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BMP 31.00 – 33.00. Temporary Check Dam 

These instructions include BMP 31.00, 32.00, and 
33.00.  

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS 

Objectives 
Temporary Check Dams are used to reduce scour, 
reduce velocity, dissipate energy, prevent erosion, 
and settle sediment behind the weir structure in an 
unlined channel or vegetative swale. 

Description 
A Temporary Check Dam can be constructed of a 
variety of materials and is placed perpendicular to 
flow in a ditch or channel. It is placed so that it 
extends higher than the water level on both sides of 
the flow path and is lower in the center to allow 
water to flow through a controlled path. 

Temporary Check Dams can be constructed from 
angular rock, fiber rolls, prefabricated foam barriers, 
sandbags, or compost socks. When rock is used, 
small sediment particles become lodged in the check 
dam’s interior. 

Other Names 
In-Stream/Channel Energy Dissipater, Velocity 
Control Device, Sediment Trap, Ditch Check 

Applicability 
Temporary Check Dams are placed in series in 
ditches, swales, or other minor drainageways that 
require velocity checks, are not yet vegetated, or are 
intended to be filled or stabilized at a later time. 
When placed in a lined channel, check dams 
dissipate velocity, settle sediment, and anchor the 
liner.  

Check dams may also be used as permanent 
measures for gradient control structures in ditches 
adjacent to elevated roadway sections.  

Selection Considerations 
Dependent on materials available, best management 
practices (BMPs) being used on the project and the 
durability required, Temporary Check Dams can be 
constructed from rock, fiber rolls, prefabricated 
barrier systems, sandbags, or compost socks. The 
Standard Drawing for Temporary Check Dams has 
details for the installation of each type of check dam.  

• Check dams are used in narrow ditches. 

• Steep channel slopes reduce effectiveness. 

• Coupling check dams with a small adjacent 
upstream sump improves velocity slowing and 
sediment trapping ability. 

• The area downstream from the last dam should 
be stabilized or flow diverted. 

• Check dam rocks interfere with the 
establishment of vegetation. 

• Some Temporary Check Dams are left as a 
permanent control measure. Removal may be 
indicated because of unsightliness or 
interference with maintenance (grass mowing) 
activities. 

Design 
The design of Temporary Check Dams (high at 
channel banks, lower in the middle) directs 
overtopping flows centrally to avert scouring of 
channel surfaces. The check dam is keyed into 
channel slopes to prevent bank undercut and erosion. 

Check dam structures are sized to stay in place 
during peak flow.  The check dam height or weir 
depth should pass 2-year, 24-hour storm runoff 
without overtopping the roadway or ditch sideslopes. 
Generally, check dams are not constructed higher 
than recommended since excessive weir depth 
seriously impacts the flow characteristics of the 
ditch. 

• Design flow:  2-year, 24-hour 

• Spacing: 
o Align the base of the upstream check dam 

with the top of the next downstream check 
dam. 

o Space check dams evenly in the 
drainageway, adjust spacing for grade 
breaks.  

o Use the spacing chart below to determine 
the distance between check dams based on 
slope and check dam height.  
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Maximum Spacing for Temporary 
Check Dams (Feet) 

Ditch 
Grade 

Minimum Weir Depth 
12 inches 18 inches 

6% 15 25 
5% 20 30 
4% 25 40 
3% 30 50 
2% 50 80 

This table is used to estimate the number of check 
dams.  Actual spacing should be based on field 
conditions and meet the requirement that the top 
elevation is equal to the bottom elevation of the next 
upstream check dam. Spacing is also a function of 
the ditch erodibility, the flow, and the velocity. 

Relationship to Other Erosion and Sediment Control 
Measures 
Temporary Check Dams are used for channel 
protection prior to establishment of permanent or 
stabilized erosion controls. Although check dams 
perform some sediment filtering, they are not 
intended to replace filters or sediment basins. A 
depression in the bottom of the channel at the 
upstream edge of a check dam augments velocity 
slowing and sediment removal; however, digging a 
sump through stabilized in-channel protection (e.g. 
grassed lining) should be avoided. 

Protective channel linings (e.g. grassed waterway, 
concrete or rock-lined ditch, erosion control 
blankets, or mattings), sediment settling ponds, 
permanent ditch blocks, brush barriers, diversions, 
slope drains, or combinations of these measures can 
be used in conjunction with or as an alternative to 
Temporary Check Dams. 

Common Failures or Misuses 

• Improper spacing of check dams. 

• Undercut/washout of channel banks beside the 
structure due to improper installation (e.g. dam 
not built high enough onto the banks). 

• Increased bank erosion (e.g. at channel bends) or 
inadequate protection of channel surfaces due to 
improper location or installation of check dams. 

• Water backup and bank overflow due to overly 
tall dam structure. 

• Use of check dams for soil stabilization. 

• Placement of check dams at abrupt bends 
causing erosive waters to be misdirected by the 
check dam into channel banks.  

• Check dams installed in grass-lined structures 
may kill the vegetative lining if siltation is 
excessive or the check dam remains submerged 
for extended periods of time. 

• Placement in waters of the U.S. or wetlands 
without appropriate agency permitting. 

• Placement of check dams below the expected 
backwater from a salmonid bearing water 
causing a loss of high flow refuge habitat for 
overwintering juvenile salmonids and emergent 
fry.  

• Improperly anchored check dams causing the 
check dam to wash away. 

• When rock is used, inadequate rock size or 
angularity. 

• When rock is used, rocks washed downstream 
causing culvert clogs, misdirecting flow, etc. 

• Use of silt fence or straw bales as check dams. 

SPECIFICATIONS 

Standard Specification 

• 685- Temporary Check Dam 

Drawings  

• BMP-31.00 Temporary Check Dam (Notes & 
Fiber Roll or Compost Sock) 

• BMP-32.00 Temporary Check Dam 
(Prefabricated Barrier System & Rock) 

• BMP-33.00 Temporary Check Dam (Sandbag) 

Reference Drawings  

• BMP-04.00  Compost Berm  

• BMP-05.00  Compost Sock 

• BMP-10.00   Fiber Rolls for Erosion and 
Sediment Control 

• BMP-13.00   Prefabricated Barrier System 
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