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What are Water Bars?
Water bars are a combination of a cross drain and
diversion dam constructed across a road, trail, or
firebreak for the purpose of gathering and
shedding surface water.

Where Suitable
These water control devices can be used on roads
and trails that will have limited or no traffic as well
as on firebreaks that are constructed on sloping
land.  They should also be constructed on
abandoned or retired roads and trails.  Water bars
are not well suited for roads and trails that will
have frequent use.  Rolling or broad-based dips
are better choices in this case.

Purpose
When the slope of the road, trail, or firebreak
cannot be regulated, water bars can be used to
limit the length of slope over which the surface run
off water will travel.

Construction Guidelines
• Water bars can be constructed either with

equipment or by hand.  Skidder blades are
not suitable for water bar construction.

• Use the soil from the ditch to construct the
bar height.

• Angle the water bar across the road, trail,
or firebreak in the downgrade direction.
The device should turn the runoff water and
not dam it.  It should also be placed so that

the water will not return back to the road
further down hill.

• When inside ditches are present, tie the
upper end of the water bar into the ditch.

• The outflow end of the device should
extend far enough beyond the road or trail
surface to safely disperse the runoff water
onto a stable outlet and protect the road
from erosion.

Distance Guidelines
Water bars should be spaced according to the
slope of the road, trails or firebreak.

Slope Range          Distance between Bars

  Flat (<4%) 160 - 250 feet
  Moderate (5% - 12%)   80 - 135 feet
  Steep (>12%)   60 - 75 feet

In addition to distance alone, consider taking
advantage of factors such as slope changes,
curves, and the presence of stable outlets.

Maintenance
• Inspect water bars after major rain storms

for damage or breeches and correct.
• When possible, vegetate water bars with

perennial grasses.
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The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion,
age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require
alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact the USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice
and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write the USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington,
D.C. 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice or TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer
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