
 

 

 

 

 

THINNING OF NATIVE VEGETATION  

Order made under clause 40 of the Native Vegetation Regulation 2013  

 

I, Robyn Parker, Minister administering the Native Vegetation Act 2003, by this Order under clause 40 of 
the Native Vegetation Regulation 2013, declare thinning of native vegetation on all land in NSW to which 
the Native Vegetation Act 2003 applies to be a routine agricultural management activity. 

This Order is made subject to the conditions in Schedule A. 

 

The Honourable Robyn Parker 

Minister for the Environment 

 

Date:  
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Note: 

Summary of Conditions 

The following is a broad summary of the conditions in Schedule A. See the conditions for details. 

What can be thinned? 

Native vegetation can be thinned if it: 

1. forms part of a Vegetation Formation suitable for thinning in the relevant zone of NSW; and 

2. is greater than 1.3 m in height and have a woody stem between 0 and 25 cm DBHOB. 

 

What can’t be thinned?  

Native vegetation must not be thinned if it: 

3. is a tree or woody shrub with a stem diameter greater than 25cm DBHOB; 

4. is a threatened tree or woody shrub species;  

5. is located on areas classified as vulnerable land classified as either steep or highly erodible land or 
special category land; 

6. is located on visibly rocky areas, skeletal soils, dune fields or lunettes; 

7. is any tree or woody shrub species in the Zone 3 of NSW from outside the following Genera: Acacia, 
Allocasuarina, Angophora, Callitris, Casuarina, Corymbia, Eucalyptus and Melaleuca. 

 

How much can be thinned? 

8. All thinned areas must retain a stem density greater than or equal to the nominated stem density value 
per hectare for the 0-25 cm DBHOB size class in suitable Vegetation Formations.  

9. Maximum areas that could be thinned per notification are set for the Zone 3 (up to 300 ha), Zone 2 (up 
to 1,000 ha) and Zone 1 (up to 1,500 ha) of NSW (see map at appendix 5).  

 

What other conditions apply  

10. In riparian areas (i.e. within 30 m from the observed bank of a watercourse, estuary or wetland), 
thinning must only be undertaken with ‘no disturbance’ to soil, groundcover and non-target plants; 

11. In all other areas, thinning must only be undertaken with ‘minimal disturbance’ to soil, groundcover and 
non-target plants; 

12. Thinning must not occur on discrete patches of vegetation less than 1 hectare in size that are further 
than 100 metres from an adjoining remnant patch of vegetation; 

13. Cut stems or debris must not be stacked around or against retained mature trees or woody shrubs; 

14. Thinning must not occur with the use of chaining or roping methods; 

15. Thinning must not be undertaken for the purposes of commercial Private Native Forestry (PNF). 
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SCHEDULE A:  

CONDITIONS FOR THE THINNING OF NATIVE VEGETATION  

Purpose of these conditions 

Thinning of native vegetation has been declared by the Minister for the Environment to be a routine 
agricultural management activity. As a result, the thinning of native vegetation will be a routine agricultural 
management activity if it is carried out in accordance with the Order and the conditions of the Order set out 
in this schedule. 

The intent is to facilitate thinning defined areas of thickened native vegetation to nominated stem densities. 
Under the Order, thinning means the selective removal of individual trees and woody shrubs for the 
purposes of: reducing competition, allowing for improved growth and maturation of retained trees and 
encouraging regeneration and recruitment. Clearing permitted under the Order also seeks to allow for 
increased native pasture and groundcover growth. As a consequence, the localised livestock grazing 
capacity of thinned vegetation may be improved; whilst still improving or maintaining the ecological 
structure and composition of that vegetation.  

A stream-lined Property Vegetation Plan (PVP) assessment is available for more complex clearing 
proposals where threatened species may need to be considered further, or where negotiation concerning 
the design of the spatial arrangement of the retained stems may be desirable. Thinning for the purposes of 
commercial forestry is not permitted under this Order and approval will need to be sought through a Private 
Native Forestry (PNF) PVP – refer to Definitions.  

1. What can be thinned? 

1.1 Vegetation that forms part of a Vegetation Formation suitable for thinning in the relevant Zone of 
NSW. Refer to Appendices 1 and 2 for suitable Vegetation Formations; and 

1.2 Vegetation that consists of trees or woody shrubs that are greater than 1.3 m in height and have a 
measureable woody stem between 0 and 25 cm DBHOB. 

2. What can’t be thinned? 

2.1 Native vegetation must not be thinned if it: 

(a) will result in the removal of individual trees or woody shrubs that have a stem diameter greater 
than 25cm DBHOB; 

(b) will result in the removal of any tree or woody shrub species listed as a threatened species 
under the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995;  

(c) is located on vulnerable land identified under clause 58 of the Native Vegetation Regulation 
2013 that is classified as either steep or highly erodible land or special category land (refer to 
Definitions); 

(d) is located on visibly rocky areas, skeletal soils, dune fields or lunettes (refer to Definitions); 

(e) removes any tree or woody shrub species in Zone 3 of NSW from outside the following Genera: 
Acacia, Allocasuarina, Angophora, Callitris, Casuarina, Corymbia, Eucalyptus and Melaleuca.   

3. How much can be thinned? 

3.1 All thinned areas must retain a stem density for each hectare greater than or equal to the nominated 
stem density value per hectare or the nominated stem spacing value per hectare for the 0–25 
centimetre DBHOB size class. Refer to Appendix 1 for these values for suitable Vegetation 
Formations; 

3.2  The current average stem density is to be determined using the plot sampling method which is 
described in Appendix 3. Where the observed stem density is greater than the nominated stem 
density value in Appendix 1, thinning of stems in the 0–25 centimetres DBHOB size class may 
occur. 
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3.3 Two options are available for the retention of the nominated stem density value per hectare for the 
0-25 centimetre DBHOB size class for vegetation in suitable Vegetation Formations. Option A – 
Mosaic effect, and Option B - Spacing effect. The different options are based on variations in spatial 
arrangement of the retained vegetation after thinning – refer to Appendix 4. Either option can be 
used, or a combination of both options can be applied in different areas. 

3.4 Where the landholder is using Option A – Mosaic effect, thinning must not result in less than the 
nominated stem density value per hectare for the 0–25 centimetre DBHOB size class across the 
area to be thinned. When using Option B - Spacing, thinning must not result in the spacing between 
retained stems being greater than the maximum nominated stem spacing value – refer to Appendix 
1.  

3.5 The maximum area to be thinned per landholding must not exceed the following limits, per zone of 
NSW and per notification:  

(a) Zone 3 = up to 300 hectares,  

(b) Zone 2 = up to 1,000 hectares; and  

(c) Zone 1 = up to 1,500 hectares  

Refer to Appendix 5 for a map of the zones. 

4. What other conditions apply? 

4.1 Thinning carried out under the Order must not result in a change in land use.  

4.2 Thinning using the Order must not be undertaken for the purposes of commercial PNF. 

4.3 Thinning must not occur with the use of chaining or roping methods. 

4.4 In riparian areas (i.e. within 30 m from the observed bank of a watercourse, estuary or wetland and 
including vulnerable land classified as protected riparian land), thinning must only be undertaken by 
removing individual trees and woody shrubs with ‘no disturbance’ to soil, groundcover and non-
target plants.   

4.5 In all areas other than riparian areas, thinning must only be undertaken by removing individual trees 
and woody shrubs with ‘minimal disturbance’ to soil, groundcover and non-target plants. 

4.6 Thinning must not occur on discrete patches of vegetation less than 1 hectare in size that are 
further than 100 metres from an adjoining remnant patch of vegetation. 

4.7 Thinning must not result in cut stems or debris being stacked around or against retained mature 
trees or woody shrubs. 

5. Definitions  

Definitions in the Order are as defined in the Native Vegetation Act 2003, and the Native Vegetation 

Regulation 2013. 

Benchmark stem density means the number of stems within each stem diameter class for vegetation with 

relatively little evidence of alteration, disturbance or modification by humans since European settlement 

(post 1750). Stem densities are defined according to vegetation types or vegetation classes. Stem densities 

may be expressed as number of stems per hectare, or a spacing between stems. 

 

Density or densities means the number of plants per hectare. 

Diameter at breast height over bark (DBHOB) means the diameter over the bark of the stem at 1.3 

metres above the ground. 

Dunefields means an area of land that comprises of a hill or ridge of wind-blown sand. 
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Estuary means a semi-enclosed body of water having an open or intermittently open connection with the 

ocean, in which water levels do not vary with the ocean tide (when closed to the sea) or vary in a 

predictable, periodic way in response to the ocean tide at the entrance (when open to the sea). 

 

Forests are defined as areas that incorporate all living and non-living things and are dominated by trees 

that can grow to at least 2 metres high with a canopy that covers 20% or more of the ground cover.  

Grassland means an area that is vegetation dominated by grasses and forbs containing less than 10% 

woody plant cover (shrubs or trees)  

Groundcover means any type of herbaceous vegetation, native and non-native, living or dead. 

Keith Vegetation Formation means the top level of hierarchy in the classification structure which are 

classified into broad groups based on structure and physiognomic features. 

Landholding means: 

(a) A parcel of land; or 

(b) Several parcels of land which: 

(i) are contiguous with one another or are separated from one another only 

by a road, river, creek or other watercourse, and 

(ii) constitute or are worked as a single property, irrespective of whether those parcels are held 

under the same title or different titles or titles of different kinds. 

 

Lunettes mean an area that occurs mainly in the inland plains and is an elongated, gently recurved, low 

ridge consisting of sand or pelletised silt and clay which has been built up by wind action on the north 

eastern or eastern margin of an ephemeral freshwater or saline lake or closed depression. A lunette 

typically has a wave-modified slope towards the lake or depression. 

 

Native groundcover means living, native herbaceous vegetation. 

Overstorey means species from the tallest stratum (layer) of a forest or woodland structure. 

 

Private Native Forestry means the management of native vegetation on privately owned land or Crown 

land that is not Crown-timber land within the meaning of the Forestry Act 2012 for the purpose of obtaining, 

on a sustainable basis, timber products (including sawlogs, veneer logs, poles, girders, piles and pulp logs). 

Shrubland means an area that is comprised of a plant community that is characterised by vegetation 

dominated by shrubs but also include grasses, herbs and geophytes.  

Skeletal soils mean soils that contain coarse fragments including gravels (2-75mm), stones (75 - 250mm), 

or boulders (>250mm) 

Size class means a nominated range of lower and upper limits for plant in cm DBHOB. 

Stem diameter of a multi-stemmed tree means the DBHOB of the largest stem per tree. 
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Thickened vegetation means native vegetation that has a greater number of stems than the benchmark 

stem density for the designated stem diameter class. 

Vulnerable land means land identified as: 

(i) steep or highly erodible land; or 

(ii) protected riparian land being within 20 metres of specified watercourses; or 

(iii) special category land  

on the map in the Natural Resource Management Plan – Vulnerable Land at 

www.environment.nsw.gov.au/vegetation/vulnerable.htm . 

Watercourse is defined as a Strahler stream order 3 or above. The Strahler Stream Classification system 

is where waterways are given an “order” according to the number of tributaries associated with each 

waterway. The NSW Government recognises stream order 3 and above as likely to be valuable fish habitat, 

and hence could support viable fish populations. Please visit www.water.nsw.gov.au or your Local Land 

Services for further information 

Wetland means any type of shallow body of water (such as a marsh, billabong, swamp or sedgeland) that 

is: (a) inundated cyclically, intermittently or permanently with water, or (b) vegetated with wetland plant 

communities. 

 

Woodland areas are a category of vegetation that differs from forests and rainforests by the height, 

spacing and crown cover of the component trees. 

 

Woody shrubs means plants greater than 1.3 metres in height and with a measureable woody stem. 

 

  

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/vegetation/vulnerable.htm
http://www.water.nsw.gov.au/
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Appendix 1: Vegetation Formations suitable for thinning using the Order, 

showing both the nominated stem density and nominated stem spacing 

values per hectare 

To comply with the conditions of the code, the user must:  

(a) determine if the vegetation is in a suitable Vegetation Formation, and  

(b) the current observed stem density value of the target vegetation to be thinned on-site.  

The most suitable Vegetation Formation will be the one that is a match of ‘best fit’ with the vegetation 
observed on-site. Does the vegetation best fit the meaning of: grassland, woodland or forest? (Refer to 
Definitions for these descriptions). The dominant tree (and/or woody shrub) species (i.e. 1, 2, 3 or more) 
observed in the target area may also be used to help determine the correct or most suitable Vegetation 
Formation.   

 

Vegetation Formation    Nominated stem density  Nominated stem spacing 

       per ha (#)   per ha (m) 

 

Arid Shrublands      100    10 

(Acacia sub-formation) 

 

Dry Sclerophyll Forests     200    7 

(Shrub sub-formation) 

 

Forested Wetlands     150    9 

 

Grassy Woodlands     150    10 

 

Semi-arid Woodlands     100    10 

(Grassy sub-formation) 

 

Wet Sclerophyll Forests     200    7 

(Grassy sub-formation) 

 

Note:  

The nominated stem density values listed above only represent the minimum number of stems that must be retained 
across each hectare of thinning, equal to or less than 25 cm DBHOB. All stems above 25 cm DBHOB must also be 
retained per hectare. If multi stems exists within the site then the measurement is taken from the largest stem. 

The nominated stem spacing values listed are only required when using Option B: spacing effect, for stem retention – 
see Appendix 3. 

 

Appendix 2 provides a map of the distributions of the relevant Vegetation Formations across the state. 
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Appendix 2: Mapped distributions of the relevant Vegetation Formations for 
use with the Order across NSW 
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Appendix 3: Recommended method for determining the observed on-site stem 
density value per hectare of vegetation targeted for thinning  

 

The Plot Sampling Method 

The observed stem density on-site can be determined as follows: 

1. Mark out a 0.1 hectare plot (i.e. 50 x 20 m) within the target vegetation to be thinned; 

2. Measure and count all stems within the plot that are equal to or less than 25 cm DBHOB; 

3. Multiply this counted value by 10 to give an average observed stem density per hectare; 

4. Compare the observed stem density value and nominated stem density value; and if the 
observed stem density is greater, thinning may occur. 

This process should be repeated in the same target area to gain a more accurate representation of the 
average observed stem density. This process must, however, be applied in any other target areas to be 
thinned that exhibit species composition from a different Vegetation Formation; as the nominated stem 
density value (or nominated stem spacing value) may differ between Formations.   

Note: If the target vegetation is very thick and numerous stems need to be counted per plot, it may be 
easier to effectively work backwards using this method. Begin with the nominated stem density value per 
hectare (per Vegetation Formation) and divide it by 10 to give you the minimum number of stems required 
(to be retained) for the 0.1 hectare test plot. Then, only the minimum number of stems equal to, or less 
than, 25 cm DBHOB theoretically needs to be counted to determine whether thinning may occur (i.e. the 
observed stem density value is greater). 
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Appendix 4: Stem retention options 

A key component of the Order is the retention of the nominated stem density value per hectare for the 0-25 
cm DBHOB size class for the suitable Vegetation Formations. As a way of providing flexibility for on-ground 
implementation of the Order, 2 options are available for retaining the required amount of stems per hectare. 
Either option can be used, or a combination of both options can be applied in different areas. The different 
options are based on variations in spatial arrangement of the retained vegetation after thinning. The two 
options for use are: 

Option A: mosaic effect 

Option A provides for user discretion when retaining the required amount of stems per hectare by allowing 
the user to scatter and/or clump the retained stems: 

 ‘The number of stems retained for each hectare (as per condition 3.1), must be representative of the 
proportion and composition of stem (diameter) sizes present prior to thinning, thus establishing a 
mosaic of stem sizes and densities’. 

Option B: spacing effect 

Option B provides for a more structured approach when retaining the required amount of stems per hectare 
by setting a maximum distance or spacing between the retained stems: 

 ‘The number of stems retained for each hectare (as per standard operating condition 3.1), 
 must have a maximum distance or spacing between all stems as per the nominated stem 
 spacing value (Refer to Appendix 1), thus establishing a standard stem spacing’. 

Both options require the user to determine the required number of stems to be retained per hectare for 
each relevant Vegetation Formation (targeted for thinning). The user then has a choice as to which 
retention option to apply when thinning. The recommended practice is to mark the trees or woody shrubs 
that are to be retained (ie. using flagging tape, spray paint, etc). This will include all stems above 25 cm 
DBHOB AND the relevant nominated stem density value per hectare; paying attention to conditions 1.1, 1.2 
and 3.1. The next step is to remove all the remaining, non-marked stems per hectare, via Option A or 
Option B. Option B requires the user to measure or step out the nominated stem spacing value between 
trees in metres; whilst Option A is at the user’s discretion, but must maintain a mosaic of the minimum 
number of stems after thinning. 

The alternative would be to reverse this process and mark only the trees to be removed, if this was viewed 
as an easier process. The recommended practice for all users would be to trial the process on a 1 hectare 
test site. This would provide an opportunity to mark out both stem retention options (ie. using different 
colours) to see which option suits best. This should also help with understanding the process and allow for 
ease of application over larger areas.  
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Appendix 5: Zones of NSW for thinning using the Order 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Published by: Office of Environment and Heritage NSW for the NSW Government 

59 Goulburn Street, Sydney NSW 2000 
PO Box A290, Sydney South NSW 1232 
Phone: (02) 9995 5000 (switchboard) 
Phone: 131 555 (environment information and publications 
requests) 
Phone: 1300 361 967 (national parks, climate change and 
energy efficiency information, and publications requests) 
Fax: (02) 9995 5999 
TTY: (02) 9211 4723 
Email: info@environment.nsw.gov.au 
Website: www.environment.nsw.gov.au 

Report pollution and environmental incidents 
Environment Line: 131 555 (NSW only) or 
info@environment.nsw.gov.au 
See also www.environment.nsw.gov.au 
ISBN 978 1 74359 585 5 
OEH 2014/0278 
March 2014 

 


	SCHEDULE A:
	CONDITIONS FOR THE THINNING OF NATIVE VEGETATION
	Purpose of these conditions
	1. What can be thinned?
	1.1 Vegetation that forms part of a Vegetation Formation suitable for thinning in the relevant Zone of NSW. Refer to Appendices 1 and 2 for suitable Vegetation Formations; and
	1.2 Vegetation that consists of trees or woody shrubs that are greater than 1.3 m in height and have a measureable woody stem between 0 and 25 cm DBHOB.

	2. What can’t be thinned?
	3. How much can be thinned?
	4. What other conditions apply?
	5. Definitions

