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Background 
on Stream 
Barriers 
 

 

Undersized, perched, and blocked road culverts block the movements of fish and wildlife and 
also prevent stream processes that are critical to maintaining quality habitat for those species.  
Undersized culverts can also be less likely to pass heavy storm flows that are more common 
today.  Culverts with these problems are often referred to as barriers, because in many ways 
they act like dams.  Replacing road crossings with structures that recreate natural stream 
conditions benefits fish and wildlife but also helps lower maintenance and safety liabilities 
shouldered by road owners.   
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 The 
Challenge: 
Removing 
Thousands of 
Barriers  

Recent surveys show that several common problems at road crossings lead to a high 
incidence of stream barriers in Maine.  Up to 90% of culvert crossings have some 
characteristics that hinder or block passage for aquatic organisms during part of the 
year.  About 40% of all culvert crossings are likely to be year-round barriers.  These 
barriers threaten and undermine the recovery and conservation of highly prized and 
economically important species like as Eastern brook trout, Atlantic salmon, and alewife.  
Progress in removing thousands of barriers across Maine can only be achieved 
incrementally over decades, but many opportunities exist to start making progress today.  
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Stream-smart road crossings are designed to make the crossing “invisible” to the stream so 
natural water flows, sediment, large woody debris and passage of fish and wildlife are once 
again supported.  In general, designs for stream-friendly road crossings seek to at least 
meet, but preferably exceed the stream’s width and match the elevation and alignment of 
the streambed.  This allows crossings to match the depth and velocity of flows found 
outside of the immediate influence of the present crossing – in other words, natural 
conditions to which fish and wildlife are adapted.   
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Where the priorities of road owners and stream restoration grant programs overlap on the 
same section of stream, some options are available for reducing the costs of using stream-
smart design principles.  For projects that most closely meet the immediate goals of 
individual programs, grants and technical assistance may be available.  Most funding is 
offered as a cost-share, with some requiring that up to 100% of the grant award be matched 
in value by other funding or services.  Examples of some of these programs that can aid road 
owners in planning and installing stream-friendly crossings: 
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 Maine Corporate Wetlands Restoration Partnership 

 
 Natural Resources Conservation Service (private road owners) 

www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/financial
 US Fish and Wildlife Service 

www.easternbrooktrout.org/formsubmit.aspx
 Trout Unlimited Embrace-A-Stream Program 
 Maine Natural Resources Conservation Program (streams associated with wetlands) 

www.maine.gov/dep/land/nrpa/ILF_and_NRCP/MNRCP/  

www.cwrp.org/maine.html
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