
Is the System Working?

The call for guidelines specific to segmental retaining

walls is not universally embraced. David Drenth, plan

check engineer for the city of Bloomington, Minnesota,

is comfortable with the current requirements. As

Chairman of the Minnesota Northstar Chapter of the

Masonry/Concrete Committee and member of the

committee for education and certification of Concrete

Finishers through the University of Florida, Drenth is

intimately acquainted with codes as they relate to segmental

retaining wall construction. From Drenth’s perspective, the

current system works. “If an engineer designs a wall and

the installer follows the design requirements, the current

code will produce a good wall,” he explains. 

A Push for Inclusive Minimum Requirements

At the very least, there’s a need for the industry to come

together as a group to reach agreement. Bruce Baumann,

PE, an Anchor Wall Systems engineer and IBC hearing

observer, believes it is extremely important that the IBC

be fair for all of the industry’s players. Notes Baumann,

“As an industry, we’ve submitted a code amendment to

the IBC specific to segmental retaining wall design. We’ve

done this largely as a defensive move, in light of other

organizations that are attempting to pass codes that may

provide advantages to certain manufacturers and regions.”

The proposed industry amendment, which thus far has

not prevailed, was inclusive, meaning any system that met

minimum standards could be used. Code changes addressing

segmental retaining wall design that were submitted by

another organization were also defeated at the IBC.

The Rationale for the NCMA Manual

Within the segmental retaining walls industry, the NCMA

Design Manual is considered a reputable, inclusive 

document defining segmental retaining wall construction.

A central issue within the organization is whether or not

NCMA should go through the American National

Standards Institute (ANSI) process of accreditation to 

produce a formally approved industry consensus document.

In doing so, the document could serve as the national

code for segmental retaining walls. 

Baumann notes, “Several members of the IBC structural

subcommittee believe there are adequate requirements for

segmental retaining wall design already in the body of the

code and don’t see a need to be more specific. That’s good

from the industry perspective. However, to defend the

generic use of several systems, we have to be alert to any

potential changes proposed by another company to gain 

economic benefit for their product. There may be value in

our continuing to pursue an amendment that would make use

of the NCMA design manual as a base design methodology.” 

How will minimum requirements affect you?

Jeff Greenwald, manager of codes and standards for
NCMA, represents the NCMA membership in the IBC
process. He’s still gathering information regarding the
wishes of his constituency to place minimum segmental
retaining wall code requirements in the IBC. While
Greenwald is now considering all opinions regarding
which way the industry should go at this time, he suggests
that quality assurance, control and inspection provisions
pertaining to segmental retaining wall construction may
be necessary and of benefit to the entire industry. Says
Greenwald, “NCMA could develop language that could
go into the building code to cover these areas. For example,
the code might require that the segmental retaining wall
unit meet minimum standards, that backfill meet certain
criteria, or that geosynthetic fabrics be labeled according
to their strength and proper orientation, and so on.”

In August, the NCMA Segmental Retaining Wall
Technical Subcommittee will be debating what the
membership should propose to the IBC. In the meantime,
Greenwald suggests that NCMA members and other
interested parties think carefully about how projects are
approved now at the local jurisdiction and what difference
it would mean to their business if minimum requirements
were enforced across the industry. 

If you would like to provide your input on this important
issue, e-mail Jeff Greenwald at jgreenwald@ncma.org or
contact him at the NCMA at 703/713-1900.

When engineer Dick Greene of Geo Quality

Management and Engineering, Inc. was first approached

to work on the Fox Hills Development project, he

quickly realized the project was off to a rocky start. The

plans handed to Greene for the 88-acre, 600-unit adult

residential community called for about 30 retaining walls

— constructed of boulders. 

The reason for the choice of materials stemmed from

soil, so full of huge cobbles and stones, that the developer

hoped to make use of the natural resources. Due to the

hilly terrain in Rockaway, the walls would have to reach

heights of 20 to 30 feet and stand near vertical. Greene

easily surmised that the stability concerns of boulder

walls was simply not suitable for the conditions.

Multi-Functional Walls

The functional requirements of the walls added to the

complexity of the assignment. One of the walls was to

provide a fire access road to the community. Another pair

of walls were designed to create a road to bridge a ravine.

Yet another wall had to extend 25 to 30 linear feet from

the footings of an apartment building to retain the soil

supporting the building. 

Between a Rock 
and a Hard Place in
Rockaway, New Jersey

ASE STUDYC

The Anchor Diamond® block is well suited to tall applications such as this 400-foot project in Fox Hills, New Jersey.
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