
Dam Rehabilitation Fact Sheet   
Royal Lake Dam, Fairfax County 

Pohick Creek Watershed 

Purpose:  Rehabilitating Royal Lake dam will comply with 
current design and safety standards, and will maintain the 
present level of flood control to reduce the risks to downstream 
residences and commuters.  It will also continue to provide the 
water quality, habitat enhancement, and recreation benefits.    
Benefits:     
• Reduce threat to loss of life and property for approximately 

710 people who live and work downstream of the dam;  
• Protect 168 single family homes and town houses, 35 

businesses, and two public buildings; and 
• Protect two major roads used by 51,000 vehicles per day, 

two railroad lines used by approx 9,000 passengers per day, 
and three bridges. 

Rehabilitation Plan Details:  
• Realign the auxiliary spillway so that it directs water away 

from existing town houses; 
• Armor the auxiliary spillway with articulated concrete 

blocks, which will be covered with soil and grass; and 
• Raise the training dikes using earthen grass-covered 

embankments.  
The plan does not require draining the lake or raising the dam 
height. Any affected walking paths will be relocated. Some trees 
will need to be removed to accommodate the new alignment.   
 
Estimated Project Cost:  $3,059,000 with USDA Natural 
Resources Conservation Service providing $2,052,000 and 
Fairfax County covering the remaining $1,007,000.  
 
Sponsors:  Fairfax County Board of Supervisors, Northern 
Virginia Soil and Water Conservation District  
 
The Other Pohick Dams:  NRCS in partnership with the 
Northern Virginia Soil & Water Conservation District and 
Fairfax County built a total of six dams in the Pohick Creek 
Watershed between 1970 and 1985.  The County rehabilitated 
Lake Braddock using local funds.  Also in need of  rehabilitation 
are Woodglen Lake, Huntsman Lake, and Lake Barton.  The 
sixth structure is Lake Mercer. 

 

September 2006 

Pohick’s Short Story: In the late 1960s, 
Fairfax County officials had an 
ingenious idea to protect an entire 
watershed facing rapid urbanization 
from flooding and soil erosion. The 
USDA  NRCS (then Soil Conservation 
Service) was asked to strategically plan 
and fund construction for several dams 
throughout the 23,000-acre Pohick 
Creek Watershed. Construction for the 
first dam began in the late 60s and the 
sixth and final dam was built in 1985.  
 
Just two years after the first structure 
was completed in 1970, the largest 
storm ever in Fairfax County tore 
through the area.  Hurricane Agnes 
produced massive amounts of rainfall, 
but the dam protected local residents 
from Agnes’ severe floodwaters.  In 
June 2006, a deluge of rain caused major 
flooding in and around the Nation’s 
capital.  These Pohick dams held back 
thousands of gallons of water that would 

have otherwise 
contributed to 
local flooding.   
 
The county has 
done an 
excellent job 
maintaining 
these dams.  
However, based 
on a detailed 

engineering analysis, it was determined 
that rehabilitation was needed for Royal 
Lake and three other dams in the Pohick 
Watershed to protect the auxiliary 
spillway from eroding during extreme 
storm events.  The rehabilitated dam 
will continue to provide benefits for 
flood protection, water quality, 
recreation, and wildlife habitat for the 
next 70 years.   USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer 

Royal Lake in June 2006 



 
 
 
Flood control dams such as Royal Lake are designed to store flood water during storm events and to gradually 
release it into the stream over several days through the principal spillway pipe.  This principal spillway pipe 
regulates the water level in the dam on a daily basis and controls the rate at which the detained storm water is 
released from behind the dam.  At the present time, Royal Lake can store the runoff from about 7.5 inches of 
rain in 24 hours.   
 
Excess water that cannot be stored in the reservoir will exit through the grassy area at the end of the dam that is 
known as the auxiliary spillway.  Presently, there are three problems with Royal Lake that are likely to occur 
with a storm that delivers more than about 13 inches at one time.   
 
*  The water leaving the auxiliary spillway will go directly toward the townhouses on Wood Wren Court;   
*  The soils in the auxiliary spillway will erode and could cut completely through the auxiliary spillway and 
cause the dam to lose all its storage capacity; and  
*  The back side of the dam will have some erosion because the training dike (where the path goes up to the top 
of the dam) is too low to keep water away from the back slope of the dam.   
 
The picture above is a computer-generated rendition of the proposed solution to all three of these problems.  
The plan includes the following rehabilitation items:   
 
*  The auxiliary spillway will be rotated toward the dam to keep the water away from the townhouses. 
*  The training dikes will direct the water away from the townhouse on that side and away from the dam on the 
other side.   
*  To prevent erosion, the auxiliary spillway and the inside of the training dikes will be lined with concrete 
blocks that are cabled together.  The blocks will be completely covered with soil and vegetated with grass.  It 
will look a lot like the existing spillway.  Although the picture shows the blocks like they will be installed, they 
won’t be seen once the project is complete.  
 
After construction, the areas that are not grassed will be planted with trees and a new walking trail will be built 
to provide access to the top of the dam. 
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