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Photograph CD-1.  Rock check dams in a roadside ditch.  Photo 
courtesy of WWE.   

Description  
Check dams are temporary grade control 
structures placed in drainage channels to 
limit the erosivity of stormwater by 
reducing flow velocity.  Check dams are 
typically constructed from rock, gravel 
bags, sand bags, or sometimes, 
proprietary devices.  Reinforced check 
dams are typically constructed from rock 
and wire gabion.  Although the primary 
function of check dams is to reduce the 
velocity of concentrated flows, a 
secondary benefit is sediment trapping 
upstream of the structure.   

Appropriate Uses 
Use as a grade control for temporary drainage ditches or swales until final soil stabilization measures are 
established upstream and downstream.  Check dams can be used on mild or moderately steep slopes.  
Check dams may be used under the following conditions:  

 As temporary grade control facilities along waterways until final stabilization is established. 

 Along permanent swales that need protection prior to installation of a non-erodible lining. 

 Along temporary channels, ditches or swales that need protection where construction of a non-
erodible lining is not practicable. 

 Reinforced check dams should be used in areas subject to high flow velocities. 

Design and Installation  
Place check dams at regularly spaced intervals along the drainage swale or ditch.  Check dams heights 
should allow for pools to develop upstream of each check dam, extending to the downstream toe of the 
check dam immediately upstream.   

When rock is used for the check dam, place rock mechanically or by hand.  Do not dump rocks into the 
drainage channel.  Where multiple check dams are used, the top of the lower dam should be at the same 
elevation as the toe of the upper dam.   

When reinforced check dams are used, install erosion control fabric under and around the check dam to 
prevent erosion on the upstream and downstream sides.  Each 
section of the dam should be keyed in to reduce the potential 
for washout or undermining.  A rock apron upstream and 
downstream of the dam may be necessary to further control 
erosion. 

  

Check Dams 

Functions   
Erosion Control Yes 
Sediment Control Moderate 
Site/Material Management No 
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Design details with notes are provided for the following types of check dams: 

 Rock Check Dams (CD-1) 

 Reinforced Check Dams (CD-2) 

Sediment control logs may also be used as check dams; however, silt fence is not appropriate for use as a 
check dam.  Many jurisdictions also prohibit or discourage use of straw bales for this purpose. 

Maintenance and Removal 
Replace missing rocks causing voids in the check dam.  If gravel bags or sandbags are used, replace or 
repair torn or displaced bags. 

Remove accumulated sediment, as needed to maintain BMP effectiveness, typically before the sediment 
depth upstream of the check dam is within ½ of the crest height.  Remove accumulated sediment prior to 
mulching, seeding, or chemical soil stabilization.  Removed sediment can be incorporated into the 
earthwork with approval from the Project Engineer, or disposed of at an alternate location in accordance 
with the standard specifications. 

Check dams constructed in permanent swales should be removed when perennial grasses have become 
established, or immediately prior to installation of a non-erodible lining.  All of the rock and accumulated 
sediment should be removed, and the area seeded and mulched, or otherwise stabilized. 
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