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Can | use aretaining wall to level a play area next to my Ottawa patio?

Yes, a retaining wall is an excellent solution for levelling a play area next to your patio — it's one of the most
practical and common applications in Ottawa backyards, especially on sloped lots. Done properly, it creates a

defined, flat, safe surface for kids while adding structure and visual appeal to the overall outdoor space.

The key word in Ottawa is "done properly," because retaining walls here face challenges that walls in milder
climates simply don't encounter. Ottawa's frost penetrates 1.2 to 1.5 metres into the ground, and the freeze-thaw
cycle puts enormous lateral pressure on any wall that retains soil. Add Leda clay into the mix — which expands
when wet and contracts when dry — and you have a situation where an improperly built retaining wall can bow,
crack, or topple within a few winters. The soil pressure behind a wall on clay is significantly greater than on well-

drained sandy or loam soils, and that changes how the wall needs to be designed and built.

What This Looks Like in Practice

For a play area, you're typically looking at a wall in the 2 to 4 foot range, which is very manageable. Segmental
retaining wall blocks (like Allan Block or similar systems) are the most common choice in Ottawa — they're
engineered for freeze-thaw environments, install relatively quickly, and look clean and finished next to a patio.
Natural stone walls are beautiful but require more skilled installation to perform well long-term. Poured concrete

walls are extremely durable but more expensive and less forgiving to repair.

The most important element isn't the wall itself — it's the drainage behind it. A gravel drainage column behind the
wall, combined with a perforated drain pipe at the base, allows water to escape rather than build up hydrostatic
pressure against the wall face. In Ottawa's spring thaw, that drainage becomes critical. Walls that fail almost always

fail because of water and frost pressure, not because the blocks themselves gave out.

For the play area surface, compacted granular fill topped with wood chips, rubber mulch, or artificial turf works well.
Make sure the fill is well-compacted in lifts — dumping fill all at once and compacting once leaves voids that settle

unevenly, which is a safety concern in a play area.

On the permit side, retaining walls under 1 metre (about 3.3 feet) in height generally don't require a building
permit in Ottawa, but walls over 1 metre do require a permit and may need engineered drawings. If your slope
requires a taller wall, you'll want a professional assessment and likely a structural engineer involved. Never stack
two shorter walls close together to avoid the permit threshold — the City of Ottawa considers the combined retained

height in those situations.

Pricing for retaining walls in Ottawa runs $40 to $120 per linear foot for walls in the 2 to 3 foot range, depending

on wall material, drainage requirements, and site access. A 20-foot wall to level a play area might run $1,500 to

Ottawa Patios — ottawapatios.com — Generated October 25, 2026



$4,000 or more depending on complexity and soil conditions.

For a project like this, a professional assessment of your slope, soil type, and drainage situation is genuinely worth
it before you commit to a design. If you're on Leda clay — which covers a significant portion of Ottawa's residential
neighbourhoods — the base preparation and drainage work is not something to improvise. You can browse
experienced patio and hardscape contractors through the Ottawa Construction Network directory at

justynrookcontracting.com/directory to find professionals familiar with Ottawa's soil and climate conditions.

What size retaining wall blocks work best for garden terracing in Ottawa?

For garden terracing in Ottawa, 6-inch to 8-inch tall retaining wall blocks in the 12-inch to 18-inch depth range
are the most practical choice for most residential terracing projects. That combination gives you enough mass to
resist soil pressure while remaining manageable to install, and the deeper blocks provide the setback and interlock

needed to handle Ottawa's frost movement without the wall walking forward over time.

The reason block size matters so much here comes down to Ottawa's freeze-thaw reality. With 50 or more freeze-
thaw cycles per winter and frost penetrating 1.2 to 1.5 metres into the ground, a retaining wall that looks perfectly
fine in September can be noticeably tilted by April if it was built without adequate base depth, proper batter
(backward lean), and drainage behind the wall. Larger, heavier blocks resist this movement better than smaller,
lighter units — a 40 to 80 pound block with a mechanical interlock system will outperform a lightweight garden-

edging block every time when soil pressure and frost are working against it.

For terracing specifically, the wall height per tier is the critical variable. If each terrace tier is under 1 metre tall, you
have more flexibility with block size and can often manage the project yourself with proper preparation. Once any
individual tier exceeds 1 metre, the City of Ottawa requires a building permit and potentially engineered drawings —

at that point, block selection should be part of a professional design rather than a DIY decision.

The base preparation is honestly more important than the block brand or exact size. Every retaining wall in Ottawa
needs a compacted granular base at least 6 inches deep below the first course, with the first course buried below
grade. Behind the wall, you need a drainage layer of clear stone wrapped in filter fabric to prevent soil migration
and allow water to escape rather than build up hydrostatic pressure against the wall face. On Leda clay — which
underlies a significant portion of Ottawa including many Barrhaven, Kanata, and Orleans neighbourhoods — this
drainage layer is non-negotiable. Leda clay holds water and expands when wet, and that expansion will push a

poorly drained wall forward regardless of how heavy the blocks are.
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For terraced gardens with multiple shorter tiers (say, three tiers at 60 to 80 centimetres each), stepping each wall
back by at least half the wall height from the toe of the wall above it distributes the load properly and gives you
room to plant between tiers. This is a much more stable approach than building one tall wall, and it creates a more

attractive, layered garden aesthetic that suits Ottawa backyards well.

Pricing for retaining wall installation in Ottawa runs $40 to $120 per linear foot for walls in the 2 to 3 foot tall range,
depending on block type, drainage requirements, and soil conditions. Leda clay sites tend to land at the higher end

of that range because of the extra excavation and drainage work involved.

If your terracing project involves walls over 1 metre, significant grade changes, or you are working on clay soil, it is
worth getting a professional assessment before you start moving earth. You can browse experienced hardscaping
contractors through the Ottawa Construction Network directory at justynrookcontracting.com/directory to find

professionals familiar with Ottawa's soil and climate conditions.

How do | prevent my Ottawa retaining wall from leaning after frost heave?

Frost heave is the primary reason retaining walls lean, crack, and eventually fail in Ottawa, and the fix almost
always comes down to what happens behind and beneath the wall rather than the wall itself. If your wall is already
leaning, that's a sign the drainage and base preparation weren't adequate for Ottawa'’s freeze-thaw conditions —

and unfortunately, cosmetic fixes rarely solve the underlying problem.

Why Ottawa Walls Heave More Than Most

Ottawa's frost penetrates 1.2 to 1.5 metres into the ground, and if water is sitting in the soil behind or beneath your
wall when temperatures drop, that water expands roughly 9 percent as it freezes. Multiply that pressure across an
entire winter with 50 or more freeze-thaw cycles, and even a well-built wall will eventually move if drainage wasn't
properly addressed. Add Leda clay into the picture — which is present across much of Ottawa and the surrounding
region — and you have a soil that holds water aggressively and expands significantly when wet. Building a retaining
wall on or against Leda clay without exceptional drainage is essentially building against a slow-motion hydraulic

press.

The solution has two parts: drainage behind the wall and proper base depth below the frost line. Behind the
wall, a continuous layer of clear stone (also called drainage stone or 3/4-inch clear gravel) should run the full height
of the wall, typically 12 inches thick, with a perforated drainage pipe at the base directing water away from the wall

and out to daylight or a suitable outlet. This stone layer prevents water from accumulating in the retained soil and
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building up hydrostatic pressure against the wall face. Without it, every spring thaw becomes a stress test your wall

may eventually fail.

The base of the wall must sit on compacted granular material below the frost line, or at minimum on a well-drained,
stable base that doesn't allow water to pool beneath the wall's footing course. For segmental retaining walls (the

interlocking block type common in Ottawa), the base course is typically buried, and the depth of that burial depends
on wall height and soil conditions. A 1-metre wall on stable, well-drained soil needs a base buried roughly 6 to 8

inches below grade at minimum — on Leda clay or poorly drained sites, deeper is always better.

Batter — the slight backward lean deliberately built into the wall during construction — also helps counteract the
forward pressure of retained soil. Most segmental retaining wall systems are designed with a batter of
approximately 1 inch per foot of wall height. If your wall was built perfectly vertical, it's more vulnerable to leaning

forward over time.

If your wall is already leaning noticeably, the honest answer is that it likely needs to come down and be rebuilt with
proper drainage installed. Pushing it back into position without addressing the root cause just delays the next

failure. For walls over 1 metre in height, the City of Ottawa requires a building permit and may require engineered
drawings — this is not a bureaucratic inconvenience, it's protection against a wall failure that can injure people and

damage property.

For a wall that's showing early signs of movement (minor tilting, a few blocks shifting), a professional assessment is
worth getting before it progresses. If you're planning a new retaining wall or rebuilding an existing one, you can
browse experienced hardscape and retaining wall contractors through the Ottawa Construction Network directory at
justynrookcontracting.com/directory — getting the drainage and base preparation right from the start is far less

expensive than a second rebuild.
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What causes retaining wall failure in Ottawa and how do | prevent it?

Retaining wall failure in Ottawa almost always traces back to one or more of four root causes: inadequate drainage,
insufficient foundation depth, poor backfill material, and undersized wall design. Ottawa's climate amplifies each of
these issues because our extreme freeze-thaw cycling, heavy snowfall, and problematic clay soils create forces

that walls in milder climates simply never face.

Drainage failure is the number one cause of retaining wall problems in Ottawa, responsible for an estimated 60 to
70 percent of all wall failures. Here is the mechanism: water accumulates behind the wall from rain, snowmelt, and
rising groundwater. In winter, that water freezes and expands with a force of roughly 150 tonnes per square metre.
This frost pressure acts horizontally against the back of the wall, pushing it forward incrementally with each freeze
cycle. Over 50+ freeze-thaw cycles per year, even small amounts of trapped water create cumulative displacement.
Prevention is straightforward but non-negotiable — a 30-centimetre minimum drainage zone of clear crushed stone
behind the wall face, perforated drain tile at the base wrapped in filter fabric, and positive outlet to daylight at both

ends of the wall. Every retaining wall in Ottawa needs this drainage system regardless of wall type or height.

Foundation problems are the second most common failure cause. Ottawa's frost line reaches 1.2 to 1.5 metres
deep, and any retaining wall foundation within the frost zone will experience heaving unless it sits on non-frost-
susceptible material. Clay soil is particularly dangerous because it holds moisture and heaves dramatically. The
wall's base course should sit on a compacted granular pad at least 15 centimetres thick, and the bottom of the wall
should be buried at least one-quarter to one-third of the total wall height below finished grade. This buried portion

resists both frost heave and sliding.

Backfill material is closely related to drainage but deserves separate attention. Ottawa's Leda clay — the marine
clay common throughout the region — is one of the worst possible backfill materials for a retaining wall. It absorbs
water readily, swells to 10 to 15 percent beyond its dry volume, becomes plastic and slippery when wet, and exerts
lateral pressures far exceeding what wall manufacturers assume in their design tables. If a contractor backfills
directly with the native clay excavated during construction, the wall is carrying significantly more load than it was
designed for. Proper construction requires removing native clay from behind the wall and replacing it with
compacted granular fill for a minimum of 30 centimetres, with geotextile fabric separating the granular zone from

the native soil.

Undersized walls fail when the design does not account for the actual soil loads, surcharge pressures, or slope
conditions. A common Ottawa scenario is a homeowner or inexperienced contractor building a one-metre gravity
wall where the slope, soil type, and drainage conditions actually demand a geogrid-reinforced wall. Every wall over

60 centimetres in Ottawa should be evaluated by someone who understands soil mechanics and local conditions.

Ottawa Patios — ottawapatios.com — Generated October 25, 2026



Walls over one metre typically require a building permit from the City of Ottawa, and walls over 1.5 metres generally

need professional engineering.

Signs of impending failure to watch for include: the wall leaning or bulging outward (even a few centimetres
matters), horizontal cracks in block or stone courses, water seeping through the wall face rather than draining at the
base, soil settling behind the wall creating a gap, and cap stones shifting or separating. Spring is the critical
inspection time in Ottawa — after frost exits the ground and snowmelt loads have passed through the soil, any

movement will be visible.

An experienced Ottawa patio and retaining wall contractor will build drainage, foundation, and backfill details into
every project as standard practice because these are not optional extras in our climate — they are the difference

between a wall that lasts decades and one that fails within years.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

Homeupgraders

RenoMotion Inc.

Vanguard Environmental

Callandgone

Leeds Property Maintenance

View all contractors ?

How long does a concrete block retaining wall last in Ottawa?

A properly built concrete block retaining wall in Ottawa should last 50 to 75 years or more, making it one of the most
durable retaining options for our climate. That said, the gap between a well-constructed wall and a poorly built one
is enormous — a wall with inadequate drainage or a weak foundation might show serious problems within 10 to 15

years under Ottawa's punishing freeze-thaw conditions.

Modern interlocking concrete retaining wall blocks (products like Allan Block, Anchor Wall, or Permacon systems)
are manufactured specifically to handle freeze-thaw cycling. The concrete mix is air-entrained, meaning

microscopic air bubbles are engineered into the material to give freezing water room to expand without cracking the
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block. Quality blocks undergo 300+ freeze-thaw test cycles during manufacturing certification — well beyond even

Ottawa's aggressive 50+ annual cycles. The blocks themselves are rarely the failure point.

What determines whether your wall reaches 50 years or fails at 15 is almost entirely about what happens behind

and beneath the wall. The three critical factors in Ottawa are drainage, foundation preparation, and backfill material.

Drainage is paramount. Behind every retaining wall, water from rain, snowmelt, and groundwater creates
hydrostatic pressure. In Ottawa, spring snowmelt alone can deliver the equivalent of 200+ millimetres of rainfall
over a few weeks, all of which saturates the soil behind your wall. Without adequate drainage, this water freezes
against the back of the wall, expands with tremendous force, and physically pushes the wall forward. A properly
drained wall has a minimum 30-centimetre zone of clear crushed stone behind the entire wall face, with perforated
drain tile at the base discharging to daylight or a storm system. This single detail accounts for the majority of

retaining wall longevity in Ottawa.

The foundation must extend below the frost-affected zone or be designed to handle frost movement. Ottawa's frost
line penetrates 1.2 to 1.5 metres, but residential retaining walls rarely have foundations that deep. Instead, a 15 to
20-centimetre compacted gravel levelling pad distributes loads and allows minor frost movement without

concentrating stress on any single block. The base course should be buried at least 25 centimetres below finished

grade — this buried portion anchors the wall against sliding and provides passive resistance against frost pressure.

Backfill material is the third factor. Native Ottawa clay soil should never be used directly behind a retaining wall.
Leda clay absorbs water, swells dramatically, and exerts far more lateral pressure than granular backfill. The zone
behind the wall should be filled with free-draining granular material — typically 19-millimetre clear stone or pit-run
gravel — for at least 30 centimetres, with filter fabric separating the gravel from the native soil to prevent clay from

migrating into and clogging the drainage system.

Maintenance extends wall life significantly. Annual inspection each spring after frost exits the ground allows you to
catch early signs of movement — a tilting block, a crack in the cap, water pooling at the base — before small issues
become structural problems. Clearing drain outlets of debris and ensuring surface water grades away from the wall

top are simple tasks that pay dividends over decades.

A concrete block retaining wall is a genuine long-term investment for an Ottawa property. Working with a patio
contractor who understands Ottawa's soil conditions and drainage requirements ensures the construction details

that determine whether your wall serves you for a generation or becomes a problem within a decade.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:
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Luxe Painting and Renovations

JC Carpentry

Pure Flow Water Solutions inc.

Dreamwood Construction & Renovations

Capital City Drywall

View all contractors ?

Can | use aretaining wall to create a terraced patio in Ottawa?

Absolutely — terraced patios using retaining walls are one of the most effective ways to transform a sloped Ottawa
yard into usable outdoor living space. Many Ottawa properties, particularly in neighbourhoods like Westboro, Alta
Vista, the Glebe, and along the Gatineau Hills escarpment, have natural grades that make flat patios impractical
without some form of terracing. A well-designed terraced patio turns that slope from a problem into a genuine

design feature.

The basic concept is straightforward: you build two or more retaining walls at different elevations, creating flat patio
surfaces at each level connected by steps or pathways. Each terrace can serve a different function — a dining area
on one level, a lounging space on another, perhaps a fire feature zone on a third. The retaining walls themselves

become architectural elements that add visual interest and define separate outdoor rooms.

For Ottawa specifically, terraced patios offer a practical advantage beyond aesthetics. Sloped yards channel
snowmelt and rainwater directly across the surface, often toward your foundation. A properly designed terrace
system interrupts that water flow, directing it through drainage infrastructure behind each retaining wall and away
from your home. Each wall should have a perforated drain tile at its base sitting in clear gravel, with the entire

system draining to a suitable outlet — not toward your neighbour's property or the municipal sidewalk.

Wall height is the key engineering consideration. Ottawa's building code generally requires a building permit for
retaining walls over one metre in exposed height, and walls over 1.5 metres typically need an engineer's stamp. A
smart design approach for residential terracing is to keep individual walls at or below one metre, using multiple
shorter walls rather than one tall one. Two walls at 60 centimetres each handle the same grade change as one 1.2-
metre wall, but with simpler construction, no permit requirement in most cases, and better visual proportionality for

a residential setting.
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Material choices for terraced patio walls in Ottawa should prioritize freeze-thaw durability. Interlocking concrete
retaining wall blocks are the most popular choice — they are engineered for our climate, require no mortar (which
eliminates a major freeze-thaw failure point), and come in styles ranging from modern smooth-face to rustic split-
face textures. Natural stone walls using locally sourced limestone or granite look stunning but cost significantly

more and require skilled installation to ensure they handle frost movement without shifting.

The patio surfaces between your retaining walls can be any standard material — interlocking concrete pavers,
natural stone flagging, or stamped concrete. Concrete pavers on a compacted granular base are the most forgiving
option in Ottawa because individual pavers can be lifted and reset if frost heave creates unevenness, which it

inevitably will to some degree over the first few seasons as the disturbed soil settles.

Budget for a terraced patio in Ottawa typically runs 30 to 50 percent more than an equivalent-area flat patio
because of the retaining wall construction, additional excavation, and drainage infrastructure. However, the usable
space you gain from an otherwise unusable slope often makes terracing the most cost-effective way to maximize
your outdoor living area. An Ottawa patio contractor who regularly works with grades and retaining walls can
assess your slope, recommend terrace heights and configurations, and ensure the drainage design protects both

the walls and your home's foundation.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:
¢ Luxe Painting and Renovations
e RenoMoation Inc.
e Capital Decks.ca
e The Next Reno
e Stone and fern

View all contractors ?
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What is the best geogrid for reinforcing retaining walls in Ottawa?

Choosing the right geogrid for reinforcing a retaining wall in Ottawa depends on wall height, soil conditions, and the
specific loads your wall needs to handle. The good news is that geogrid technology is well-proven in Canadian
freeze-thaw environments, and several products perform reliably in Ottawa's demanding climate when installed

correctly.

For most residential retaining walls in Ottawa between 0.6 and 1.5 metres in height, a biaxial polypropylene geogrid
with a tensile strength of 20 to 30 kN/m is the standard recommendation. Biaxial grids provide reinforcement in both
directions, which matters in Ottawa because frost pressure acts laterally while gravity loads act vertically. Common

products used by Ottawa contractors include Tensar BX series and Maccaferri ParaGrid, both of which are rated for

the temperature extremes we experience — from minus 30 degrees Celsius in January to plus 35 in July.

For taller walls exceeding 1.5 metres, uniaxial geogrid with higher tensile strength (40 to 60 kN/m or more)
becomes necessary. Uniaxial grids are engineered to resist pull-out forces in a single direction, which is exactly
what a tall retaining wall needs to counteract the massive soil pressure behind it. In Ottawa's Leda clay soils —
common throughout the south end, Barrhaven, and the Rideau River corridor — taller walls on clay may require
engineered designs with multiple geogrid layers because clay expands significantly when wet and exerts more

lateral pressure than granular soils.

The critical installation detail for Ottawa specifically is geogrid embedment length. General guidelines suggest
embedding geogrid at least 60 percent of the wall height back into the retained soil. In Ottawa, experienced
contractors often extend this to 70 or even 80 percent because frost heave generates additional uplift and lateral
forces that shorter embedment cannot resist. Each layer of geogrid should be placed on a compacted granular lift,

with the grid pulled taut before the next lift is placed and compacted on top.

Soil type dramatically affects geogrid selection. Ottawa has three common soil profiles for residential properties:
Leda clay (marine clay with high moisture sensitivity), glacial till (mixed gravel and clay), and sandy soils along the
Ottawa River corridor. Sandy soils work best with geogrid because the granular particles interlock through the grid
apertures, creating strong composite reinforcement. Clay soils develop less mechanical interlock, so you need
higher-strength grid and closer layer spacing — typically every 30 to 40 centimetres of wall height rather than every
60.

One factor often overlooked in Ottawa installations is the interaction between geogrid and drainage. Every geogrid-
reinforced wall needs a drainage aggregate zone directly behind the wall face, and the geogrid layers must extend
through this drainage zone into the native or structural backfill beyond. If the geogrid terminates within the drainage

gravel, it cannot develop adequate pull-out resistance because gravel alone does not grip the grid as effectively as
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compacted fill.

For any retaining wall over one metre in Ottawa, having an engineer specify the geogrid type, spacing, and
embedment length is strongly recommended and often required by the city's building department. The engineering
cost is modest relative to the total wall investment, and it ensures your specific soil conditions and wall geometry
are properly accounted for. A patio and retaining wall contractor in Ottawa can coordinate the engineering and

source the specified geogrid product for your project.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Homeupgraders

JC Carpentry

Denys Builds Designs Renovations

BFI Renovations

The Granite shop

View all contractors ?

How do gabion retaining walls perform in Ottawa's climate?

Gabion retaining walls are genuinely well-suited to Ottawa's climate, and they handle our extreme freeze-thaw
cycling better than most other retaining wall types. The fundamental reason is flexibility — a gabion wall is
essentially a series of wire baskets filled with stone, and this construction method allows the wall to shift and settle

incrementally without cracking or structural failure.

Ottawa's 50+ annual freeze-thaw cycles create tremendous lateral pressure on any retaining structure. Rigid walls
like poured concrete or mortared stone must resist this pressure entirely through structural strength, and when they
cannot, they crack. Gabion walls absorb frost movement by flexing slightly as the retained soil expands and
contracts. The individual stones inside the baskets redistribute pressure naturally, and the wire mesh holds
everything together while allowing tiny adjustments. This is why gabion walls are used extensively in northern

European countries with similar freeze-thaw conditions.
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Drainage performance is the other major advantage in Ottawa conditions. Gabion walls are inherently free-draining
— water passes directly through the stone fill rather than building up hydrostatic pressure behind the wall. During
spring snowmelt, when Ottawa properties deal with enormous volumes of water moving through the soil, a gabion
wall lets that water pass through without the pressure buildup that causes conventional walls to lean or fail. You still

need proper backfill grading, but the wall itself never traps water.

For Ottawa installations, material selection inside the baskets matters. Angular quarry stone between 10 and 20
centimetres performs best — it locks together under compression and does not shift as readily as round river stone.
Local Queenston limestone or granite works well and keeps transport costs reasonable. Avoid using soft limestone
varieties that flake apart after repeated freezing, as the stone fragments can clog drainage paths within the basket

over time.

The wire baskets themselves need to be galvanized steel or PVC-coated galvanized steel to handle Ottawa's road
salt exposure. If your property is anywhere near a road that receives winter salt treatment, standard galvanized
mesh may corrode faster than expected. PVC-coated gabion mesh adds roughly 15 to 20 percent to material costs

but doubles the expected wire lifespan from 25 years to 50 or more.

Foundation preparation follows the same principles as any Ottawa retaining wall — excavate below the frost-
affected zone or use a compacted granular base deep enough to distribute frost loads. For walls under one metre,
a 20-centimetre compacted gravel base is typically sufficient since the gabion's flexibility compensates for minor
frost heave. Taller walls benefit from geotextile fabric beneath the base course to prevent soil migration into the

gravel over time.

Aesthetically, gabion walls have a modern industrial look that works beautifully in contemporary Ottawa landscapes.
They can also be combined with other materials — timber caps, integrated planters, or built-in seating — to soften
the appearance. Costs typically fall between concrete block and natural stone walls, making them a strong middle-
ground option. An Ottawa patio specialist familiar with gabion construction can help you size the baskets and select

stone appropriate for your specific slope and soil conditions.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e 613Bins

RenoMotion Inc.

ALM Construction & Landscaping Inc.

Brazeau Service

613 Interlock
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Are timber retaining walls a good option for Ottawa landscaping?

Timber retaining walls can work in Ottawa landscaping, but they come with significant caveats that you need to
weigh carefully against alternatives. The short answer is that timber walls are a reasonable budget option for low-
height applications, but Ottawa's climate dramatically shortens their functional lifespan compared to what you might

read in general landscaping guides.

The core issue is moisture cycling. Ottawa's 220+ centimetres of annual snowfall means timber retaining walls
spend roughly five months buried under snow and saturated soil. When spring melt arrives in March and April, the
wood absorbs enormous amounts of moisture, then goes through repeated freeze-thaw cycles that physically break
down the cellular structure of even pressure-treated lumber. You can expect 50 or more freeze-thaw transitions in a

typical Ottawa winter-to-spring period, and each one pushes moisture deeper into the grain.

Pressure-treated lumber rated for ground contact (UC4A minimum, ideally UC4B) is essential — never use
standard construction lumber for a retaining application. Even with proper treatment, realistic lifespan in Ottawa
conditions is 12 to 18 years for a well-built timber wall, compared to 50+ years for concrete block or natural stone.
The treatment chemicals protect against rot and insect damage, but they cannot prevent the physical splitting and

warping caused by freeze-thaw cycling.

Where timber retaining walls make sense in Ottawa is for walls under 60 centimetres in height where you want a
natural, rustic aesthetic and you accept the eventual replacement cost. They work well for raised garden bed
borders, gentle slope transitions, and decorative terracing in cottage-style landscapes. For anything structural —
holding back significant soil loads on a slope, supporting a patio surface, or managing drainage near your

foundation — concrete block or interlocking stone systems are far more appropriate.

If you do go with timber, construction details matter enormously in our climate. Every timber should sit on a
compacted gravel base at least 15 centimetres deep, with filter fabric behind the wall and perforated drain tile at the
base. Deadman anchors every 1.2 metres tie the wall face back into the retained soil. Crucially, the bottom timber
must sit below grade by at least one-third the total wall height to resist frost heave — Ottawa's frost line penetrates

1.2 to 1.5 metres, and even shallow walls experience lateral frost pressure.

Drainage is the single biggest factor determining whether your timber wall lasts 8 years or 18. Without proper
backfill drainage, water pools behind the wall, saturates the wood continuously, and accelerates rot at the base

where you cannot see it until the wall begins tilting forward. Budget for 30 centimetres of clear gravel backfill behind
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the entire wall face with drain tile exiting to daylight at both ends.

For Ottawa homeowners weighing the decision, timber walls cost roughly 40 to 60 percent less than equivalent
interlocking block walls upfront, but when you factor in one replacement over a 30-year period, the lifetime cost is
actually higher. A patio contractor experienced with Ottawa soil and drainage conditions can help you evaluate
whether timber makes sense for your specific site or whether investing in a more durable material saves money

long-term.

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

e Justyn Rook Contracting

e JC Carpentry

e The Next Reno

e Steven Labelle - Your Complete Home Renovator

e Ottawa Caulking

View all contractors ?
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Q10
What is the maximum height for a DIY retaining wall in Ottawa?

The practical maximum height for a DIY retaining wall in Ottawa is one metre, or about 3.3 feet, of exposed wall

face on the lower side. This limit comes from two converging factors: the City of Ottawa's permit and engineering
requirements kick in above one metre, and the physical difficulty and safety risks of building taller walls increase
dramatically beyond that threshold.

Below one metre, you can legally build a retaining wall in Ottawa without a building permit, provided the wall doesn't
support any surcharge loads like a driveway, parking area, or structure above it. You also don't need stamped
engineering drawings, which means you can follow the manufacturer's installation guidelines for segmental block
systems and handle the project yourself. This makes walls up to one metre a genuinely feasible DIY project for

handy Ottawa homeowners.

That said, even at one metre, Ottawa's climate demands that you take the project seriously. A one-metre retaining
wall in our freeze-thaw environment requires a base excavation that extends below the 1.2-metre frost line. You'll
need to dig a trench roughly 1.5 metres deep from the top of the wall to the bottom of your granular base, which
means moving a substantial volume of Ottawa's heavy clay soil. For a 10-metre-long wall, you're excavating and
disposing of roughly 8 to 10 cubic metres of material, weighing somewhere around 15 tonnes. That's a lot of
wheelbarrow loads, and most DIY builders find that renting a small excavator for a day, at about $300 to $500,

makes the project far more realistic.

The materials for a one-metre DIY retaining wall in Ottawa typically cost $30 to $50 per linear foot, including
segmental blocks, clear crushed stone for backfill and base, perforated drainage pipe, and filter fabric. A 10-metre
wall would run roughly $1,000 to $1,600 in materials. You'll also need a plate compactor rental for compacting the
base and backfill, roughly $80 to $120 per day. The labour involved is significant, expect two to four full days of

hard physical work for a 10-metre wall, assuming two people and rented excavation equipment.

Where DIY retaining walls commonly fail in Ottawa is in the details that aren't obvious from watching tutorial videos.
The base course must be perfectly level, because any error compounds as you stack higher. The drainage system
behind the wall, including clear stone backfill, perforated pipe, and filter fabric, is not optional in our clay soils and
freeze-thaw climate, though it's the component most DIY builders skimp on. And every course must be checked for
level and alignment because once you're above four or five courses, correcting errors means disassembling

everything above the mistake.

For walls higher than one metre, you genuinely need professional construction. Beyond the legal requirements for
permits and engineering, the soil pressures on a 1.5-metre wall are more than double those on a one-metre wall.

Geogrid reinforcement, precise backfill compaction at each course level, and proper batter angle calculations
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become essential. The consequences of failure are also more serious because a collapsed 1.5-metre retaining wall

releases tonnes of soil that can damage landscaping, fences, or neighbouring property.

If you're considering a DIY retaining wall in Ottawa, starting with a short wall under 0.6 metres for a garden terrace
is a smart way to learn the techniques before tackling anything at the one-metre limit. For anything approaching or
exceeding that height, getting a quote from an Ottawa retaining wall contractor gives you a realistic comparison

between the DIY cost savings and the assurance of professional construction backed by a warranty.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Homeupgraders

JC Carpentry

Joe Imerti Contracting

Elie The Carpet Guy Inc.

Marcduboisservices

View all contractors ?

Q11
How deep should a retaining wall footing be in Ottawa's frost zone?

In Ottawa, the minimum footing depth for a retaining wall should place the base of the wall below the frost line,
which the Ontario Building Code establishes at 1.2 metres for our region. Many Ottawa contractors and engineers
design to 1.5 metres to provide additional margin, particularly in exposed locations or areas with Ottawa's notorious

Leda clay soils where frost penetration can be deeper than standard assumptions.

Understanding why frost depth matters so much for retaining walls starts with the mechanics of frost heave. When
Ottawa's ground freezes from November through March, water in the soil expands as it forms ice lenses. If a
retaining wall footing sits above the frost line, the ground beneath and around the footing heaves upward unevenly,
tilting and displacing the wall. When the ground thaws in spring, the wall doesn't settle back to its original position, it
stays displaced. After several Ottawa winters, this ratcheting effect can push a wall inches out of alignment,

compromising its structural integrity.
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For segmental concrete block retaining walls, the standard practice in Ottawa is to excavate a trench to a minimum
depth of 300mm below the lowest block course, filled with compacted 19mm clear crushed stone. However, the
lowest block course itself must be buried below the frost line. This means your total excavation depth from the
finished grade on the low side is typically 1.2 to 1.5 metres for the frost protection, plus the buried block height, plus
the 300mm granular base. On a wall that retains one metre of soil, you're looking at an excavation that's 1.5 to 1.8
metres deep at the downhill face. That's significant earthwork, which is one reason professional equipment makes

such a difference on these projects.

For poured concrete retaining walls, the footing is a wider concrete pad, typically 200 to 300mm thick and two to
three times the wall width, poured at or below the frost line. Steel reinforcing bar connects the footing to the wall
stem. In Ottawa, the concrete mix must be air-entrained with a minimum 32 MPa strength to handle freeze-thaw

exposure at the footing level where moisture contact is constant.

Armour stone walls handle frost depth differently because their mass provides stability through gravity. The base
stones still need to sit on compacted granular material that extends below the frost line, but the stones themselves
aren't rigidly connected, so minor frost movement at the base gets absorbed without structural consequence. That
said, the granular pad beneath armour stone should be at least 300mm of compacted gravel, and the excavation

should reach at least 1.0 to 1.2 metres below the lowest grade level.

Ottawa's soil conditions significantly affect how deep you actually need to go. Sandy, well-drained soils in areas like
Kanata's older subdivisions experience less frost heave because they hold less water. Clay-heavy soils in
Barrhaven, Orleans, and along the Ottawa River corridor hold more water and generate greater frost heave forces,
sometimes warranting footings at the deeper end of the range. If you're building on known Leda clay, a

geotechnical assessment is worth the investment to confirm actual frost penetration on your specific lot.

An Ottawa retaining wall contractor will know the typical soil conditions in your neighbourhood and can determine

the appropriate footing depth based on your site's specifics, wall height, and drainage conditions.

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

e 613Bins

e RenoMoation Inc.

¢ Elie The Carpet Guy Inc.

e Pure Flow Water Solutions inc.

e Nic's D.U.C.T Works Inc

View all contractors ?
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Q12
Can | build a retaining wall with natural stone in Ottawa?

Absolutely, natural stone retaining walls can work beautifully in Ottawa, and they're one of the most visually
appealing options for properties where aesthetics are a priority. That said, building with natural stone in our climate
requires specific techniques and material selection to ensure the wall performs through decades of freeze-thaw
cycling.

The best natural stone choices for Ottawa retaining walls are dense, low-porosity stones that resist moisture
absorption. Eramosa limestone, quarried in southern Ontario, is a popular local choice with its warm brown tones
and tight grain structure. Granite, whether local Canadian Shield granite or imported varieties, offers exceptional
freeze-thaw resistance because its density prevents water from penetrating the stone's surface. Armour stone,
which refers to large quarried limestone blocks typically weighing 500 to 2,000 kg each, is the most common natural
stone retaining wall material in Ottawa because the sheer mass of each block creates gravity-wall stability without
mortar or reinforcement.

What you want to avoid in Ottawa are porous sedimentary stones like certain sandstones or soft limestone
varieties. These stones absorb water that freezes and expands internally, causing the stone face to spall and flake
off over successive winters. After five to ten Ottawa winters, a wall built with the wrong stone type can look

dramatically weathered with crumbling faces and loose fragments.

For armour stone walls, the construction approach is straightforward but requires heavy equipment. A track
excavator places each block on a compacted granular base, with blocks tilted slightly back into the retained soil.
The natural irregularity of the stone faces creates visual character, and the massive weight of each block, combined
with the batter angle, resists the soil pressure and frost forces. Armour stone walls are generally limited to about 1.5
metres of retained height for a single tier, after which engineering and tiered construction become necessary. A
typical armour stone retaining wall in Ottawa costs $40 to $70 per linear foot per foot of height, including delivery
and placement.

For a more refined look, dry-stacked natural stone walls use flat-faced stones fitted together without mortar. This
traditional technique works well in Ottawa precisely because the dry joints allow the wall to flex with frost movement
rather than cracking like a mortared wall would. Each stone is carefully selected and placed so gravity and friction
hold the wall together. The base course should be set below frost depth on a compacted gravel footing, and the
wall needs to be wider at the base than the top, typically with a base width equal to half the wall height at minimum.
Dry-stack walls are labour-intensive, running $80 to $150 per face square foot, but they age gracefully in Ottawa's

climate and can last a century or more.
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Mortared natural stone walls are the least recommended option for Ottawa retaining walls because rigid mortar
joints crack under freeze-thaw movement, allowing water infiltration that accelerates deterioration. If you prefer a
mortared look, consider using a segmental block wall with a natural stone veneer, which gives you the structural

reliability of engineered blocks with the appearance of stone.

Regardless of which natural stone approach you choose, drainage behind the wall follows the same requirements
as any Ottawa retaining wall: clear crushed stone backfill, perforated drainage pipe at the base with filter fabric, and
proper outlet. Consulting with an Ottawa contractor experienced in natural stone construction helps ensure you

select the right stone type and construction method for your wall's height and site conditions.

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

e Luxe Painting and Renovations

e JC Carpentry

e Elie The Carpet Guy Inc.

e Joe Imerti Contracting

e Dreamwood Construction & Renovations

View all contractors ?
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Q13
What drainage is needed behind a retaining wall in Ottawa?

Drainage is arguably the single most important element of a retaining wall in Ottawa, and it's the component most
often underbuilt in DIY and budget contractor projects. Our climate creates drainage demands that are more severe

than most regions, and inadequate drainage is the number one reason Ottawa retaining walls fail prematurely.

The core drainage system behind any Ottawa retaining wall starts with a perforated drainage pipe, typically 200mm
(4-inch) rigid or flexible perforated pipe, installed at the base of the wall directly behind the first course of blocks.
This pipe sits in a bed of 19mm clear crushed stone, with the perforations facing down. The entire pipe and stone
zone should be wrapped in non-woven geotextile filter fabric. That fabric is essential in Ottawa because our
prevalent clay soils produce extremely fine particles that will migrate into the stone and clog the drainage pipe
within a few years without it. Leda clay, found across much of Ottawa's south and east ends, is particularly

notorious for this.

Behind the drainage pipe, the entire space between the wall and the excavated soil face should be backfilled with
clear crushed stone, not gravel with fines, and not the excavated clay. This drainage column should extend the full
height of the wall and be at least 300mm (12 inches) wide. For taller walls over 0.6 metres, 450mm or wider is
better. The clear stone serves two functions: it allows water to flow freely down to the drainage pipe, and it provides

a compressible zone that absorbs frost heave pressure rather than transmitting it directly to the wall face.

At the top of the drainage stone, a layer of filter fabric should cap the stone before the final 150mm of topsoil goes
on top. This prevents surface soil from washing down into the drainage column and clogging it over time. Some
Ottawa contractors also install a strip of impermeable membrane at the top to actively direct surface water away

from the wall rather than letting it infiltrate behind.

The drainage pipe must have a positive outlet, meaning it needs to daylight at the low end of the wall where water
can discharge freely, or connect to a catch basin and storm drain if available. In Ottawa, running the pipe to daylight
is most common, and the outlet should discharge at least 1.5 metres away from the wall base to prevent erosion
undermining the foundation. If your wall runs along a property line and there's nowhere for the pipe to daylight, a

dry well or infiltration pit at the low end can work, sized to handle the expected water volume.

Ottawa's seasonal drainage loads are intense. During the spring thaw from late March through April, frozen ground
above and behind the wall melts from the surface down, creating a perched water table right against the wall. If
your drainage system can't handle this volume, hydrostatic pressure builds and either pushes the wall outward or
causes water to seep through the wall face, carrying soil particles with it and creating voids behind the wall. After
50-plus freeze-thaw cycles per year, a wall without adequate drainage typically shows visible displacement within

three to five winters.
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Weep holes through the wall face provide a secondary relief valve. These are simply gaps left in the lower courses,
or short PVC pipe sections angled slightly downward through the wall, spaced every 1.2 to 1.8 metres along the
wall length. They let trapped water escape through the face rather than building up if the drainage pipe is

temporarily overwhelmed during heavy spring melt.

Getting the drainage right is where an experienced Ottawa retaining wall contractor really earns their fee. The
materials for proper drainage add relatively little to the project cost, maybe $500 to $1,500 depending on wall
length, but the labour and knowledge to install it correctly in our clay soils makes a substantial difference in how
long the wall lasts.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

Justyn Rook Contracting

JC Carpentry

Capital Decks.ca

Jaiko Cleaning Services

Elie The Carpet Guy Inc.

View all contractors ?

Q14
How do | build a retaining wall on a slope in my Ottawa backyard?

Building a retaining wall on a slope in Ottawa involves more planning than a wall on flat ground, and our climate
adds specific requirements that you won't find in generic online guides. Here's how the process works for Ottawa
conditions.

The first step is understanding what your slope is actually doing. Ottawa has many properties with natural slopes,
particularly in areas built on the escarpment like Mechanicsville and Hintonburg, along the river corridors, and in
newer subdivisions where builders created graded lots from originally flat farmland. You need to determine the total
height difference you're retaining and whether a single wall or a terraced series of walls makes more sense. For
slopes requiring more than one metre of total retention, terracing with two or more shorter walls separated by flat
planting beds is often both more attractive and more structurally sound than one tall wall. Each terrace wall stays

under the one-metre engineering threshold, and the stepped design distributes soil pressure across multiple
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structures.

Excavation on an Ottawa slope has to account for our frost line depth of 1.2 to 1.5 metres. The base of your
retaining wall needs to sit on undisturbed soil below the frost line, or on a compacted granular base that extends
below frost depth. On a slope, this means the downhill end of your excavation will be significantly deeper than the
uphill end. You're cutting into the hillside to create a level trench at least 600 mm wide, backfilled with 19mm clear
crushed stone that doubles as your drainage layer. In Ottawa's clay-heavy soils, particularly the Leda clay found in
Barrhaven, Riverside South, and much of the east end, this drainage stone is absolutely critical because clay holds

water that freezes and generates enormous pressure against the wall.

For the wall construction itself, segmental concrete blocks designed for retaining walls are the standard choice on
Ottawa slopes. These blocks have a built-in setback, typically 10 to 15 mm per course, that leans the wall into the
hill as it rises. On a slope, you'll step the base course to follow the grade, with each step equaling one block height.
The base course must be perfectly level side to side even though it steps up and down along the slope. Every third
or fourth course should include geogrid reinforcement that extends back into the compacted backfill, anchoring the

wall to the retained soil mass.

Drainage behind the wall needs a perforated pipe at the base, bedded in clear stone and wrapped in filter fabric to
prevent Ottawa's fine clay particles from clogging the pipe over time. This pipe should daylight at the low end of the
wall or connect to a suitable outlet. Without proper drainage, water accumulates behind the wall during spring thaw

and fall rains, freezes in winter, and eventually pushes the wall forward.

Slopes also create surface water runoff that needs to be managed at the top of the wall. A shallow swale or grade
adjustment above the wall prevents water from cascading over the face and eroding the base. This is particularly
important in Ottawa where spring snowmelt can send substantial volumes of water down slopes over several

weeks.

Given the complexity of slope work in Ottawa's soil and climate conditions, most homeowners benefit from at least
a consultation with a local retaining wall professional who can assess drainage patterns, soil type, and the most

practical wall configuration for the specific slope.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e 613Bins
e RenoMotion Inc.

e Capital City Drywall
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e Vanguard Environmental
e Speedy Pete's Inc

View all contractors ?

Q15
Do | need a permit for a retaining wall in Ottawa?

The short answer is that most retaining walls in Ottawa do require a building permit, and the situations where you're
exempt are narrower than many homeowners expect. Understanding the rules upfront saves you from the cost and

hassle of having to modify or demolish a non-compliant wall after the fact.

Under the City of Ottawa's building permit requirements, you need a permit for any retaining wall that exceeds one
metre (3.3 feet) in exposed height measured from the base of the wall to the top on the lower side. You also need a
permit for any retaining wall, regardless of height, that supports a surcharge load. That means if your wall holds
back soil under a driveway, parking area, walkway within 1.5 metres of the wall top, or soil supporting any building
or structure, a permit is required even if the wall is only half a metre tall. This catches a lot of Ottawa homeowners

off guard, particularly those building walls along sloped driveways or near detached garages.

Walls over one metre also require stamped engineering drawings from a Professional Engineer as part of the
permit application. The permit fee itself varies based on the project's construction value but typically runs $150 to
$500 for a residential retaining wall. Processing time is usually two to four weeks, though it can stretch longer

during Ottawa's busy spring building season when the permit office sees its highest volume.

For walls under one metre that don't support any surcharge loads, you generally don't need a building permit.
However, you still need to comply with the Ontario Building Code, property setback requirements, and any
easements on your lot. Before building, call Ontario One Call (click before you dig) to have underground utilities
marked. Ottawa has extensive underground infrastructure, including gas lines, telecommunications cables, and

storm sewers, that can run through residential yards in unexpected locations.

There are also zoning considerations beyond the building permit. In Ottawa's heritage conservation districts, like
New Edinburgh, Rockcliffe Park, or the Glebe Annex, retaining walls visible from the street may require heritage
approval. If your property borders a watercourse, the Rideau Valley Conservation Authority or Mississippi Valley
Conservation Authority may have additional requirements around grading and drainage changes that a retaining

wall introduces.
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One practical tip for Ottawa homeowners: if you're building a wall close to the one-metre limit, measure carefully
and keep documentation. Building inspectors measure from the lowest exposed grade on the downhill side, which
on sloped lots can be higher than you'd estimate by eye. Some homeowners inadvertently exceed the threshold

without realizing it.

A patio and retaining wall contractor familiar with Ottawa's permit process can often handle the application as part
of the project, including coordinating with engineers when required. This typically streamlines the timeline compared

to homeowners navigating the process independently.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Homeupgraders

e RenoMotion Inc.

e Stone and fern

e The Granite shop

¢ Joe Imerti Contracting

View all contractors ?
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Q16
What material is best for a retaining wall in Ottawa's freeze-thaw climate?

Ottawa's 50-plus annual freeze-thaw cycles are the single most destructive force acting on retaining walls, and
material choice determines whether your wall handles those cycles gracefully or starts failing within a few years.

Each option has distinct strengths and weaknesses in our specific climate.

Precast concrete segmental blocks, like Allan Block, Versa-Lok, or Unilock retaining wall units, are the most
common and generally best-performing choice for Ottawa residential retaining walls. These blocks are
manufactured with air-entrained concrete rated for severe freeze-thaw exposure, and their dry-stack interlocking
design accommodates the slight seasonal movement that Ottawa's frost heave causes. Because the blocks aren't
mortared together, individual units can shift fractions of an inch during freezing and settle back without cracking. A
well-built segmental wall with proper drainage and geogrid reinforcement can last 50 years or more in Ottawa

conditions. Expect to pay $35 to $65 per square face foot installed, depending on block style and wall height.

Poured concrete walls offer the highest raw strength and are the standard choice for walls over 1.2 metres or walls
supporting structural loads. In Ottawa, poured concrete must use air-entrained mix with a minimum 32 MPa
compressive strength to resist freeze-thaw spalling. The wall also needs proper reinforcing steel and a drainage
system behind it, because hydrostatic pressure from water freezing against concrete is a primary failure mode.
Poured walls cost more upfront, typically $50 to $90 per square face foot, but they're essentially permanent when

built correctly and are the only practical option for tall walls or those retaining driveways.

Natural stone walls have real aesthetic appeal, and materials like Eramosa limestone or local quarried granite
perform well in Ottawa's climate because they're dense enough to resist moisture penetration. The challenge is that
natural stone retaining walls rely on gravity and mass rather than interlocking geometry, so they need to be
significantly thicker at the base. A natural stone wall also costs considerably more in labour because each stone
must be individually fitted. Budget $60 to $120 per square face foot. For walls under 0.6 metres, natural stone is a
beautiful and durable option. For taller walls, the cost and engineering requirements often push homeowners

toward segmental block instead.

Pressure-treated timber walls were common in Ottawa decades ago, and you'll still see them in older
neighbourhoods. While they're the least expensive option at $20 to $40 per square face foot, they have the shortest
lifespan in our climate, typically 15 to 20 years before rot and frost displacement become serious problems. They're

acceptable for low walls under two feet in garden settings but aren't recommended for anything structural.

For most Ottawa residential projects, segmental concrete block hits the right balance of freeze-thaw durability, cost-
effectiveness, and design flexibility. A local retaining wall contractor can evaluate your site's soil conditions and

drainage needs to confirm the right material for your specific situation.
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Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

613Bins

JC Carpentry

ALTIOR CONSTRUCTION

Killarney landscaping

Callandgone

View all contractors ?

Q17
How tall should aretaining wall be before it needs engineering in Ottawa?

In Ottawa, the engineering threshold for retaining walls is generally one metre, or roughly 3.3 feet, of exposed wall
height. Once your wall exceeds that height, the City of Ottawa requires engineered drawings stamped by a licensed
Professional Engineer before you can obtain a building permit. This isn't an arbitrary rule. It reflects the point where
soil pressure, water forces, and failure consequences become serious enough to require calculated design rather

than standard construction guidelines.

Below one metre, you can typically build a retaining wall following manufacturer specifications for segmental block
systems or standard construction practices for other materials. However, there are important exceptions in Ottawa
that can trigger engineering requirements even for shorter walls. If your wall retains soil adjacent to a driveway,
walkway, or any structure, the surcharge loading from vehicles or building foundations means engineering may be
required regardless of height. Similarly, walls built on slopes where the base of the wall is significantly lower than

surrounding grade can have effective retained heights much greater than the exposed face suggests.

Ottawa's Rideau clay and Leda clay soils add another layer of complexity. These marine clay deposits, found
extensively in neighbourhoods like Riverside South, Barrhaven, and Orleans, are sensitive soils that behave
unpredictably under loading. A retaining wall built on Leda clay may need geotechnical investigation in addition to
structural engineering because the soil itself can lose strength when disturbed. If your property is in a known

sensitive clay zone, the city may require a geotechnical report even for walls approaching the one-metre threshold.
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For walls between 0.6 and 1.0 metres, while engineering isn't strictly mandated, it's often worth getting a
professional assessment anyway given Ottawa's freeze-thaw conditions. Our frost penetrates 1.2 to 1.5 metres
deep, and frost heave forces can displace walls that seemed perfectly stable during their first summer. An
engineered wall accounts for these seasonal forces in its design, while a wall built purely by rule of thumb may start

leaning within two or three Ottawa winters.

The practical cost of engineering for an Ottawa retaining wall typically runs $1,500 to $3,500 for a standard
residential project, which includes site assessment, structural calculations, and stamped drawings. When you factor
in that a failed retaining wall over one metre can cost $10,000 to $25,000 to demolish and rebuild, plus potential

liability if it damages neighbouring property, engineering is straightforward insurance.

If you're planning a wall anywhere near the one-metre mark, it's worth having an Ottawa contractor evaluate the site
conditions before you decide on your approach. Many local professionals can tell you quickly whether your specific

situation will need engineering based on soil type, slope, and proximity to structures.

Looking for experienced contractors? The Ottawa Construction Network connects Ottawa homeowners with

qualified professionals:

e Justyn Rook Contracting
e RenoMoation Inc.

e Demontigny Carpentry
e Custom By Arie

e JMY Renovations

View all contractors ?

Disclaimer: This guide is provided for informational purposes only by Ottawa Patios. It does not constitute professional advice.
Always consult qualified, licensed contractors and your local building authority before starting any patio, deck, or outdoor living
project. Information is current as of October 25, 2026 and may change. Visit ottawapatios.com for the latest answers.

Ottawa Patios — ottawapatios.com — Generated October 25, 2026



