
Practice Standards and Specifications

Definition An earthen embankment suitably located to capture runoff, with a trapezoidal 
spillway lined with an impermeable geotextile or laminated plastic membrane, 
and equipped with a floating skimmer for dewatering.

Purpose Sediment basins are designed to provide an area for runoff to pool and settle 
out a portion of the sediment carried down gradient.  Past designs used a 
perforated riser for dewatering, which allowed water to leave the basin from 
all depths.  One way to improve the sediment capture rate is to have an outlet 
which dewaters the basin from the top of the water column where the water 
is cleanest.  A skimmer is probably the most common method to dewater a 
sediment basin from the surface.  The basic concept is that the skimmer does 
not dewater the basin as fast as runoff enters it, but instead allows the basin 
to fill and then slowly drain over hours or days.  This process has two effects.  
First, the sediment in the runoff has more time to settle out prior to discharge.  
Second, a pool of water forms early in a storm event and this further increases 
sedimentation rates in the basin.  Many of the storms will produce more 
volume than the typical sediment basin capacity and flow rates in excess of 
the skimmer capability, resulting in flow over the emergency spillway.  This 
water is also coming from the top of the water column and has thereby been 
“treated” to remove sediment as much as possible.  (Adapted from SoilFacts:  
Dewatering Sediment Basins Using Surface Outlets.  N. C. State University, 
Soil Science Department.)

Conditions Where 
Practice Applies

Skimmer sediment basins are needed where drainage areas are too large 
for temporary sediment traps. Do not locate the skimmer sediment basin in 
intermittent or perennial streams.

Planning 
Considerations

Select locations for skimmer basins during initial site evaluation.  Install 
skimmer sediment basins before any site grading takes place within the 
drainage area.

Select skimmer sediment basin sites to capture sediment from all areas that are 
not treated adequately by other sediment control measures.  Always consider 
access for cleanout and disposal of the trapped sediment.  Locations where 
a pond can be formed by constructing a low dam across a natural swale are 
generally preferred to sites that require excavation.  Where practical, divert 
sediment-free runoff away from the basin.

A skimmer is a sedimentation basin dewatering control device that withdraws 
water from the basin’s water surface, thus removing the highest quality water 
for delivery to the uncontrolled environment. A skimmer is shown in Figure 
6.64a. By properly sizing the skimmer’s control orifice, the skimmer can be 
made to dewater a design hydrologic event in a prescribed period.  Because the 
spillway is actually used relatively frequently, it should be carefully stabilized 
using geotextiles, or rock if necessary, that can withstand the expected flows.  
The spillway should be placed as far from the inlet of the basin as possible to 
maximize sedimentation before discharge.  The spillway should be located in 
natural groundcover to the greatest extent possible
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The costs of using a skimmer system are similar, or occasionally less, than 
a conventional rock outlet or perforated riser.  However, the basin is more 
efficient in removing sediment.  Another advantage of the skimmer is that it 
can be reused on future projects.  The main disadvantage of the skimmer is 
that it does require frequent maintenance, primarily in removing debris from 
the inlet.  

A skimmer must dewater the basin from the top of the water surface.  The rate 
of dewatering must be controlled.    A dewatering time of 24 to 72 hours is 
required.  Any skimmer design that dewaters from the surface at a con-
trolled rate is acceptable.  

Figure 6.64a Schematic of a skimmer, from Pennsylvania Erosion and Sediment Pollution Control Manual, 
March, 2000.  
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