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Open-Top Culverts

Trafﬁc surfaces such as forest roads
and trails can contribute a lot of
sediment and other pollutants to nearby
wetlands, lakes, and streams. Open-top
culverts are one option to help prevent
such pollution.
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Best Management Practices
(BMPs) can prevent or
minimize the impact of forestry
activities on rivers, lakes,
streams, groundwater, wetlands,
and visual quality.

Open-top culverts can sexrve two functions. They divert water off a traffic surface
and permit water to drain across it. They are most frequently built from logs or
lumber. Concrete and steel may be used for permanent installations. Design recom-

mendations for concrete and steel will not be discussed here.

Open-top culverts are most often used on temporary or low-traffic seasonal roads
and trails because they require more maintenance than most other options. They
should be removed when the road or trail is closed permanently.

When building an open-top culvert:

B Make the culvert 6 inches deep and wide enough to be easily cleaned. The

width of a shovel is convenient.
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B~ Nail spacers between the side boards or logs to keep them in place and
stabilize the structure.

B~ Remove roadside berms or other obstacles that might block water moving
from the outlet. Water should flow into a stable, vegetated area away from the
road and open water.

B~ Install the culvert at an angle as close to the direction of flow of the water as
practical. This minimizes turbulence that can erode the soil around the inlet.
Do not turn the water more than 45 degrees.

B~ Space open-top culverts according to your state’s water quality BMP manual.
Use water bar spacing when the main purpose is to divert water off a traffic
surface. Follow broad-based dip and cross-drain culvert spacing if cross-
drainage is the main goal.

Open-top culverts are inexpensive. They can be built from logs and lumber and
installed with hand tools on site. They permit easy movement of all vehicles.

Open-top culverts need frequent maintenance to keep them in good working
order.

Clean soil, slash, and other debris frequently from open-top culverts. Remove
culverts when the site is closed to prevent plugging.
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