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WHAT IS A CULVERT?
A culvert is a short tunnel structure that allows water to 
flow beneath an obstruction, usually a road.

PURPOSE OF A CULVERT?
Our communities and economies depend on safe roads 
and highways, which in turn, rely on hundreds of 
thousands of culverts that allow water to flow beneath 
them, avoiding flooding and unsafe driving conditions. 
Culverts are a vital part of our nation’s transportation 
infrastructure.

In addition to road safety, culverts enable fish and water 
passage, which ensure healthy watersheds. The increasing 
prevalence of larger storms and flooding events means 
functional culverts will become even more important.

CULVERTS 101
OVERVIEW

Heavy spring flows shot from this culvert and gouged 
the creek bed below; fish passage back upstream is 
now nearly impossible.
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RISKS OF OUTDATED CULVERTS

SIZE 
They are too small to handle increasingly 
large floods or bank erosion caused by 
bigger storms and increased urban 
development

AGE 
They are reaching the end of their 
lifespan and breaking down 
structurally due to age

EROSION AND FLOODS 
If culverts can’t handle heavier storms, 
communities risk flooding and erosion that can 
damage roads, bridges, trails, and railways.

1 WATER QUALITY 
Clogged or poorly maintained culverts can harm 
downstream water, including drinking water 
resources, by causing floods that carry 
pollutants like oil or farm runoff into rivers and 
streams.
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BLOCKING FISH MIGRATION 
Small, blocked, or broken culverts can stop fish 
from reaching upstream habitat, threatening 
their survival and putting recreation and fishing 
activities, and industries that depend on them, 
at risk.

3 ECONOMIC COSTS 
Reactive fixes cost 3-5 times more than 
proactive replacement (USDOT estimates), not 
to mention legal liability if culvert failures harm 
property, wildlife, or human life.
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IT'S TIME TO FIX 
OUR CULVERTS

Unfortunately, many of our nation’s culverts are old, outdated, 
and often failing. There are two common issues:

CULVERTS KEEP OUR ROADS SAFE & RIVERS FLOWING
Culverts serve an important function for American communities and economies. Updated and 
properly sized culverts support community resiliency, roadway safety, water quality, land value, 
healthy fisheries, and more. Culvert remediation projects also support local jobs and businesses.

Resources Legacy Fund (RLF), through its Open Rivers Fund program, supports local communities 
to remove obsolete dams, modernize water infrastructure, and restore rivers across the 
American West. They also work alongside policymakers, Tribes, nonprofits, academics, and 
business leaders to advance critical research, policy, and funding initiatives that accelerate the 
pace and scale of river restoration.

The width of this pipe culvert covers just a 
fraction of the creek bed. Debris can be 
trapped at the entrance, causing upstream 
flooding. 

This improved culvert is now wide enough to 
safely handle the creek’s high flows and allow 
fish passage throughout the year.


