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Post-Fire

Sandbags

Sandbags can be useful in
redirecting storm water and
debris flows away from a
particular area. It is important
that sandbags are properly filled
and maintained. See below for
information on filling, laying,
and storing sandbags, as well as
sandbag limitations.

Locations for sandbag placement
Contour sandbags are used on burned slopes that have less than 30% of the original ground cover remaining
and are at risk for increased erosion. Contour Sandbags increase infiltration, add roughness, reduce erosion,
and help retain eroded soil on the slope. Contour Sandbags should be effective for a period up to one year,
providing short term protection on slopes where permanent vegetation will be established to provide long term
erosion control. They can be installed on slopes up to 70 percent, however their effect diminishes greatly on
slopes steeper than 50 percent. Sandbags should not be placed across drainage swales and channels with more
than 1 acre of contributing drainage area because they are not sturdy enough to resist the forces of concentrated
flows.

Limitations
There are limits to what sandbags can do. Remember, sandbags will not seal out water. Sandbags deteriorate
when exposed to continued wetting and drying for several months. If bags are placed too early, they may not
be effective when needed.
Sandbags are for small water flow protection — up to two feet. Protection from larger flow requires a more
permanent flood prevention system.
Sandbags that are exposed to contaminated floodwaters may pose an
environmental hazard and require special handling. Be sure to consult with
your local environmental protection department before disposing of used
sandbags.

Sandbags Mixed with Cement
For a more durable bag with increased effective life, mix 10 parts of sand or
soil with 1 part of cement. The materials can be mixed and placed dry. After
all bags are in place, a light sprinkling of water is recommended. Please
note, this technique is only effective with burlap sandbags and will not
work with plastic sandbags.

Caution
Do not use straw or
bales of hay in lieu of
sandbags. They do not
perform as well as sandbags and may be washed
away.
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Post-Fire
Storage of sandbags

•
•
•
•
•

If keeping a stock of sandbags, be
aware that they can rot if left wet
and damp. Be sure to store them in
a dry place out of the sun.

It is preferable that you only use sand to fill the bags
Soil is not usually recommended
Sandbags only need to be filled to 2/3 full
Do not over fill the bags as they can become too heavy to carry - A filled sandbag can weigh 70-75 lbs
Do not tie the top of the bag; the top of the bag may be tied for transport purposes only

Laying sandbags
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Place a layer of plastic sheeting to act as the water-proofing barrier
Lay sandbags like brickwork on top of the plastic sheeting
Limit placement to three layers unless a building is used as a backing or sandbags are placed in a
pyramid
Fold the top of the sandbag down and rest the bag on its folded top - Take care in stacking the sandbags
Start at one end and work to the other end
Ensure the unfilled top part of the bag is covered by the next bag
Tuck flap under the bag at the end of the row
Tamp each sandbag into place, completing each layer
before you begin a new layer - Clear a path between
buildings for debris flow
Important
Stagger rows so that the
joints do not line up.
Most standard homes and
buildings on a concrete
slab can be protected with
less than 25 sandbags.
Information courtesy of Santa Barbara County Fire Department (http://www.sbcfire.com/sandbags/) and the United
States Department of Agriculture—Natural Resources Conservation Service (USDA-NRCS) (https://
www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/wy/technical/engineering/?cid=nrcs142p2_027254).
Looking for more resources? Visit the Sonoma RCD website at http://sonomarcd.org/resources/fire-recovery/.

