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Do concrete retaining walls over a certain height require an engineering stamp
in New Brunswick?

Yes, concrete retaining walls over 4 feet (1.2 metres) in exposed height typically require engineering in New

Brunswick, and walls over this height usually need a building permit as well.

The specific requirements depend on your municipality, but most NB jurisdictions follow similar guidelines based on
the structural loads and safety risks involved. Retaining walls exceeding 4 feet must resist significant soil pressure,

water pressure, and frost heave forces that require proper engineering calculations to ensure stability and safety.

Engineering requirements become critical because retaining wall failures can be catastrophic — undermining
foundations, damaging adjacent structures, or creating safety hazards. An engineer calculates the soil pressure
loads, determines proper footing depth and width, specifies reinforcement requirements, and designs drainage
systems to prevent hydrostatic pressure buildup behind the wall. In New Brunswick's freeze-thaw climate, proper
drainage design is especially crucial since water trapped behind a retaining wall can freeze, expand, and create

enormous lateral forces that can push over even a well-built wall.

Building permit requirements vary by municipality, but most NB communities require permits for retaining walls
over 4 feet. Contact your local building inspection office (municipal office in incorporated areas, or the Rural Service
Commission for unincorporated areas) to confirm the specific requirements for your location. Some municipalities

have lower thresholds — 3 feet in certain areas — especially for walls near property lines or supporting structures.

Footing depth is another critical engineering consideration in New Brunswick. Retaining wall footings must extend
below the 4-5 foot frost line to prevent frost heave from shifting or tilting the wall. The footing width and thickness
depend on the wall height and soil conditions — taller walls require proportionally larger footings to resist

overturning forces.

Cost implications for engineered retaining walls range from $40-$75 per linear foot per foot of height, compared to
$25-$50 for shorter walls that don't require engineering. The engineering fee typically adds $1,500-$3,500 to a
project, but this investment prevents expensive failures and ensures the wall meets NB Building Code

requirements.

For walls 4 feet and under, you generally don't need engineering, but the wall must still be properly constructed
with adequate footings below the frost line, proper drainage (weeping tile and gravel backfill), and appropriate
reinforcement. Even shorter retaining walls benefit from professional construction given NB's challenging soil and
climate conditions.
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Need help finding a professional concrete contractor experienced with engineered retaining walls? New Brunswick
Concrete can match you with local professionals who understand NB's specific requirements and climate

challenges.

What is the maximum height for a concrete retaining wall in NB before
engineering drawings are required?

In New Brunswick, retaining walls over 4 feet (1.2 metres) in exposed height typically require building

permits and may require engineered drawings, though the exact threshold varies by municipality.

The 4-foot threshold is common across most NB municipalities because it aligns with structural safety concerns and
the point where retaining wall failures become dangerous to people and property. However, some municipalities set
the limit at 3 feet, while others may allow up to 6 feet for certain residential applications. Always check with your
local building inspection office — municipal office for incorporated areas or the Rural Service Commission for

unincorporated areas — before starting any retaining wall project.
Why Engineering Becomes Critical Above 4 Feet

Retaining walls face enormous forces that increase exponentially with height. A 4-foot wall experiences roughly four
times the soil pressure of a 2-foot wall, not twice. Add New Brunswick's freeze-thaw cycles, spring thaw saturation,
and potential frost heave behind the wall, and the structural demands become significant. An undersized or
improperly designed tall retaining wall doesn't just crack — it can fail catastrophically, potentially damaging property

or injuring people.
NB-Specific Challenges for Retaining Walls

New Brunswick's climate creates unique challenges for retaining walls. Spring thaw saturates the soil behind walls,
dramatically increasing hydrostatic pressure just as freeze-thaw cycles weaken the concrete. Proper drainage
becomes critical — weeping tile, gravel backfill, and surface drainage must be designed to handle NB's wet springs

and prevent ice buildup behind the wall in winter.
Engineering Requirements

When engineering is required, expect to pay $1,500-$4,000 for structural drawings and calculations for a typical
residential retaining wall. The engineer will specify concrete strength (typically 25-32 MPa), reinforcement

requirements, footing dimensions below the 4-5 foot frost line, and drainage details. This isn't just bureaucracy —
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engineered walls have proper safety factors for NB's soil conditions and climate.

Walls Under 4 Feet

Retaining walls under 4 feet generally don't require permits but must still comply with property line setbacks and
proper construction practices. A 3-foot concrete retaining wall still needs footings below the frost line (4+ feet deep
in NB), proper reinforcement, and drainage. Many homeowners underestimate the complexity of "small" retaining

walls and end up with expensive failures.
When to Hire a Professional

Any retaining wall over 2 feet should be built by an experienced concrete contractor familiar with NB soil conditions
and drainage requirements. The consequences of retaining wall failure — soil erosion, property damage, safety
hazards — far exceed the cost of professional installation. For walls requiring engineering, the contractor should

work directly with the engineer to ensure the design is built correctly.

Need help finding a professional concrete contractor experienced with retaining walls? New Brunswick Concrete

can match you with local professionals who understand NB's unique soil and climate challenges.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Gionetterenovations

alka masonry

PERMA-DRY

Thirty Four Renovations

C&A Masonry Inc.

View all contractors ?

Can a concrete retaining wall replace an old wooden railroad tie wall on a rural
property near Woodstock NB?

Yes, a concrete retaining wall can absolutely replace an old railroad tie wall near Woodstock, and it's often

the best long-term solution. Railroad ties deteriorate over 15-20 years, especially in New Brunswick's freeze-
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thaw cycles, while a properly built concrete retaining wall will last 50+ years with minimal maintenance.
Why Railroad Tie Walls Fail in NB

Railroad ties seem like a good retaining wall material because they're heavy and rot-resistant, but they have
serious limitations in New Brunswick conditions. The ties expand and contract with temperature changes at different
rates than the soil behind them. During spring thaw, saturated soil creates tremendous lateral pressure that can
bow or shift individual ties. Over time, the spikes or rebar holding the ties together loosen, and the wall begins to

lean forward or separate. Ties also contain creosote, which leaches into soil and groundwater over time.
Concrete Retaining Wall Advantages

A poured concrete retaining wall handles New Brunswick's challenging conditions far better. Concrete doesn't rot,
warp, or shift like wood. It can be reinforced with rebar to resist soil pressure and designed with proper drainage to
prevent water buildup behind the wall. In the Woodstock area, where spring flooding along the Saint John River
creates saturated soil conditions, a concrete wall with weeping tile drainage will perform much better than railroad

ties.
Design Considerations for Woodstock Area

Near Woodstock, your concrete retaining wall needs to extend below the 4-foot frost line to prevent frost heave.
The footing should be 16-24 inches wide and 8-10 inches thick, depending on the wall height and soil conditions.
The wall itself should be 6-8 inches thick for walls up to 4 feet high, with #15M rebar placed vertically every 16
inches and horizontally every 12 inches. Behind the wall, install weeping tile at the footing level connected to a

drainage outlet to prevent hydrostatic pressure buildup.
When You Need Professional Help

Any retaining wall over 4 feet high requires a building permit and likely engineered drawings under the NB Building
Code. Even for shorter walls, the excavation, forming, reinforcement placement, and concrete pouring require
experience to do correctly. A failed retaining wall can damage your property, your neighbor's property, or create
drainage problems that are expensive to fix. Budget $25-$50 per linear foot per foot of height for a professionally

built concrete retaining wall in the Woodstock area.
Timing and Costs

Plan this project for May through September when excavation conditions are good and concrete can cure properly.
A typical residential concrete retaining wall (30 linear feet, 3 feet high) will cost $3,000-$6,000 including excavation,
drainage, and backfill. While this seems expensive compared to replacing the railroad ties, the concrete wall will

outlast three or four railroad tie replacements and require virtually no maintenance.
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Need help finding a concrete contractor experienced with retaining walls? New Brunswick Concrete can match you

with local professionals who understand rural drainage challenges and NB soil conditions.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Happy Home Enterprises Inc
¢ Gionetterenovations

e C&A Masonry Inc.

e PERMA-DRY

e Thirty Four Renovations

View all contractors ?
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How tall can | build a retaining wall without a permit in New Brunswick?

In most of New Brunswick, retaining walls up to 4 feet (1.2 metres) in exposed height can typically be built
without a building permit — but this threshold varies by municipality, and property line setbacks always
apply regardless of height. Before starting any retaining wall project, it is worth making a quick call to your local

building department to confirm the specific rules in your municipality.

The 4-foot rule reflects the NB Building Code's approach to retaining structures — walls below that height are
generally considered low-risk residential landscape features, while walls at or above 4 feet retain significant soil
mass and carry enough structural and safety risk to warrant permit review and, in many cases, engineered
drawings. In cities like Fredericton, Moncton, and Saint John, the municipal building department follows this
threshold closely. In rural NB under the jurisdiction of the Rural Service Commission (now Service New Brunswick),

the same code threshold typically applies.

Height is measured as the exposed face of the wall — the distance from the finished grade at the base of
the wall to the top of the wall. If your yard has a natural grade change of 6 feet but you are terracing it with two 3-
foot walls separated by a level landing, each individual wall is under the permit threshold, though the cumulative
effect on drainage and soil pressure still requires careful design. Some inspectors look at the total grade change
being managed rather than individual wall heights, so check before assuming two short walls are automatically

permit-free.

Even without a permit requirement, you are still responsible for building a wall that is structurally sound and does
not damage neighbouring properties. A wall that retains waterlogged NB soil and collapses onto a neighbouring
property or into a municipal right-of-way creates liability regardless of its height. Proper drainage behind any
retaining wall — regardless of height — is non-negotiable in NB. A 3-foot wall with no drainage stone or
weeping tile behind it can fail under the hydrostatic pressure that builds up from NB's spring thaw and heavy rain

seasons.

Property line setbacks are separate from permit requirements. Most NB municipalities require retaining walls to be
set back at least a few feet from property lines, and walls near driveways, sidewalks, or road rights-of-way have

additional constraints. Check with your municipality before setting your layout.

If your grade change exceeds 4 feet or the wall will be near a structure, property line, or road, bring in a
professional for an assessment. New Brunswick Concrete can connect you with experienced retaining wall

contractors in the Moncton, Fredericton, Saint John, Miramichi, and Bathurst areas for a free consultation.
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Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

Gionetterenovations

PERMA-DRY

alka masonry

Happy Home Enterprises Inc

Thirty Four Renovations

View all contractors ?

Do | need an engineer for a retaining wall in NB?

In New Brunswick, retaining walls over 4 feet (1.2 metres) in exposed height typically require engineered
drawings as part of the building permit process — walls below 4 feet generally do not, but an engineer is
still worth consulting for any wall retaining a significant slope or located near a structure. The NB Building
Code reflects the engineering reality that a wall retaining more than 4 feet of soil mass is a structural element, not a

landscaping feature.

When a permit is required, your local building department will ask for drawings stamped by a Professional Engineer
(P.Eng.) licensed in New Brunswick. The engineer's drawings will specify the footing depth and width, wall
thickness, rebar schedule, drainage requirements, and surcharge assumptions (such as whether a vehicle, deck, or
structure sits on top of the retained soil). In NB, where frost depth reaches 4-5 feet and soil can become heavily
saturated during spring thaw, engineered designs account for the lateral earth pressure and hydrostatic forces that

are higher here than in many other Canadian provinces.

Even when an engineer is not legally required, there are situations where hiring one is simply smart. These
include: any wall over 3 feet high retaining a slope where a vehicle drives or parks above the wall; walls supporting
the soil adjacent to a building foundation; walls near utilities, easements, or property lines; and any wall where
failure would damage property, injure someone, or affect drainage to neighbouring lots. The cost of engineering —
typically $500-$2,000 for a residential retaining wall drawing — is modest compared to the liability and repair cost of

a wall that shifts, cracks, or collapses.

For poured concrete retaining walls specifically, engineering becomes especially important because the design —

footing size, wall thickness, rebar placement — must be calculated for the specific soil conditions and height at your
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site. NB soils vary considerably: clay-heavy soils in the Saint John River valley retain more water and exert higher
lateral pressure than sandy or well-drained soils. A wall designed for sandy Moncton soil may be undersized for the

clay soils common in the Fredericton area.

Walls in the 3-4 foot range without an engineer are a grey area in NB. Contractors with strong retaining wall
experience know the standard design conventions for this height range and can build a structurally sound wall
without stamped drawings. Walls under 3 feet that use gravity mass (concrete blocks, interlocking stone) or
properly battered poured concrete with good drainage are generally straightforward. The risk increases sharply

when the soil being retained is saturated, the slope above is steep, or there is a structure near the top of the wall.

Need help connecting with a retaining wall contractor or finding an engineer for a larger project? New Brunswick

Concrete can match you with experienced professionals across NB.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with
qualified professionals:

alka masonry

Gionetterenovations

Happy Home Enterprises Inc

Thirty Four Renovations

C&A Masonry Inc.

View all contractors ?

What type of retaining wall is best for New Brunswick soil?

For most New Brunswick residential applications, poured concrete and precast concrete block (CMU)
retaining walls offer the best combination of strength, frost resistance, and longevity in NB soil and climate

conditions. The right choice depends on your wall height, soil type, drainage situation, and budget.

NB soils vary significantly by region. The Saint John River valley and areas around Fredericton, Oromocto, and
Miramichi have clay-heavy soils that retain water and exert high lateral pressure against retaining walls —
especially during spring thaw when saturated soil can triple the pressure on a wall compared to dry conditions.

Sandy, well-drained soils in parts of Moncton and the Moncton area are more forgiving but still subject to frost

New Brunswick Concrete — newbrunswickconcrete.com — Generated April 19, 2026



heave. Any retaining wall in NB must be designed for the worst-case condition: waterlogged, frost-

susceptible soil at the end of a wet spring.

Poured concrete walls are the strongest option and the best choice for walls over 3 feet high, walls retaining clay
soils, and walls near structures. A properly reinforced poured concrete wall with a below-frost-line footing (4 feet
minimum in southern NB, 4.5-5 feet in the north) will handle NB freeze-thaw cycles and saturated soil pressures
better than any other material. The monolithic structure has no joints that can be exploited by frost heave. Cost runs

$25-$50 per linear foot per foot of height.

Concrete block (CMU — concrete masonry unit) walls are a cost-effective alternative for walls up to 4-6 feet
with proper footing and reinforcement. Interlocking hollow-core blocks filled with concrete and vertical rebar create a
strong, flexible wall system. They are easier to build on irregular terrain than formed poured walls and are a
common choice for residential retaining applications in Moncton, Dieppe, and Saint John. Cost runs $20-$40 per

linear foot per foot of height.

Segmental retaining wall blocks (Allan Block, Unilock, and similar systems) are gravity-mass walls suitable for
walls under 3 feet in NB without a permit. They are popular for landscape terracing, garden beds, and low grade
changes. They rely on their own weight and batter (backward lean) for stability rather than footings and
reinforcement. For low walls, they perform well in NB — but they should never be used for walls over 3 feet without
engineering review, as the saturated soil pressures during spring thaw in NB easily exceed what an un-engineered

segmental wall can resist.

Timber and railroad tie walls are the least suitable for NB conditions. Wood rots in NB's wet climate, frost cycles
work the posts out of alignment over time, and these walls typically need replacement every 10-20 years. They are

acceptable for very low garden terracing but should not be used for any structural soil retention application.

For any wall over 3 feet in NB, have a concrete professional assess your specific site, soil, and drainage conditions.
New Brunswick Concrete can connect you with experienced retaining wall contractors in Fredericton, Moncton,

Saint John, Bathurst, Miramichi, and across the province.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with
qualified professionals:

e Gionetterenovations

e Thirty Four Renovations

¢ PERMA-DRY

e alka masonry
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e C&A Masonry Inc.

View all contractors ?
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How deep should the footing be for a retaining wall in NB?

In New Brunswick, retaining wall footings must extend below the frost line — a minimum of 4 feet (1.2
metres) below finished grade in southern NB and 4.5-5 feet in northern regions like Bathurst, Campbellton,
and Edmundston. This is the single most important structural requirement for any retaining wall in the province,

and it is non-negotiable.

NB's frost depth is among the most significant in Eastern Canada. When the ground freezes to depths of 4-5 feet
each winter, any footing above that depth will experience frost heave — the upward displacement of the solil as the
water within it expands by approximately 9% during freezing. A retaining wall footing that sits above the frost line
will heave upward in winter and settle back in spring, repeating this cycle every year. Over 3-5 cycles, this
movement tilts, cracks, and eventually topples the wall. The most common cause of retaining wall failure in NB is

inadequate footing depth — walls that were built to save on excavation costs.

The footing must bear on undisturbed, native soil below the frost line, not on fill, topsoil, or organics. In areas
of NB with significant organic soil layers — common in low-lying areas near Miramichi, the coastal communities of
Northumberland County, and river floodplains near Fredericton — contractors may need to excavate deeper than

the minimum frost depth to reach stable bearing soil.

For footing dimensions, standard practice for a residential poured concrete retaining wall is a footing that is twice
the wall thickness in width and at least as thick as the wall thickness. For a typical 8-inch wall retaining 3-4 feet of
soil, that means a 16-inch wide footing at least 8-10 inches thick. For taller walls (4-6 feet), footing dimensions

should be designed by an engineer who accounts for the specific soil bearing capacity and lateral loads at your site.

In practical terms for NB contractors, this means most retaining wall projects require excavating 5-6 feet below
the existing grade to reach frost-safe bearing depth and have room to form and pour the footing. This is significant
excavation that usually requires a small excavator, which adds to project cost but is absolutely necessary for a wall

that will last 30+ years.

One consideration for properties in Fredericton, Moncton, and Saint John with high water tables: the footing
excavation will often encounter groundwater in spring. Proper drainage — a perforated weeping tile at footing level
draining to daylight or a sump — should be planned alongside the footing depth. A footing sitting in standing water

is at risk of erosion and freeze-thaw cycling even at frost depth.

Get matched with an experienced retaining wall contractor through New Brunswick Concrete — they will assess

your specific site conditions and confirm the appropriate footing depth for your project.
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Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

Thirty Four Renovations

Gionetterenovations

C&A Masonry Inc.

alka masonry

Happy Home Enterprises Inc

View all contractors ?

Poured concrete retaining wall vs concrete block wall in NB — which is better?

For walls over 3 feet high in New Brunswick, poured concrete is generally the stronger and more durable
choice — but concrete block (CMU) walls are a cost-effective, practical alternative when properly reinforced
and footed below the frost line. For walls under 3 feet, the difference in performance is minimal and budget or

aesthetic preference should drive the decision.

Poured concrete walls are monolithic — there are no joints, seams, or mortar lines for frost and water to exploit. A
properly formed and poured concrete retaining wall with rebar and a below-frost-line footing will handle NB's 4-5
foot frost depth, the lateral pressure from saturated spring soil, and 150+ annual freeze-thaw cycles better than
virtually any other material. Poured walls are the preferred choice for walls over 4 feet, walls near structures or
property lines, and walls retaining heavy clay soils common in the Fredericton and Saint John River valley areas.
The disadvantage is cost and complexity — poured walls require forming, which takes time and skill, and large

pours require a concrete pump and an experienced crew. Budget $25-$50 per linear foot per foot of height.

Concrete block (CMU) walls — hollow-core concrete masonry units filled with grout and vertical rebar — are
structurally competitive with poured walls when properly built. The blocks are faster to work with than forms, can be
laid by a smaller crew, and adapt more easily to irregular terrain. For walls in the 3-5 foot range on residential
properties in Moncton, Dieppe, Riverview, and Saint John, a CMU wall with a proper footing and reinforcement is a
legitimate, durable choice. The mortar joints and block interfaces are the potential weak points over decades of NB
freeze-thaw cycles, but quality construction and a good waterproofing membrane on the retained side mitigate this

risk. Budget $20-$40 per linear foot per foot of height.

The key factors favouring poured concrete:
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Wall height over 4 feet

Clay-heavy or poorly draining soils

Wall supporting a structure or heavy surcharge load

Irregular or complex geometry where forming and pouring is actually simpler
Coastal NB locations where salt air and moisture exposure are higher

The key factors favouring CMU:

Walls in the 2-4 foot range

Tight access where ready-mix trucks or pumps cannot easily reach
Stepped or terraced designs with changing heights

Budget constraints where CMU saves 15-25% over poured

Both options require the same commitment to frost-depth footings, drainage stone and weeping tile on the
retained side, and proper waterproofing on the back face of the wall. Skimping on any of these elements will

cause either wall type to fail eventually in NB conditions.

Browse retaining wall contractors serving communities across New Brunswick through the New Brunswick

Construction Network directory at newbrunswickconstructionnetwork.com.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

Happy Home Enterprises Inc
PERMA-DRY

Thirty Four Renovations
C&A Masonry Inc.

alka masonry

View all contractors ?

How do | drain behind a retaining wall in New Brunswick?
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Drainage behind a retaining wall is not optional in New Brunswick — it is structural. Water is the primary
cause of retaining wall failure in NB, and the province's combination of heavy spring thaw, high annual precipitation,
and freeze-thaw cycles creates constant hydraulic pressure against poorly drained walls. A wall without proper

drainage is not a question of if it will fail, but when.

The fundamental goal of retaining wall drainage is to prevent hydrostatic pressure from building up behind the wall.
When saturated soil cannot drain, the water pressure against the back of the wall can exceed the soil pressure the

wall was designed to resist, sometimes by two or three times. In early spring in Fredericton, Moncton, or Saint John
— when the ground is still frozen but snowmelt and rain are saturating the soil above — this pressure peaks. Walls

that survived the summer will often show their first signs of movement or cracking in late March or April.
The standard drainage system for a NB retaining wall consists of three components:

1. Crushed stone drainage zone. Immediately behind the wall, backfill with a minimum 12-inch wide column
(ideally 18-24 inches) of clean crushed stone — 3/4 inch clear stone is ideal. This creates a free-draining zone that
allows water to move down to the weeping tile rather than building up as hydrostatic pressure against the wall. Do

not use native excavated soil for backfill immediately behind the wall, and never use clay.

2. Weeping tile at the footing level. A 4-inch perforated pipe wrapped in filter fabric (to prevent soil migration into
the pipe) should run along the base of the wall footing, sloped at a minimum 1% grade to drain to daylight at the
end of the wall, into a collection chamber, or into an approved drainage outlet. This pipe carries the water that

drains through the stone zone away from the wall rather than letting it pool at the footing and refreeze.

3. Drainage through the wall itself. For walls over 20 feet long, some contractors install weep holes through the
wall at the base — small openings (often 3-inch PVC sleeves) spaced every 6-8 feet — as a safety valve in case
the weeping tile system ever becomes overwhelmed. On poured concrete walls, these are cast in at the time of the

pour. On CMU walls, they are incorporated during block laying.

For NB's spring conditions specifically, the filter fabric wrapping on the weeping tile is critical. Silt and fine soll
particles are carried by snowmelt water and will clog an unwrapped perforated pipe within 5-10 years, backing up

the entire drainage system. Use a sock or wrap the entire drainage stone zone in non-woven geotextile fabric.

Need help finding a contractor experienced with NB retaining wall drainage? New Brunswick Concrete matches

homeowners with local professionals across the province.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e alka masonry
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Thirty Four Renovations

Happy Home Enterprises Inc

C&A Masonry Inc.
PERMA-DRY

View all contractors ?
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Q10
Can aretaining wall be built in winter in New Brunswick?

Building a concrete retaining wall in winter in New Brunswick is technically possible but significantly more
expensive, riskier, and generally not recommended for residential projects. The NB winter window — roughly
November through March — creates compounding challenges for retaining wall construction that most homeowners

and even many contractors prefer to avoid.

The primary barrier is frozen ground. Excavating to the required 4-5 foot frost depth to place the footing becomes
difficult to impossible once the ground freezes, which in most of NB happens in December and persists through
March. Even if the frost layer can be penetrated with a large excavator, the exposed footing trench must be
protected from refreezing before the concrete is poured. If the soil at the bearing level freezes after excavation, it
must be thawed or removed — working soil that is frost-heaved or ice-contaminated as a footing base leads directly

to wall settlement and failure.

For the concrete itself, cold weather pouring requires heated water in the mix, accelerating admixtures, and
insulating blankets or heated enclosures covering the fresh pour for a minimum of 5-7 days. The footing concrete
must reach at least 3,500 PSI before exposure to freezing temperatures. NB temperatures can drop below -20°C
overnight in January and February — maintaining a heated enclosure in those conditions is expensive and labour-

intensive. Budget 25-40% more for any cold weather concrete pour compared to warm season work.

Backfilling behind a retaining wall in winter presents its own problems. Frozen soil used as backfill will thaw
and settle in spring, creating voids behind the wall and differential settlement pressure. Properly compacted
granular backfill material (crushed stone) behaves better in cold weather, but placing and compacting it against a

freshly poured wall in below-zero conditions adds complexity.
The exceptions where winter retaining wall work makes sense in NB:

e Emergency situations where an existing wall has failed and is threatening a structure or creating a safety hazard
e Commercial projects with fixed deadlines and budgets that can absorb the cold weather premium

e Mild winters (January thaws are common in coastal NB around Saint John and Moncton) where extended
above-freezing periods allow work to proceed between cold snaps
For residential retaining walls in Fredericton, Bathurst, Miramichi, and Riverview, the practical advice is to
plan your project for May through October. Early May is ideal — the ground has thawed, contractors are

booking spring work, and you get the full warm season for the concrete to cure before the first freeze.

If you must proceed in winter, work with a contractor experienced in cold weather concrete and get explicit

written confirmation of the cold weather protection measures included in the quote. New Brunswick Concrete
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can match you with experienced local contractors for a free estimate.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Thirty Four Renovations
e Gionetterenovations
e PERMA-DRY

e Happy Home Enterprises Inc

alka masonry

View all contractors ?

Q11
How close to the property line can | build a retaining wall in Fredericton?

In Fredericton, retaining wall setback requirements are governed by the City of Fredericton Zoning By-Law,
and the required setback depends on the zoning of your property, the height of the wall, and its location on
your lot. Before setting your wall layout, a call to the City of Fredericton Building Inspection office at City Hall is the

only reliable way to confirm the specific setback for your situation.

As a general starting point, Fredericton's residential zoning by-laws treat retaining walls similarly to fences for
setback purposes. In most residential zones, structures including walls must maintain a setback of at least
0.6 metres (roughly 2 feet) from the side and rear property lines, and a greater setback from the front property
line. However, these numbers vary by zone designation — R1, R2, R3, and other residential classifications have
different requirements — and the city has specific rules about walls near road rights-of-way, corner lots, and walls

adjacent to driveways and sight-line triangles.

For retaining walls over 4 feet in height (which require a building permit in Fredericton), the permit application
process will trigger a review of setback compliance, so the building department will catch any violations before
construction begins. For walls under 4 feet that do not require a permit, it is still your responsibility to comply with
setbacks — and a neighbour's complaint about a wall on or near the property line can result in an enforcement

order to remove or relocate the wall.
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Encroachment onto a neighbour's property with any retaining wall — even accidentally due to a survey error —
creates significant legal and financial liability. Before any excavation, have your property corners confirmed. Corner
pins may be visible (iron rods or concrete monuments), but if there is any uncertainty about your lot boundaries, a
licensed NB Land Surveyor can locate and mark them. The cost of a survey ($800-$2,000 depending on lot size

and complexity) is small compared to the cost of demolishing and relocating a misplaced retaining wall.

Also check for utility easements running along property lines. Many Fredericton residential lots have utility
easements (for buried electrical, gas, or municipal water/sewer lines) that restrict permanent structures. Building a
retaining wall over a buried utility is a serious problem — it restricts access for repairs and creates liability if the

utility is damaged during construction.

For retaining walls along the street-facing side of your lot in Fredericton, there are additional considerations around
the road right-of-way. The City of Fredericton maintains a right-of-way that typically extends 10-15 feet from the

edge of the sidewalk, and no permanent structures are permitted within this zone.

New Brunswick Concrete can connect you with retaining wall contractors in the Fredericton area who are familiar

with local permit and setback requirements.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

Gionetterenovations

C&A Masonry Inc.

alka masonry

PERMA-DRY

Happy Home Enterprises Inc

View all contractors ?

Q12
What causes retaining walls to fail in New Brunswick?

The most common causes of retaining wall failure in New Brunswick are inadequate drainage, footings
above the frost line, and walls that were simply undersized for the soil pressure they were asked to resist.

NB's climate — with its 4-5 foot frost depth, 150+ annual freeze-thaw cycles, heavy spring snowmelt, and saturated

New Brunswick Concrete — newbrunswickconcrete.com — Generated April 19, 2026



clay soils in many regions — is particularly hard on retaining structures that cut corners in design or construction.

Poor drainage is the leading cause of retaining wall failure in NB. When water cannot drain freely behind a
wall, hydrostatic pressure builds and can exceed the lateral earth pressure the wall was designed to resist. During
spring thaw in Fredericton, Moncton, and Saint John — when several feet of frozen ground is releasing its water
simultaneously — a wall with no weeping tile and no drainage stone behind it faces enormous pressure. The wall
that looked perfect all summer will begin to lean, crack, or overturn in March or April. The fix requires demolishing

the wall, installing proper drainage, and rebuilding — far more expensive than doing it right initially.

Footings above the frost line cause a different but equally destructive failure mode: frost heave. A footing at 2-3
feet depth in NB will freeze and be pushed upward every winter, sometimes by several inches. The wall above
moves with the footing, creating horizontal cracks, tilting, and eventually structural separation. This failure happens
gradually over 5-15 years and is often attributed to the wall "just getting old" when the real cause was a footing that

was never deep enough.

Undersized or over-built walls — walls that were designed for less soil pressure than they actually retain — fail
through forward rotation or sliding. This can happen when the soil above a wall is subsequently loaded with a deck,
vehicle parking, or additional fill that the original design did not account for. It also happens when contractors build
walls to a standard template without accounting for the actual soil conditions — clay-heavy, poorly draining soil in

Saint John River valley communities exerts significantly more pressure than sandy soil.

Tree roots are an underappreciated cause of retaining wall failure across NB, particularly for older wooden or
concrete block walls. Roots growing toward and under a wall displace the footing and create cracks that allow water
infiltration, accelerating freeze-thaw damage.

Mortar joint failure in older CMU or stone walls occurs as mortar deteriorates over decades of freeze-thaw cycling.
Once water infiltrates mortar joints and freezes, the expansion can dislodge blocks or stones. Repointing

deteriorating mortar joints every 15-20 years extends the life of masonry retaining walls significantly.

Poor backfill material — using clay or organic soil immediately behind the wall instead of clean crushed stone —

traps water against the back face of the wall and contributes to both drainage failure and frost pressure.

If your retaining wall is showing signs of forward lean, cracking, or separation, get a professional assessment

before it progresses. New Brunswick Concrete can connect you with experienced contractors across the province.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e PERMA-DRY

New Brunswick Concrete — newbrunswickconcrete.com — Generated April 19, 2026



Happy Home Enterprises Inc

C&A Masonry Inc.

Thirty Four Renovations

alka masonry

View all contractors ?
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(O)K]
How do | fix a leaning retaining wall in NB?

A leaning retaining wall in New Brunswick is a structural warning that requires professional assessment —
do not ignore it or attempt a cosmetic fix. The lean indicates that the wall is experiencing forces it was not

designed to resist, and the underlying cause must be identified and corrected, not just the visible symptom.

The first step is to determine whether the wall has moved recently and is still moving, or whether the lean is
historical and stable. A wall that leaned 2 inches a decade ago and has not changed is a different situation from a
wall that has moved 1 inch in the past spring. If you have any reason to believe the wall is actively moving —
fresh cracks, displaced blocks, or visible gaps forming at the top — keep people clear of the area and call a
professional immediately. A wall in active failure can overturn with little warning.

For walls that have leaned but appear stable, the professional assessment will determine the cause. The most
common causes in NB are poor drainage (hydrostatic pressure from spring thaw), inadequate footing depth (frost
heave), or inadequate wall section for the soil being retained. The cause determines the fix. A wall leaning
because of drainage problems may be salvageable with improved drainage and some form of tiebacks or deadmen
anchors. A wall leaning because the footing heaved from frost typically needs to be demolished and rebuilt with a
proper below-frost-line footing.

Repair options for leaning retaining walls, depending on severity and cause:

Deadman anchors or tiebacks: For poured concrete or CMU walls that have tilted but are structurally intact,
horizontal anchors driven into the retained soil and attached to the wall can arrest further movement and may
gradually correct minor lean. This is a specialist repair involving geotechnical anchor equipment and is not a DIY
project.

Drainage remediation: If the lean is caused by water pressure, improving drainage by installing or clearing
weeping tile and adding drainage stone behind the wall can relieve pressure and stabilize a wall that has not yet

failed structurally.

Partial or full reconstruction: For walls that have moved significantly or where the footing is clearly compromised,
partial or full demolition and rebuilding is often the only proper solution. This is particularly true for walls on
properties in Fredericton, Moncton, and Riverview where frost heave has been working on an under-depth footing

for years.

Do not attempt to push a leaning wall back upright with equipment — this creates a significant collapse risk. Any
wall over 3 feet that is noticeably leaning should be assessed by a professional structural engineer or an

experienced retaining wall contractor before any work is done.
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New Brunswick Concrete can match you with experienced retaining wall professionals in Moncton, Fredericton,

Saint John, Miramichi, Bathurst, and Dieppe for a proper site assessment.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Happy Home Enterprises Inc

e alka masonry

C&A Masonry Inc.

Thirty Four Renovations
e PERMA-DRY

View all contractors ?

Q14
Do retaining walls need rebar in New Brunswick?

Yes — any poured concrete or concrete block (CMU) retaining wall over 2 feet high in New Brunswick
should include rebar reinforcement, and walls subject to NB's frost conditions and soil pressures should
be reinforced from the ground up regardless of height. The combination of lateral soil pressure, hydrostatic
pressure from spring thaw, and frost heave forces makes unreinforced concrete retaining walls a poor choice for
the NB climate.

Plain (unreinforced) concrete is strong in compression but weak in tension. A retaining wall resists the horizontal
push of retained soil by acting as a cantilever or gravity structure, and that resistance creates bending forces in the
wall that put the soil-facing side in tension. Without rebar to resist tension, plain concrete will crack horizontally
under these bending forces — usually within the first few years if the soil is saturated. In NB, where spring thaw
produces the heaviest loads, unreinforced walls crack and then allow frost penetration through those cracks, rapidly

accelerating deterioration.

For poured concrete retaining walls, the standard NB practice is vertical rebar (#10M or #15M depending on wall
height and soil conditions) at 12-16 inch centres, extending from the footing into the wall. Horizontal rebar or ties
are added to hold the verticals in position and provide lateral confinement. For walls over 3 feet, most experienced
contractors also add horizontal rebar at the base, mid-height, and top. The entire rebar assembly must have

adequate concrete cover (minimum 50-75 mm on the soil-facing side) to prevent corrosion — rebar near the soil-
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facing surface of a wet NB wall will rust and spall the concrete if cover is insufficient.

For CMU (concrete block) walls, vertical reinforcing bar is placed in the hollow cores and the cores are grouted
solid with concrete. This creates a reinforced masonry system that is functionally similar in strength to a poured
wall. Horizontal joint reinforcement (ladder wire or truss wire) is installed every 2-4 courses to distribute loads and

control cracking.

The only common exception is low gravity-mass walls — walls under 24 inches using large segmental blocks
(concrete landscape blocks 40-60 Ibs each), where the wall's own weight provides stability without reinforcement.
These are acceptable for low landscaping terraces with gentle slopes behind them. Anything above 24 inches,

anything retaining a significant slope, and anything near a structure or property line should be reinforced.

For retaining walls in Bathurst, Miramichi, and northern NB where frost depths approach 4.5-5 feet and winters are
more severe, the case for proper reinforcement is even stronger. The cost savings from skipping rebar on a
retaining wall are a false economy in NB — rebuilding a failed wall costs far more than doing it properly the
first time.

New Brunswick Concrete can connect you with experienced retaining wall contractors across the province who will

ensure proper reinforcement for your site conditions.

Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with

gualified professionals:

e Gionetterenovations

C&A Masonry Inc.

Thirty Four Renovations

PERMA-DRY

alka masonry

View all contractors ?

Q15

What is the best way to waterproof a retaining wall in NB?
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The most effective waterproofing system for a New Brunswick retaining wall combines a waterproofing
membrane on the retained soil face, a drainage composite or crushed stone drainage layer, and a
perforated weeping tile at footing level. No single product alone provides complete protection — it is the system

that works, and every component matters in NB's wet climate.

The principle is simple: keep water from saturating the soil directly against the wall (drainage), prevent any water
that does reach the wall from penetrating the concrete (membrane), and give the water a path to escape (weeping
tile). In NB's spring thaw conditions — when multiple feet of frozen ground releases its water in a few weeks — this

system is what prevents the hydrostatic pressure buildup that topples walls and saturates basements.
Waterproofing membrane options:

The best choice for poured concrete retaining walls in NB is a polymer-modified bitumen membrane applied to
the soil-facing surface after the concrete has cured. Products like Bakor or Tremco systems are brush or trowel-
applied and create a flexible, seamless waterproof layer that tolerates the minor movement NB's freeze-thaw cycles

impose on retaining structures. Cost runs $2-$4 per square foot for material and application.

Crystalline waterproofing additives (Xypex, Kryton) can be mixed into the concrete at placement or applied as a
surface treatment to cured concrete. These products form crystals within the concrete matrix that block water
movement. They are excellent for new poured walls and complement but do not replace external drainage

measures.

Drainage board composites — dimple mat products like Platon or Delta-MS — are often applied over the
membrane before backfilling. The dimpled surface holds the membrane away from the soil, provides a drainage
path for water to move down to the weeping tile, and protects the membrane from damage during backfilling. This is

a best practice for NB retaining walls.

Weeping tile at footing level is non-negotiable. A 4-inch perforated pipe wrapped in filter fabric, placed at the base
of the footing and sloped to drain to daylight or a sump, removes the water that collects at the base before it can
build into hydrostatic pressure. In coastal NB communities near Saint John or Shediac where water tables are

higher, this pipe may need to drain into a properly designed outlet rather than simply to daylight.

Backfill material matters as much as the membrane. The 12-18 inches of material immediately against the back of
the wall must be clean crushed stone (3/4 inch clear), not native clay or topsoil. Native soil — especially the clay-
heavy soils common around Fredericton and the Saint John River valley — traps water and negates your drainage

system.

Get matched with a retaining wall or concrete waterproofing professional through New Brunswick Concrete for a

proper site assessment and accurate project quote.

New Brunswick Concrete — newbrunswickconcrete.com — Generated April 19, 2026



Looking for experienced contractors? The New Brunswick Construction Network connects homeowners with
qualified professionals:

¢ Gionetterenovations

e Thirty Four Renovations

e alka masonry

e C&A Masonry Inc.

e PERMA-DRY

View all contractors ?

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by New Brunswick Concrete. It does not constitute
professional advice. Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any concrete
project. Information is current as of April 19, 2026 and may change. Visit newbrunswickconcrete.com for the latest answers.
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