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Aim 
Used in place of plastic or peat dams when drains are larger and/or when water 
flow is higher or in place of plastic on wide or terminal drains. Composite drains 
could be made from a combination of plastic or wood with peat, or membrane, 
wood and peat.   

When to use 
 On drains greater than 1.5m wide and/or 1.2m deep. 
 Often used on wide terminals drains on lowland raised bogs. Composite dams may also be used to 

slow the flow through gullies. The materials used can vary and is often dictated by materials 

available at a site.   

 As with all other ditch blocking techniques, they can be very effective if well-built and well keyed into 

the drain sides.  
 When more substantial crossing points need to be created to improve access for people and 

livestock. 

 When drains are too large for peat dams and plastic piling is less desirable.  

 Where there is potential to hold back a lot of water and a strong dam is required at the end of drains.  

Best Practice 
 Plastic piling will only create a 

good seal if driven into at 

least 75cm of solid peat. More 

solid peat is usually found 

below the 50cm of soft peat in 

the base of the ditch. 

 The dam must extend well 

into the banks either side of 

the drain. As a rule of thumb 

the width of each one of these 

extensions into the bank 

should equal the width of the 

ditch. 

 If there is likely to be a lot of water coming over the overflow, place branches, heather sods or tree 

Machinery 
 Can be done by hand but an excavator can be useful to drive in plastic piling 

 Vehicles may be required to transport materials to site  
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When most prone to failure 
 As with all ditch blocking techniques if an adequate seal is not achieved and sides 

are not keyed in far/well enough into drain edges. 

Points to remember 
 Composite dams can be even more expensive than plastic if using lots of large timbers (plywood is 

less expensive). 

 The type of wood used can dictate how long the structure may last and if there are wider 

environmental considerations (eg. treated timber and water quality). Sitka spruce is quicker to rot so 

has a shorter lifespan.  Fresh wood could be used, particularly if readily available at a site. 

 Wood may work better on a gravelly drain base. 

 Wood can burn so consider muirburn/wildfires and potential for vandalism.  

 Composite dams can be very effective and are capable of holding back a lot of water. You may have 

to control water levels (eg. using pipes or a notch/channel at top of dam). With plastic piling you can 

easily put a notch in the middle, 

composite dams may need more 

engineering. 

 Timber dams are permeable to a 

degree so need spill plates (same 

as plastic dams). Paving slabs can 

be used.  

 Membrane could be used to reduce 

permeability.  

 Dams are difficult to install on 

previously afforested sites – have 

to cut through tree roots making it 

hard to get a good seal. 

 As with all other dams make sure 

you are not blocking a natural 

water course and you understand 

CAR licensing requirements. 
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Practical Peatland Restoration Notes:   

Ditch Blocking Basic Principles 

Wooden and Composite Dams  

Peat Dams 

Wave Damming and “Zipping” 

Further Guidance and Support 

Peatland ACTION Project Officers are available to help you with your project. Please contact us at 

peatlandaction@nature.scot to be put in touch with your local Officer.  
 

YouTube Videos:        

Ditch Blocking         

Peatland ACTION Documents: 

Guidance - Peatland ACTION– Installing peat 

dams and plastic dams         

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gmoji9SYheE
https://www.nature.scot/peatland-action-guidance-land-managers-installing-peat-and-plastic-dams
https://www.nature.scot/peatland-action-guidance-land-managers-installing-peat-and-plastic-dams

