
The INTERREG VA Source to Tap project
aims to develop sustainable, catchment-
scale solutions for the protection of
rivers and lakes, which are the main
sources of our shared drinking water.
Forestry activities, such as harvesting on
peaty soils, increases the risk of soil
erosion. Small drains provide rapid
pathways for sediment-laden water,
which can lead to fluctuations in colour
and turbidity at downstream Water
Treatment Works. *The Forests for Water
pilot tested measures (in addition to
existing forestry best practice) to reduce
sediment runoff into the catchment.

Spade
Sledge hammer
Hand saw
String/twine
Supply of twigs/small branches
Timber

Small check dams were trialled to slow the
flow of water in watercourses draining sites
following forestry harvesting operations. 

Aim
Check dams help slow the flow of water in
forestry drains, enabling suspended
sediment to settle out behind the dams. 
 Twig and timber dams are easily
constructed from low-cost, readily-
accessible materials. This ensures
feasibility for use in forestry operations.

Suitability
The dams were trialled in small drains
(approximately 40cm wide by 30cm deep)
with relatively low flows. These
watercourses drained forestry
compartments following clear felling. The
forestry drains had a characteristic “square”
shape, which made installing the dams
straightforward. The designs could likely be
replicated for use in larger watercourses. 

Equipment Required
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Source to Tap Forestry
Pilot How-To Guide: 
Small Twig and Timber 
Check Dams

*Relevant forestry standards at the time the pilots were undertaken include 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)

 



Construction

1. Location – The tools and materials
needed for twig and timber dams are
easily carried, making the dams
suitable for hard-to-access areas.
Natural pinch points in the drain, or
points at which the banks narrow,
should be chosen as a location for the
dams to ease fitting.
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3. Twig Dams – Twig dams are constructed
from bundles of small twigs taken from the
forest floor or from an already harvested
site. A large handful of twigs makes a
bundle. Choose twigs of an appropriate
size for the width of the watercourse, i.e.
larger diameter twigs/branches for larger
watercourses. For a small drain (30-40cm
wide by 40cm deep) twigs of >1cm
diameter are sufficient.

Figure 1: Finished timber dam. Note

large branch placed in front of the

dam to add strength to the dam

 

2. Timber Dams – Timber dams are
constructed from boards mounted
horizontally across the drain. Untreated
35mm x 150mm timber planks are a good
option, although other sizes can also be
used. To construct the dam, cut a notch
(approx. 10-15cm) into each bank of the
drain. It should be just wide enough to fit
the timber in tightly. 

Cut the plank to the width of the channel:
with each end slotted into a notch, it
should fit tightly across the channel of
the watercourse. Then drive down the
timber until it is flush with the bed of the
watercourse. More timber can be stacked
to raise the height of the dam, ensuring it
is lower than the height of the top of the
bank. This prevents scouring of the banks.
Any additional layers of timber should fit
tightly together.  

Finally, insert a small post or branch into
the bed of the watercourse on the
downstream side of the timber to provide
additional strength against high flows.

Figure 2: Twig bundles with twine



Figure 3. Installing the twig

bundles

Once a bundle has been gathered, tie it tightly with twine
near each end. When enough bundles have been made,
cut a 15-20cm notch into each bank of the watercourse to
insert the bundles. The twig bundles are then cut to size,
ensuring a tight fit when each end is inserted into a notch.
Press the bundles down on top of each other to ensure
there are no gaps between the bed of the watercourse and
the bundles. The height of the dam should be lower than
the top of the bank. A double row of twig dams was
constructed to make the dam more robust.

Inspect dams regularly to
ensure they are intact and 
are not causing flooding or 
scouring.

Outcomes
The two Source to Tap twig
dams took around 1hr each
to install with two staff.
Trials with twigs and timber
dams were interrupted by
forestry operations while
measurements were being
made so the results were
not conclusive. 
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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).
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