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Photograph SF-1.  Silt fence creates a sediment barrier, forcing 
sheet flow runoff to evaporate or infiltrate.    

Description 
A silt fence is a woven geotextile fabric 
attached to wooden posts and trenched 
into the ground.  It is designed as a 
sediment barrier to intercept sheet flow 
runoff from disturbed areas.   

Appropriate Uses 
A silt fence can be used where runoff is 
conveyed from a disturbed area as sheet 
flow.  Silt fence is not designed to 
receive concentrated flow or to be used 
as a filter fabric.  Typical uses include:  

 Down slope of a disturbed area to 
accept sheet flow. 

 Along the perimeter of a receiving 
water such as a stream, pond or 
wetland. 

 At the perimeter of a construction site.  

Design and Installation  
Silt fence should be installed along the contour of slopes so that it intercepts sheet flow.  The maximum 
recommended tributary drainage area per 100 lineal feet of silt fence, installed along the contour, is 
approximately 0.25 acres with a disturbed slope length of up to 150 feet and a tributary slope gradient no 
steeper than 3:1.  Longer and steeper slopes require additional measures.  This recommendation only 
applies to silt fence installed along the contour.  Silt fence installed for other uses, such as perimeter 
control, should be installed in a way that will not produce concentrated flows.  For example, a "J-hook" 
installation may be appropriate to force runoff to pond and evaporate or infiltrate in multiple areas rather 
than concentrate and cause erosive conditions parallel to the silt fence.   

See Detail SF-1 for proper silt fence installation, which involves proper trenching, staking, securing the 
fabric to the stakes, and backfilling the silt fence.  Properly installed silt fence should not be easily pulled 
out by hand and there should be no gaps between the ground and the fabric.   

Silt fence must meet the minimum allowable strength requirements, depth of installation requirement, and 
other specifications in the design details.  Improper installation 
of silt fence is a common reason for silt fence failure; however, 
when properly installed and used for the appropriate purposes, it 
can be highly effective.   

  

Silt Fence 
Functions   
Erosion Control No 
Sediment Control Yes 
Site/Material Management No 
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Photograph SF-2.  When silt fence is not installed along 
the contour, a "J-hook" installation may be appropriate 
to ensure that the BMP does not create concentrated 
flow parallel to the silt fence.  Photo courtesy of Tom 
Gore. 

Maintenance and Removal 
Inspection of silt fence includes observing the 
material for tears or holes and checking for slumping 
fence and undercut areas bypassing flows.  Repair of 
silt fence typically involves replacing the damaged 
section with a new section.  Sediment accumulated 
behind silt fence should be removed, as needed to 
maintain BMP effectiveness, typically before it 
reaches a depth of 6 inches.  

Silt fence may be removed when the upstream area 
has reached final stabilization.   
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