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CONTAINMENT WITH UNDERFLOW DAM 
Use an underflow dam when there is too much water flow to allow for a complete blockage of a drainage 
channel or small stream. The dam is built with earth, gravel, or other barriers such as sandbags or 
plywood/plastic sheets. Whenever possible, line 
the upstream side of the dam with plastic 
sheeting to prevent erosion and penetration of oil 
into the dam material.  
 
An underflow dam can contain free floating oil 
and allow uncontaminated water to pass through 
inclined pipes. The capacity of the pipe(s) should 
exceed the stream flow rate. It may be necessary 
to use pumps to control or increase flow through 
the pipes. Pipes must be placed low on the 
upstream side of the dam, with the elevated end on the downstream side. Ensure the upstream end of pipe is 
submerged and below the oil/water interface. The height of elevated downstream end of the pipe will 
determine the water level behind the dam.  
 
DEPLOYMENT CONSIDERATIONS 
Sufficient pipe must be used to handle maximum stream flow. The number, size, length, and position of 
pipes vary with the volume of water, velocity and width of the stream. The pipes can be plastic or steel, 
plain or corrugated. Caution should be taken to prevent whirlpools from forming and pulling the oil down. 
Face the cut pipe opening down to help eliminate this. Vortices can also be reduced by placing sorbent pads 
on the oil above them.  

CULVERT WEIR DAMS 
Weir dams are used to block the flow of oil 
through a culvert while letting uncontaminated 
water pass. A plywood or similar barrier is fixed 
to the upstream opening of the culvert. The lower 
edge of the plywood is below the oil/water 
interface and above the bottom of the culvert. The 
opening of the dam should be adjusted based on 
the flow rate.  
 
RESOURCES REQUIRED & ACTION 

Ensure there is an ample supply and various sizes of plywood, pipes, plastic sheeting, and sandbags in the 
regional PLM response equipment cache to construct and underflow, and culvert weir dams for a release in 
a creek or small river. 
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