
Source to Tap
Forestry Pilot 
How-To Guide: 
Geotextile Dams

Geotextile check dams are robust and
can withstand high flows while still
performing well in lower flow
conditions. 
Equipment is easily transported on
foot to areas hard to access. 
They perform best in watercourses
with steep sides and where the bed
of the watercourse does not consist
of bedrock as this can make
construction difficult. 
This mechanism as trialled by Source
to Tap is not suitable for very shallow
drains because building them on a
very small scale would not be
practical.

Aim
Geotextile dams are designed to slow
the flow of water in a watercourse,
reducing the potential of the water to
carry sediment in suspension.
Geotextile dams are already in use by
forestry operators. 
Source to Tap have used two, and
four dams in series placed
downstream of harvesting sites. 
 

Suitability

 
 
 

Figure 1: Geotextile dams

(Pettigo, Donegal)

The INTERREG VA Source to Tap project
aims to develop sustainable, catchment-
scale solutions for protecting rivers and
lakes, which are the main sources of our
shared drinking water. Forestry
activities such as harvesting on peaty
soils increase soil erosion risk. Small
drains also provide rapid pathways for
sediment-laden water, leading to
fluctuations in colour and turbidity
concentrations at Water Treatment
Works downstream. The Forests for
Water pilot tested measures and
existing forestry best practices to
reduce sediment runoff into the
catchment.*
The dams were installed in streams
draining harvesting sites operated by
Forest Service (DAERA) and Coillte
(Figure 1).
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Figure 3: Source to Tap Project

Officer fixing wire to the post.

Figure 2: Notch made with

spade

Equipment Required
• Spade
• Sledge Hammer
• Scissors/knife
• 2 posts (per dam) 2.4m x 60cm
• 1 roll of non-woven geotextile
• Wire fasteners, cable ties
• Galvanised stock fencing/sheep
wire and staples (Quantities
dependent on size of stream)
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Construction
1.Location - Choose dam locations
where there are natural 'pinch
points' (narrowing in watercourses).
Working with the natural conditions
will ensure a more robust structure
and a better seal. Downstream dams
should have a water level lower
than the previous dams to ensure
one does not flood the other. Care
should also be taken not to block
important drains. This includes
roadside drains or drains that serve
neighbouring land.

2. Notch - A notch should be cut into each
side of the bank (approx. 10-15cm) to locate
fence posts 

3. Posts - Fence posts should be installed
vertically in the notch, tight to each bank of
the watercourse

4. Wire - Cut sheep wire fencing
approximately 20-30cm wider than
the distance between the installed
posts and 10cm longer than the
desired height of the dam. Then
staple the wire securely to the
upstream side of the posts, leaving
an equal length of wire either side.
The 10cm excess should be folded
along the bed of the watercourse
towards the upstream side of the
dam (Figure 3). 
It is important that no water is able to
flow between the bank and the posts
as this will cause scouring and bank
instability.



Figure 4: Geotextile Cutting

Diagram
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5. Geotextile – Cut the geotextile to the same width as the sheep wire but 50cm-1m
longer (Figure 4). Fix the cut material to the sheep wire by folding approximately 2cm
over the top of the wire, and fixing, using wire fasteners or small cable ties. 
The fabric should then be fastened neatly to the posts with small staples. 
Leave an equal excess to each side of the dam.

 

6. Centre Notch – Make a cut
in the geotextile (Figure 4) to
create a notch that is 1-2 sheep
wire squares in width and 1
square deep. 
The material is then folded
round the wire and fastened
securely.

7. Sealing the Dam - Press the excess wire and geotextile into the bed and banks
of the watercourse using a spade and weigh it down with large stones. 
Leaks will be visible and should be sealed where possible. It is important to inspect
the dams regularly to ensure they are intact and the notch is not blocked. 
As a final step, add some boulders to the downstream side of the geotextile dam to
prevent scouring of the bed of the watercourse.
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Outcomes
The project installed geotextile dams at
two sites. 
It took two staff approximately one hour
to install the dam. 
The first site had four dams in series and
resulted in 68% attenuation over 10
months.
While the second site had two dams in
series and resulted in 36% attenuation
over 8 months. 
It is important to carefully remove the
dams, to prevent the release of
sediment, once they are no longer
needed.

 

 
* Forestry Commission, 2010. Forest And Water Guidelines 5Th Edition. [online] Edinburgh: Forestry Commission. Available at:

www.confor.org.uk/media/246145/forest-and-water-guidelines.pdf (Accessed 6 October 2020)
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Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this
document do not necessarily reflect those of
the European Commission or the Special EU
Programmes Body (SEUPB).

 

 
Forestry standards at the time of the pilots were, in Northern Ireland, the UK Forestry Standard 4th edition,
and Forestry Commission Practice Guide ‘Managing forestry operations to protect the water environment',

and in Ireland, the 2019 Standards for Felling & Reforestation issued by Forest Service (DAFM)


