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TOPIC- Contour line barriers  

Contour barriers (live, dead and mixed barriers) 

Contour barriers are contour strips which intercept downslope flowing water and soil 
particles. These barriers slow down the water movement and reduce its erosive force. 
They also filter out and trap many of the suspended soil particles, keeping them from 
being washed out of the field. A long term advantage of barriers is that soil tends to 
build up behind them, creating a terrace effect. Barriers can be classified as live (strips 
of living plants), dead (rocks, crop residues), or mixed (a combination of the previous 
two). 

There are mainly 3types of Contour barriers 

• Live barriers are strips of vegetation planted along the contour which serve 
to anchor the soil in place with their roots and to slow down the movement of 
water downslope with their stems and leaves (Fig. 8). They are planted above 
hillside ditches to prevent them from filling with soil and also by themselves to 
prevent hillside erosion. me most common types of live barriers are plants of the 
grass family because of the dense foliage and root nets produced. As soil builds 
up behind them, a bench terrace with a grass protected riser (sloping bank) is 
formed (see section on bench terraces). In addition the grasses are valuable as 
forage for animals, or for human consumption in the case of sugar cane or 
lemmon grass.  

 

                                                         Contour live barriers 



• Dead barriers function similar to live barriers, the difference being that they are 

composed of rocks, plant residues, or other non-living materials. (Fig. 9). If rocks are 

present in a field, it is useful to construct these and in the process make the soil easier to 

work. Another advantage is that they can be completed during the dry season, meaning 

that they are in place and functioning at the start of the rainy season. If enough rocks are 

present' the barriers can be constructed as rock walls of sufficient height so that bench 

terraces are famed as the soil fills in behind each wall. If sufficient rocks are not present, 

the barriers lose their effectiveness as the soil fills in behind them, and they should be 

supplemented with the planting of live barriers. 

 

Contour dead barriers 

The construction of dead barriers is simple, but requires a lot of manual labor. Once contour lines 

are marked out a hoe is used to form a furrow which serves to anchor the barrier (~ 20 cm deep). 

men the materials are laid out to form walls along the contour lines. In some cases, mixed 

barriers are used, a combination of live and non-living materials. This can consist of strips of 

trees with the intervening spaces filled with rocks or crop residues. or combinations of grass and 

rock barriers. If using plant residues, be aware that as they decompose they lose their 

effectiveness as barriers and will erode away, needing to be supplemented. 

Some suggested live barrier plants

 



Different types of contour barriers 

Use the contour barrier that is easiest to build and works best for your land. 

 

 

Live barriers made of trees, shrubs, 

grasses, or other plants grown on 

contour lines hold water and soil. 

Check dams of brush, rock, or straw bales 

placed across gullies and eroded areas 

where water flows let the water through, 

but slow it down. 

  

Walls 30 cm wide and at least 25 cm 

high, made of stone, earth, straw 

bales, or other materials will slow the 

Trenches direct the flow of water to a 

certain area. To help water sink into the 

soil, make small barriers every 8 to 10 



water and help it sink into the 

ground. 

meters 

inside the trench. 

 

 

Gabions are wire cages fixed to the 

sides of a gully and filled with stones 

that catch and hold soil. 

Swales are small earthen barriers with a 

trench on the uphill side. Soil dug out to 

make the trench is piled below it to make 

the swale. Make the trench 3 times as wide 

as it is deep so the sides will not collapse. 

Trees or 

shrubs may be planted in the trench to take 

advantage of the water, and on the swale to 

hold it in place. 
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