
Fences and railings are a com m on sight around retain ing w alls.  At A llan B lock we are frequently asked how  to properly install 

various types of fencing along the top of our w alls.  This question has a variety of answers depending on the fence application.  

The best w ay to address installation of a fence is to consider the p lan, design, and construction of the fence and w all structure 

together as one system  before the project begins.  Usually w hat happens is that the fence or railing is overlooked and not d is-

cussed until the w all is com pleted.  For anybody that has been associated w ith projects like th is, they know  that installing a 

railing after the w all is constructed is m ore work and m ore expensive. 

 

A ll fences have the ability to w ithstand som e type of load.  A  typical fence has the capacity to 

w ithstand loads from  w ind, pedestrians, or even vehicles in the case of com m ercial projects.  

By installing a fence or railing above the w all you are adding a requirem ent for the w all to w ith-

stand the additional overturning force in the top courses w hen som ebody or som ething is push-

ing on the railing.  If the w all has not been properly designed and built, th is creates a potential 

that the load from  the fence footing could m ove, bulge, or even worse, topple the top portion of 

the w all.  The key is to consider the fence during the design phase of the w all project to ensure 

the retain ing w all has an adequate am ount of resistance to the additional force that the fence 

w ill apply. 

  

Installed  3  feet (0.9  m ) B ehind  the B lock  

P lacing the fence or railing a m inim um  of 3 feet (0.9 m ) or further behind the w all is the preferred 

location.  This configuration applies m inim al overturning forces to the back of the w all.  The de-

sign can utilize the resistance from  the soil m ass between the w all and post footing to reduce 

the forces from  the fence.  

  

Installed  B ehind  the B lock  

Installing the fence or railing d irectly behind the b lock is a com m on application.  Fences can be 

placed closer to the w all than 3 feet, but a design professional should be involved w ith the proj-

ect to ensure that the top of the retain ing w all can w ithstand the forces from  the fence.  

As a fence gets closer to the wall, the excess strength from  the geogrid reinforcem ent is required 

to w ithstand the overturning forces applied by the fence or railing post footing.  In m ost cases, 

gravity w alls (w alls designed w ithout geogrid) cannot be used once the fence is w ithin 3 feet 

(0.9 m ) from  the back of the b lock.  This is due to the fact that there is no additional resistance 

provided by geogrid reinforcem ent layers, there is only the weight of the w all itself w hich typi-

cally is not enough to resist both the soil pressure and the force applied by the fence. 

 

Installed  W ithin  the B lock  

Installing a fence or railing w ithin the b lock itself is by far the m ost challenging application and 

an engineer should analyze the w all. For th is type of installation the cores around each post, or 

even the entire top few  courses of b lock, m ust be grouted solid  to add enough stability to the 

top of the w all.  Using geogrid w ithin the top three courses of b lock is required to aid in the re-

sistance of the overturning forced created by the posts. This application should not be used for 

fences w here large wooden posts are used. 
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Installing  a construction tub e for the fence d uring  retaining  w all construction  

The w all installer and fencing contractor should coordinate the 

locations of all fence post footings prior to com pleting the top 

of the w all.  Know ing these locations allow s the w all installer to 

place the construction tubes w hile com pleting the top courses.  

This coordination elim inates the need to hand dig fence footings 

after the w all is com plete.  W hen placing the fence post footings 

the installer needs to account for geogrid  obstructions w here 

the fence posts w ill occur.  C arefu l layout of the geogrid  can 

allow  for the post location to occur at a seam  between geogrid 

ro lls so that m inim al cutting of the ro ll is necessary.   

 

It m ay be perm issib le to m ake a sm all cut in the reinforcem ent 

to accom m odate the obstruction.  Talk to your geogrid supplier 

to  confirm  the process for cutting  the re inforcem ent.  C are 

should be taken to m inim ize the cutting of the geogrid strands 

that run in  the strength d irection and the geogrid  should  be 

w rapped tightly around the obstruction.  Stake the grid tightly 

before p lacing any backfill. 

   

F inally, if the penetration is re latively shallow  it m ay be possib le to splay the re-

inforcem ents below  the obstruction.  The angle of splay in the reinforcem ent 

should be less than a 5 to 1 slope or roughly 11 degrees. 

 

Installing  a fence after the w all is  b uilt 

Installing a fence after the w all is built becom es a m ore challenging application 

than if the construction tubes are installed during retain ing w all construction.  As w ith all fence applications behind the w all, the 

installer m ust be aw are of the geogrid location and avoid the use of a power auger w here there is a potential to snag the geogrid 

and pull it out of the soil.  The locations for the fence posts w ill need to be carefully dug by hand so that dam age to the geogrid 

is m inim ized.  A lso, it becom es extrem ely challenging for a fence installer to build  the fence d irectly into the b lock.  A llan B lock 

does not recom m end installing a fence post d irectly w ithin the b lock cores after the retain ing w all is built. 
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