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Ministry of Forests 
SOP-05 

Ditch Maintenance 
 
Purpose 
Ditch maintenance is required to maintain the function of road drainage systems that intercept, 
collect, and convey surface and subsurface water in a controlled manner. Effective ditch maintenance 
supports long term road stability and protects road users by preventing water related damage to the 
road prism. 
 
Maintenance activities include removal of vegetation and debris, ditch shaping, scour repair, and 
installation or maintenance of ditch blocks and erosion control measures. Ditches are intended to 
maintain natural drainage patterns by conveying water along and away from road systems. 
 
During road inspections, indicators of ditch deficiencies include scour, sinkholes, changed drainage 
patterns, road damage, and ponded water. All ditches are typically connected to natural drainages 
and may convey sediment to sensitive areas. Preventing sediment delivery to watercourses during 
maintenance activities is required to protect aquatic environments. 

Stop Work Conditions 
Immediately stop work and notify your Supervisor and the Ministry Representative if any of the 
following conditions occur: 

• Fish or amphibians are observed in or adjacent to the ditch where work is required. 
• Weather or site conditions could result in adverse environmental impacts. 
• A traffic accident or near miss with another vehicle 
• Contact is made with utility infrastructure (e.g., power poles, lines, gas facilities) 
• A previously unidentified environmental or archaeological feature is discovered 
• A fuel spill occurs: 

o Stop work and ensure the site is safe 
o Initiate containment and cleanup 
o Report spills immediately if: 

 Any volume enters a waterbody 
 Fuel spills greater than 100 litres on land 
 Contact Emergency Management BC (EMBC) at 1-800-663-3456 

 

Best Practices 
1. Planning 
• Review overall drainage system performance, including culvert spacing, tail ditches, and 

erosion control measures. 
• Proceed only where there is an immediate threat to the road, environment, or public, or where 

maintenance is planned and authorized. 
• Assess site conditions including fire danger rating, wildlife presence, vegetation removal 

requirements, and bird nesting windows. 
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• Identify all utilities within the right of way prior to commencing work. 
• Confirm availability of required equipment and materials. Ensure all equipment is leak free and 

that spill kits are fully stocked. 
• For beaver-related blockages, refer to SOP-04 Beaver Management for procedures and 

regulatory requirements. 

2. Environmental Protection 
Vegetation & Debris Management 

• Remove brush, small trees, and debris from ditches and from around culvert inlets and outlets. 
Drainage & Water Management 

• Prevent ponded water from remaining in ditches where it could infiltrate the road subgrade. 
• Clean, repair, and maintain culverts in conjunction with ditch maintenance. 
• Clean or install tail ditches to convey water away from the road while maintaining natural 

drainage patterns. Do not concentrate flows. 
• Maintain finished ditch depth below the road surface to prevent backflow during high flows or 

partial blockages. 
• Maintain appropriate ditch gradients. On steep grades, consider velocity limiting measures to 

reduce erosion. 
• Install ditch blocks to direct water into culvert inlets where appropriate. The top of ditch blocks 

should be approximately 15 cm below the road surface. 
Infrastructure Protection 

• Avoid damage to culverts, flumes, headwalls, aprons, and other drainage infrastructure. 
• Install and maintain culvert markers. 
• Install armouring where required to prevent scour at culvert inlets and outlets. 

Spoil & Sediment Management 
• Place excavated material well away from ditches and watercourses, at least 30 m from 

streams, on flat ground, and seed disturbed areas. 
• Direct dirty water away from watercourses to allow settling of sediment. 
• Install or maintain settlement ponds at culvert inlets where soils are easily erodible. 
• Install erosion and sediment control measures as required. Remove non-biodegradable 

materials after site stabilization. 
Weather & Fuel Management 

• Do not conduct work during heavy rainfall or when site conditions could cause adverse 
environmental impacts. 

• Limit refueling and fuel storage to a minimum of 30 m from streams. 

3. Safety Requirements 
• When operations pose a hazard to road users, prepare and implement a traffic management 

plan, and post appropriate safety signage.  
• Operators shall announce their location and movements on the designated road radio channel 

and monitor traffic. 
• Do not leave open excavations or unmarked berms that could affect traffic. Do not leave these 

conditions overnight. 
• Remove danger trees that could affect workers prior to commencing maintenance activities. 
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• All workers must wear appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE) for the task and site 
conditions. 

4. General Requirements 
• Where ditch material has high fine content, do not use on the road surface or to widen the 

road prism. 
• Repair or replace culvert ends or entire culverts where damage restricts flow or presents a 

hazard to road users. 
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