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Water Runs Downhill — Part 2 Board Of Selectmen

By Roger Godwin
Andover Board of Selectmen

Part 2 of our continuing series on 
the challenges Andover faces in keep-
ing its roads in good condition.

Where road maintenance is con-
cerned, the most important law is the 
law of gravity: Water runs downhill. 

The three most important things 
about a road, as road engineers put it, 
are drainage, drainage, and drainage. In 
other words, the best thing we can do 
for our roads is keep them dry. 

A wet road suffers much more dam-
age from traffi c than a dry one. When 
you walk through the mud you sink in. 
When you walk on dry ground you don’t. 
It works the same way with roads, where 
the weight of passing vehicles will push 
the surface of a wet road down much 
more than that of a dry road. Specifi cally, 
we have to get the water off the roads, out 
of the roads, and away from the roads.

The best way to get the water off the 
roads is to be sure the roads have crowns, 
higher in the middle than at the sides. 
With paved roads the surface is put down 
that way. With gravel roads, periodic re-
grading accomplishes the crowning. 

How do we get water out of the roads? 
Water runs downhill, whether it is on the 
surface or under it. To help it ooze out of 
the roadbeds there must be roadside ditch-
es whose bottoms are lower than the bot-
toms of the road structures. If a roadside 

ditch is not as deep as the road structure, 
water will seep into the road from the 
ditch, whether the road is paved or not. 

The structure of a road is generally 
a travel course – three to four inches of 
gravel – over a subbase of another 12 to 
18 inches of gravel. Paving adds three to 
four inches of asphalt. Adding those up 
defi nes the necessary depth of the ditch. 

To get water away from the roads, 
we use ditches, culverts, and ‘turnouts.’ 

If the road is unpaved, melting snow 
and rain will soak into it, then seep out 

the sides (if the ditches are deep enough). 
One objective in building a road in hilly 
country is to interfere as little as possible 
with the usual fl ow of water downhill. 
Ditches collect water, so culverts are re-
quired to get water from the uphill side 
of the road to the downhill side. And, to 
empty those ditches, ‘turnouts’ may be 
necessary. These are cuts in the earth 
that let the water continue in its natural 
course downhill. 

Over time these ditches fi ll with dirt and 
gravel, and water fl ow is further impeded 
by plant growth. That means that ditches 
must regularly be cleaned out – usually 
by a road grader, sometimes by removal 
of the material. And roadsides must rou-
tinely be mowed to counteract the growth 
of weeds and brush that slows the fl ow of 
water and shortens the sight distance of 
drivers. In Andover that mowing is done 
once per summer. 

Similarly, culverts under the road 
must be regularly cleaned out and re-

paired or replaced, and those under 
private driveways must be cleaned and 
repaired by their owners.

Are these serious matters? You bet. 
They have safety implications, and 
beyond that the rights of the traveling 
public come fi rst. Roads are the big-
gest asset the Town has, and we put 
plenty of money into them. Every year 
we’ve been spending around $100,000 
to $150,000 to reclaim paved roads. It 
would be foolish and wasteful to over-
look the work that will keep this invest-
ment in good shape. 

In addition to the Town’s pro-active 
work, there are both civil and criminal 
penalties for interference with the roads 
and ancillary structures. For instance, no 
private person can dig up a road, interfere 
with a ditch, or block a culvert. More on 
road law in the next part of this series.

June 6
Condensed from approved minutes.
Present: Chairman Dennis Fenton, 

Selectmen Roger Godwin and Andy Gup-
till, Town Administrator Mark Stetson

Road Agent John Thompson in-
formed the Board that, again due to the 
current budget constraints, a minimal 
amount of work was done on Town 
roads during the previous two weeks. 
Thompson told the Board that he is 
working on a plan for this year’s special 
projects and that he intends to present it 
to the Board at the next meeting. 

The Board approved a request from a 
property owner on Bradley Lake Road 
for a “Dead End” sign to be installed on 
that road just past the southerly intersec-
tion with Bradley Loop. The approval 
is conditioned upon the party that made 
the request reimbursing the Town for 
the cost of the sign and post. 

Stetson reported that there is still no 
word from the New Hampshire Offi ce 
of Emergency Management regard-
ing whether or not Merrimack County 
qualifi ed for fi nancial assistance from 
FEMA for the April fl ooding rains. 

Fenton asked Thompson to install 
“No Parking” signs along Channel 
Road. Thompson reported that he has 
cleaned beaver debris from the inlet 
to one of the culverts on Elbow Pond 
Road. Stetson will contact the owner of 
adjacent property, who has promised to 
maintain those culverts, to remind her 
of that commitment. 

Thompson asked the Board’s en-
forcement assistance to rectify a prob-
lem with a driveway on Chase Hill 
Road that, as it is currently confi gured, 
diverts storm water from the ditch onto 
the Town road. 

Guptill suggested the Board re-visit 
the possibility of requiring the Road 
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