
 

ROUTINE VEGETATIVE MAINTENANCE FOR RETENTION PONDS, DITCHES, & CULVERTS  

Vegetation plays an important role in stabilizing and protecting many drainage systems, particularly in 
retention ponds and roadside ditches, where managed grass and appropriate plant cover help prevent 
erosion, filter sediment, and maintain system stability. However, culverts must remain clear of vegetation and 
debris to preserve full hydraulic capacity and prevent blockage, overtopping, and road damage. The goal is 
not unchecked vegetation growth that restricts flow, nor bare, erodible soil that leads to instability, but 
properly maintained drainage systems where water can move freely, sediment can be managed, and 
infrastructure remains protected.   
 
Here are field indicators that vegetation has crossed the line from helpful to harmful:  

In roadside ditches  

• Water is clearly ponding where it used to flow, or you see wet/soft shoulders for long stretches.  

• The ditch bottom is matted with woody stems, saplings, or debris that acts like a dam.  

• Sediment has accumulated so much that the ditch is now shallow/flat (ditch is becoming a “swale with 
no capacity”).  

• You can’t visually inspect the ditch line because it’s impenetrable… 

…this is a maintenance red flag by itself. 

In or around culvert inlets/outlets  

• Debris/branches/vegetation narrows the opening or traps sediment.  
• Inlet grate/headwall area is buried or half-buried.  
• Outlet- scour holes, undermining, or bank slumping (often 

tied to vegetation changes + hydraulics).  
• Recurring blockages after storms  

In detention/retention areas  

• Inlet/outlet structure is clogged or inaccessible.  

• “Bathtub” is now mostly filled as vegetation and sediment 
have reduced storage volume.  

• Emergency spillway is grown shut or obstructed (this is a high-consequence item).  

• Nuisance flooding where it didn’t historically occur.   

“Messy” vegetation alone may not justify aggressive clearing. If, however, vegetation has not been 
regularly maintained, or has otherwise grown to be more established, a more structured, calculated approach 
to “recovering” the site should be considered.   

 

 

ROUTINE VEGETATIVE MAINTENANCE IS BEST 

Step 1 — Document “current condition” before work begins 

• Take dated photos (upstream/downstream, inlet/outlet, and a wide shot).  
• Note: “Is it flowing today? Where does it back up? Any erosion? Any sediment bars?”  
• Flag anything that looks like a wetland/watercourse (standing water, hydric soils, wetland plants).  

This documentation can be helpful if someone inquires why work was/wasn’t done.  



Step 2 — Remove the minimum vegetation to restore function  

Remove blockages (debris dams, downed limbs, trash), clear the culvert opening and the immediate 
inlet/outlet zone first, and then create an access “inspection lane” so you can see what’s going on. Always be 
aware of ecologically protected or sensitive areas, as well as invasive species that may require different 
approaches.  

Step 3 — Use several phases or stages of clearing instead of a total strip  

If the area is badly overgrown, a full clear in one shot can destabilize soils, trigger erosion and sediment 
discharge, and look like habitat destruction (despite good intentions to restore function and maintenance).  

A staged approach to control vegetation overgrowth in retention ponds, ditches, and culverts could look like:  

• Doing 25–50% of a reach this season (worst pinch points first),  
• coming back next season for the next segment,  
• then keeping it on a smaller recurring cycle.  

 
This can be the difference between routine maintenance and a larger rehabilitation project. However, when 
vegetation has progressed to the point that it significantly impairs hydraulic capacity or threatens culvert 
performance, roadway stability, or creates an imminent flooding risk, corrective work may need to be 
addressed as a larger project rather than routine maintenance. 
Regardless of the scale, erosion and sediment control measures 
should be incorporated to minimize environmental impacts and 
support the primary objective of restoring proper hydraulic and 
structural function  

Step 4 — Leave stabilizing vegetation where it helps  

Unless they’re blocking flow, typical “leave” 
areas include vegetated side slopes that are holding soil, low 
herbaceous cover (grass/sedges), and rooted buffers near water edges (as long as you can still inspect 
structures and the outlet isn’t clogged). 

A PERMIT OR REGISTRATION NOTICE OF ROUTINE ROADWAY MAINTENANCE ACTIVITIES MAY 

BE REQUIRED  
In NH, roadway/ditch/culvert work can fall under Routine Roadway Maintenance Activities subject 
to registration (notification) if it meets specific limits and conditions. If work is in a jurisdictional 
area (wetland/watercourse), check the Routine Roadway Maintenance Activities thresholds outlined 
under Env-Wt 309.03. Routine roadway maintenance activities can be done with a notification or registration 
process, provided the project:  

• follows all Best Management Practices (BMPs) outlined in the document Best Management Practices 
for Routine Roadway Maintenance Activities in New Hampshire  

• does not impact more than 50 linear feet of a watercourse OR more than 3,000 square feet of any 
other jurisdictional area,   

• includes no work in or adjacent to designated prime wetlands, and also excludes certain sensitive 
settings listed in the rule,   

• and meets other conditions including but not limited to property owner coordination and posting 
the registration notice at the worksite.   
 
 

https://onlineforms.nh.gov/nform/Home/9c2b8fce-0956-4aac-95f9-eaffcf8db10e
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/env-wt-300.pdf
https://mm.nh.gov/files/uploads/dot/remote-docs/best-management-practices-for-routine-roadway-maint-activities.pdf
https://mm.nh.gov/files/uploads/dot/remote-docs/best-management-practices-for-routine-roadway-maint-activities.pdf


Ditch and culvert maintenance are explicitly recognized as Routine Roadway Maintenance Activities 
requiring registration notice (although some culvert activities may fall under Certified Culvert Maintainer and 
therefore allow for bypassing the notification process if reporting under the CCM program). Env-Wt 
309.04 includes specific routine roadway notification categories such as RR-7: Roadside ditch maintenance and 
RR-8: Culvert inlet and outlet maintenance. It is recommended to review the Routine Roadway Maintenance 
Activities and BMPs guide, including RR-7 and RR-8, before initiating any work. 
 
NH DES uses the NH Online Forms System for Routine Roadway Maintenance Activities registrations.  You may 
need more than a routine roadway maintenance activity notification if the activity or project:  

• exceeds the 50 LF / 3,000 SF limits,   
• falls into excluded areas (prime wetlands, bog/marsh/tidal settings, etc.),   
• involves more structural change (realignment, upsizing, new structure), or  
• triggers designated river/LAC involvement,  

…then it may shift into a different Wetlands authorization path (often Permit-by-Notification or 
standard permit pathways—those requirements show up in the Wetlands rules framework, including LAC-
related signoffs for certain cases).   
 
Bottom line? “If we’re just clearing blockages and restoring function within the routine 
thresholds, we’re usually in ‘routine maintenance’ territory. If we’re changing the feature, expanding impacts, 
or getting into wetland/watercourse disturbance beyond the limits, we need to pause and run it through the 
DES process.”  

SPECIAL NOTE: 
This guidance is intended to support informed decision-making and promote sound maintenance practices for retention ponds, 

roadside ditches, and culverts. It does not represent a complete summary of all applicable regulations, permits, registrations, or 

authorization requirements. Maintenance activities may be subject to federal, state, or local regulations, including those 

administered by the New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services (NHDES), local conservation commissions, or other 

agencies. Site-specific conditions—including the presence of wetlands, jurisdictional watercourses, designated rivers, protected 

resources, soil conditions, drainage patterns, and prior site modifications—may affect what work is allowable, how it must be 
performed, and whether notification, registration, or permitting is required. It is the responsibility of the property owner and/or 

roadway authority to evaluate site conditions and ensure compliance with applicable requirements. When there is uncertainty 

regarding regulatory jurisdiction, environmental sensitivity, or the appropriate scope of work, consultation with a qualified engineer, 

environmental professional, or NHDES is strongly recommended before proceeding. Following the general practices described in this 

document does not eliminate the need for proper authorization, nor does it guarantee regulatory compliance under all 

circumstances. 

 

UNH T2 is pleased to provide free and customized Technical Assistance to local road agencies on a variety of 
road maintenance and transportation infrastructure-related topics, including bridge and pavement 

preservation, gravel roads, winter operations, worker safety, and maintenance activities. Please reach out to 
t2.center@Unh.edu for additional resources, support, or technical assistance, or visit https://t2.unh.edu/. 

UNH T2 Center 
35 Colovos Rd., Durham, NH 03824 

https://t2.unh.edu/   T2.Center@unh.edu 
603.862.1362 
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