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INTRODUCTION

When  underground
utility  installation  or
small-scale  trenching
work is on the agenda,
c o n t r a c t o r s  a n d
landscapers alike need
a  m a c h i n e  t h a t
b a l a n c e s  p o w e r ,
p r e c i s i o n ,  a n d
portability.  The  J  20
D i t c h  W i t c h
Trencher  has  long
b e e n  a  t r u s t e d
w o r k h o r s e  i n  t h e
compact  t rencher
category. Designed for
light  to  medium-duty
tasks, this walk-behind
machine  offers  a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f

r e l i a b i l i t y  a n d
maneuverability  that
la rger  equ ipment
simply  cannot  match.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
running conduit, laying
irr igation  l ines,  or
installing  low-voltage
cable, the J20 delivers
c o n s i s t e n t
performance  on  tight
j o b  s i t e s .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  guide,
w e  w i l l  e x p l o r e
everything you need to
know  about  the  J  20
Ditch  Witch  Trencher
—  f r o m  i t s  c o r e
features  and  common
a p p l i c a t i o n s  t o
maintenance  best
practices  and  safety
considerations.  By  the
e n d ,  y o u  w i l l
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understand  why  this
trencher  remains  a
f a v o r i t e  a m o n g
professionals  who
demand  efficiency
without  sacrificing
quality.

OVERVIEW OF THE
J 20 DITCH WITCH
TRENCHER

The J20 is part of Ditch
Witch’s  renowned  J-
Series  family  of  walk-
behind trenchers.  It  is
a  c o m p a c t ,  s e l f -
propelled  machine
powered by  a  reliable
gasoline engine. Unlike
l a r g e r  r i d e - o n
trenchers,  the  J20  is
d e s i g n e d  t o  b e
operated  by  a  single
person walking behind
the  un i t ,  g iv ing  i t
exceptional  control  in
confined  spaces.  Its
weight  and  narrow
profile  allow  it  to  work
in  backyards,  along
fence  lines,  and  near
existing  structures

w h e r e  a c c e s s  i s
limited. The J 20 Ditch
Wi tch  T rencher
typically comes with a
20-horsepower  engine
( h e n c e  t h e  “ 2 0 ”
designation),  though
exact  specifications
may  vary  by  model
year.  I t  features  a
simple, intuitive control
layout  that  makes  it
accessible  to  both
seasoned  operators
and  newcomers.

Key
Specificat
ions

Engine Power:
20 hp
(approximate) –
typically a Kohler
or similar
industrial engine
Drive System:
Hydraulic ground
drive with
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infinitely variable
speed
Trenching
Depth: Up to 36
inches
(adjustable via
boom)
Trenching
Width: 4 to 6
inches
depending on
chain and
sprocket setup
Weight:
Approximately
1,000 lbs – heavy
enough for
stability yet light
enough for
transport
Transport
Width: Narrow
enough to fit
through standard
gate openings

These specs make the J
2 0  D i t c h  W i t c h
Trencher  a  versatile
tool for a wide range of
jobsites,  especially
those requiring a clean,
narrow  trench  in  soil

conditions  ranging
f rom  so f t  l oam  to
moderate ly  rocky
ground.

KEY FEATURES
THAT SET THE J20
APART

Robust
Hydraulic
System
The  J20  u t i l i zes  a
hydraulic drive system
that  provides  smooth,
responsive control. The
operator  can  adjust
g r o u n d  s p e e d
independent ly  o f
digging  chain  speed,
allowing  fine-tuning  for
different  soil  types.
This  hydraulic  setup
a l s o  p o w e r s  t h e
digging  chain,  boom
l i f t ,  and  op t iona l
backfill  blade.  The
rel iabi l i ty  of  Ditch
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Witch’s  hydraul ic
components  is  well
known,  and  the  J20
benefits  from  decades
o f  e n g i n e e r i n g
refinement.

Ergonomi
c
Operator
Controls
Operating  the  J  20
D i t c h  W i t c h
T r e n c h e r  i s
straightforward  thanks
to  c lear ly  labe led
l e v e r s  a n d  a
comfortable  handlebar
layout.  The  machine
includes  a  deadman
switch for safety, along
with  easy-to-reach
c o n t r o l s  f o r  t h e
t h r o t t l e ,  c h a i n
engagement ,  and
ground drive. The wide
handlebars  provide

good  leverage  for
steering, and the unit’s
low  center  of  gravity
enhances stability even
on uneven terrain.

Easy
Maintena
nce
Access
Routine maintenance is
simplified  on  the  J20.
T h e  e n g i n e
c o m p a r t m e n t  i s
accessible  through  a
hinged cover,  and the
hydraulic  fluid
reservoir  has a visible
s i g h t  g a u g e .  T h e
d i g g i n g  c h a i n
tensioning  system
employs a simple bolt-
and-slide  mechanism
that  can  be  adjusted
without  special  tools.
Grease  fittings  are
strategically placed for
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easy  lubrication  of
p i v o t  p o i n t s  a n d
bearings.  This  design
philosophy  minimizes
downtime  and  keeps
the  machine  working
longer.

Optional
Backfill
Blade
For  operators  who
need  to  backfill
trenches  immediately
after  laying  cable  or
pipe, Ditch Witch offers
an  optional  hydraulic
backfill  blade  for  the
J20.  This  attachment
mounts to the front of
t h e  m a c h i n e  a n d
allows the operator to
push  spoil  back  into
the  trench  without
needing  a  separate
piece of  equipment.  It
is  a  major  time-saver
o n  j o b s  w h e r e

efficiency  matters.

COMMON
APPLICATIONS OF
THE J 20 DITCH
WITCH TRENCHER

The  J 20  exce l s  i n
residential  and  light
commercial  settings.
Here are some of  the
most frequent uses:

Underground
Utilities:
Running
electrical
conduit, water
lines, natural gas
piping, or fiber
optic cable.
Irrigation
Systems:
Cutting narrow
trenches for drip
lines or sprinkler
pipe in lawns and
gardens.
Low-Voltage
Cable: Installing
landscape
lighting, security
camera cables,
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or data lines.
Drainage
Solutions:
Creating
channels for
French drains or
perforated pipe.
Perimeter
Fencing:
Digging shallow
trenches for
fence wire or
electric fencing.

Thanks to its compact
dimensions  and  low
ground  pressure,  the
J 2 0  c a n  w o r k  o n
de l icate  tur f  w i th
minimal damage when
operated  carefully.
Many  landscapers
cons ide r  the  J  20
D i t c h  W i t c h
T r e n c h e r  a n
indispensable  part  of
their  fleet  for  exactly
these  reasons.

ADVANTAGES
OVER LARGER

TRENCHERS

While  larger  ride-on
trenchers like the Ditch
Witch  RT  series  offer
greater  power  and
depth  capability,  the
J 2 0  h a s  d i s t i n c t
advantages:

Accessibility: It1.
can pass through
standard 36-inch
gates and work
in tight
backyards where
a larger machine
simply cannot
go.
Lower2.
Operating
Cost: Smaller
engine means
less fuel
consumption and
lower
maintenance
expenses.
Ease of3.
Transport: The
J20 can be towed
behind a pickup
truck on a small
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trailer, and it
does not require
a commercial
driver’s license
for transport.
Reduced4.
Ground
Disturbance: Its
lighter weight
and narrower
tracks (or tires)
cause less
compaction and
damage to
finished
landscapes.
One-Person5.
Operation: No
need for a
dedicated crew;
a single skilled
operator can
handle most
jobs.

For  contractors  who
frequently  work  on
residential  sites  with
limited access, the J 20
D i t c h  W i t c h
Trencher  is  often the
ideal choice.

TIPS FOR
OPERATING THE
J20 EFFICIENTLY

Pre-
Trench
Planning
Before starting, always
mark  the  proposed
trench line and call for
utility locates to avoid
damag ing  bu r i ed
services.  Walk  the
route to identify rocks,
roots,  or steep grades
that may require extra
caution.  Adjust  the
boom depth according
to  the  required  depth
of the installation.

Soil
Condition
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s
The J20 performs best
in  soils  ranging  from
sandy loam to clay. For
e x t r e m e l y  r o c k y
conditions,  consider
using  a  rock  wheel
a t t a c h m e n t  i f
available,  though  the
standard digging chain
with  carbide-tipped
teeth can handle small
rocks and roots. In wet,
muddy  condi t ions
reduce  ground  speed
to prevent the machine
from bogging down.

Maintaini
ng Proper
Chain
Tension
A  loose  digging  chain
will cause poor cutting
and  increase  wear  on

s p r o c k e t s  a n d
bearings.  Check  the
tension frequently and
adjust according to the
m a n u f a c t u r e r ’ s
specifications.  A  well-
tensioned  chain  also
reduces the risk of the
chain  jumping  off  the
s p r o c k e t  d u r i n g
operation.

Backfillin
g and
Cleanup
If  using  the  optional
backfill  blade,  make
mult iple  passes  to
push  spoil  back  into
the  trench.  Compact
the  so i l  gent ly  by
running over it with the
machine’s  tracks  or
t i r e s .  F o r  t u r f
restoration,  consider
using  a  sod  cutter  or
rake  to  redistribute
topsoil and seed or sod
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as needed.

MAINTENANCE
SCHEDULE FOR
THE J 20 DITCH
WITCH TRENCHER

Regular  maintenance
e n s u r e s  t h e  J 2 0
remains  reliable  and
extends its service life.
Below  is  a  suggested
schedule  based  on
normal  operat ing
conditions:

Daily: Check
engine oil level,
hydraulic fluid
level, and
coolant (if liquid-
cooled). Inspect
digging chain for
damage or
excessive wear.
Grease all fittings
listed in the
operator’s
manual. Clean
debris from the
radiator and air
intake screens.
Every 50

Hours: Change
engine oil and
filter. Check and
adjust chain
tension. Inspect
belts for cracks
or fraying.
Lubricate the
boom pivot
points.
Every 100
Hours: Replace
the hydraulic
return filter.
Check hydraulic
hoses for leaks
or abrasion.
Inspect sprockets
and digging
teeth for wear.
Clean the fuel
filter and check
for water in the
fuel bowl.
Seasonally:
Drain and
replace hydraulic
fluid (check
manual for
specifications).
Inspect the
entire wiring
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harness for
fraying. Check
wheel/track
bearings and
replace if worn.
Consider having
the carburetor or
fuel system
professionally
serviced if the
engine runs
rough.

Always  consult  the
official  Ditch  Witch
operator’s  manual  for
your  specific  model
year,  as  some  details
may  differ.  Following
this schedule will keep
your J 20 Ditch Witch
T r e n c h e r  i n  t o p
condition for years.

COMPARISON: J20
VS. OTHER
COMPACT
TRENCHERS

Ditch
Witch J20
vs. Ditch
Witch C-
Series
(e.g.,
C12X)
The C-Series machines
are  lighter  and  less
powerful,  designed for
very shallow work like
cable  TV  installation.
The  J20  offers  deeper
trenching  capability
(up to 36 inches) and a
more  robust  hydraulic
system, making it more
suitable for heavier soil
conditions  and  deeper
utility lines.
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Ditch
Witch J20
vs. Toro

TRX-12
The  Toro  TRX-12  is  a
comparable  walk-
behind trencher with a
12-hp engine.  The J20
has a significant power
advantage  (20  hp),
allowing  it  to  trench
faster  through  harder
ground.  However,  the
Toro  is  slightly  lighter
and may be easier  to
maneuver on soft turf.
For  most  contractors,
the extra power of the
J20  justifies  its  slightly
higher  weight.

Ditch

Witch J20
vs.
Vermeer
RTX125
The Vermeer RTX125 is
also  a  20-hp  walk-
behind  trencher.  Both
machines  are  very
similar  in  capability.
However,  Ditch  Witch
is  known  for  a  wider
parts  network  and
dealer  support,  which
can  be  a  dec id ing
factor  for  fleet  owners.
The  J20  a lso  has  a
reputation  for  easy
m a i n t e n a n c e
compared  to  some
competitors.

SAFETY
CONSIDERATIONS
WHEN USING THE
J20

Operating any trencher
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comes  with  inherent
risks.  The J  20 Ditch
Witch  Trencher  is
designed  with  safety
features,  but  operator
vigilance is essential.

Personal
Protective
Equipment
(PPE): Always
wear hearing
protection, safety
glasses, steel-toe
boots, and
gloves. Hard hats
are
recommended
when working
near overhead
hazards.
Underground
Hazards: Call
811 (in the U.S.)
to mark gas,
electric, and
water lines
before digging.
Never assume
that previous
markings are still
accurate.
Machine

Stability:
Operate on level
ground when
possible. On
slopes, keep the
digging boom
downhill to
reduce the risk of
tipping. Avoid
sudden turns at
high speed.
Pinch Points:
Keep hands and
loose clothing
away from the
digging chain
and sprockets.
Never attempt to
clear debris from
the chain while
the engine is
running.
Transport
Safety: Secure
the machine to
the trailer with
lashing straps.
Disengage the
digging chain
before road
travel. Lower the
boom to its
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transport
position.

By  fol lowing  these
guidelines,  operators
can minimize accidents
and  maintain  a  safe
work environment.

WHERE TO BUY
AND COST
CONSIDERATIONS

The J 20 Ditch Witch
Trencher is no longer
in  current  production
(as  of  recent  years

Ditch Witch has shifted
f o c u s  t o  n e w e r
models), but it remains
widely available on the
used market. Prices for
a  well-maintained  J20
typically  range  from
$5 ,000  to  $9 ,000
depending  on  hours,
at tachments ,  and
condition.  You  can  find
t h e m  t h r o u g h
authorized Ditch Witch
dealerships, equipment
auction sites,


