to major highways carrying large volumes of 
traffic. The principal noise reduction effect pf plantings is psychological. When it is not possible or feasible to use 
barriers or other actual means of attenuation, plantings may reduce human annoyance and awareness of the problem 
by screening the noise source from view. 

 



January 10, 2025 

MDOT GUIDELINES FOR BILLBOARD VEGETATION MANAGEMENT 
SUITABLE ALTERNATIVES & ACCEPTABLE MITIGATION 

Wildlife Habitat 

Roadsides are important for wildlife habitat. They provide food, nesting, and protection from weather. The impacts on 
wildlife can be lessened by including animal needs in highway designs. Buffer strips of native trees and shrubs provide 
visual screening and vegetation diversity essential to wildlife habitat. Preservation of existing trees and shrubs along the 
roadside is an important part of preserving wildlife habitat. 

 

Pollinator Habitat 

MDOT has developed a habitat management plan to protect pollinators and their habitats rights of way in response to 
pollinator population decline. By reducing negative impacts on pollinator habitat, improving existing habitat and creating 
new habitat in our roadsides, we can help pollinators by giving them safe travel corridors, food and shelter. MDOT 
adheres to the guidance provided by the FAST ACT (2015) in its management approach. This includes reduced mowing, 
creation of pollinator habitat through plantings of native flowering plants, and creation of long and connected stretches 
of habitat to serve as safe migratory corridors for pollinators. The buffer zone, outside the operational zone along a 
highway is a diverse community of trees, large shrubs, and herbaceous flowering plants. This diverse community has the 
ability to provide pollinators with season-long supplies of food and habitat. 

 

Drainage & Water Quality 

Vegetation plays a huge part in highway drainage and water quality. Vegetated drainage courses to convey stormwater 
drainage from highways serve a dual purpose. First, the vegetation protects the roadside and waterway from erosion 
and, second, it provides bio-filtration to remove pollutants from highway runoff, thereby reducing degradation of water 
quality in receiving waters. 

 

 

 

 


