
As rivers flow, they erode the land on either side of the river. This makes the river wider and 
the riverbanks lower. Over time, the river can become so wide that it changes direction. 
The new path of the river might flow over roads or into buildings! Low riverbanks are also a 
problem, because the river water can spill over them. This causes flooding.

We can stop river water from eroding the land by building levees. 
Levees are long, sloping walls that are built along a river. They are 
usually made from big piles of earth. They are wide at the bottom 
and narrower on top, and they slope away from the river. Levees stop 
the river from getting wider. They also keep the riverbanks high to hold 
back the water and prevent flooding. 
One problem with levees is that they are very expensive. 
It takes a long time and a lot of people to build a levee on a long river.
Another problem is that levees can be eroded by the river, the rain, and the wind. If a levee is 
eroded too much, it can break. Grasses, trees, or shrubs can be planted on top of a levee to 
make it stronger. The plants’ roots hold the earth of the levee in place. Concrete, large rocks, 
or boulders can be used to protect the levee and make it even stronger.
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Wave erosion can wash away sand, rocks, 
and soil at the coast. If too much land is 
washed away, roads and buildings could fall 
into the sea!
Seawalls can be built to protect the coast 
from wave erosion. Seawalls are very tall—
much taller than you! They stop waves from 
reaching the shore. They are usually made 
from concrete, large rocks, or steel. They are 
very strong, and can last a long time. Some 

seawalls that were built by the Romans more 
than 2,000 years ago are still standing today! 
Although seawalls are useful for protecting 
the coast, they can get in the way of the 
plants and animals that live on the shore. 
Sometimes seawalls can be damaged by 
very big waves. If the shoreline is very long, 
then building and repairing seawalls can be 
expensive.
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Retaining Wall or Netting
Wind and rain erosion can be a big problem 
in hilly areas. Heavy rain and strong winds 
can wash the soil away. Erosion can even 
cause the underground rock to come loose. 
When this happens, rocks, soil, and mud can 
rush down the hill very quickly. This is called 
a landslide. Landslides are very dangerous. 
Heavy rocks could hit roads, buildings, or 
even people.
Retaining walls can be built on hillsides to 
help prevent landslides. Retaining walls 
hold the earth in place on the hillside. They 
are very thick, and are usually made from 
concrete, stone, metal, or wood. Sometimes 
lots of retaining walls are built on top of 
each other. When you stand at the bottom 
of the hill and look up, these walls look like 
a giant staircase.
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Another way to protect a hillside is 
to cover it with erosion netting. This 
can be made from natural materials, 
like straw, or from plastic. The netting 
covers the soil and stops the wind 
from blowing it away. The netting 
also slows down rainwater as it flows 
down the hillside. This stops the water 
from washing away so much soil.
Retaining walls and netting can be 
very useful, but some people say they 
make the hillside look ugly. Another 
problem is that they sometimes fail. 
If there is a very big landslide, the 
walls and netting might not be able 
to stop it.

Retaining Walls



Breakwater
Breakwaters protect the coast from wave 
erosion. Breakwaters are large walls made 
from huge, heavy rocks. They make waves 
smaller and slower before they hit the shore.
Breakwaters are also useful for stopping 
sand from moving across the seafloor. As 
waves travel up the beach, they pick up sand 
and carry it away. This erodes the beach. 
Breakwaters stop the sand from being 
carried too far away.
A breakwater could be one, long stretch 
of rock wall. Or, it could be broken up into 
lots of smaller rock walls. Breakwaters are 
usually built in shallow areas of the sea, near 
the shore. 

Some people say that breakwaters are ugly and spoil the view. If there is a very big storm, a 
breakwater might not stop the largest waves. Breakwaters can be damaged by very strong 
waves, so sometimes they need to be repaired.
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