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Abstract: The stability of high rock slopes is largely controlled by the location and orientation of
geological features, such as faults, folds, joints, and bedding planes, which can induce structurally
controlled slope instability. Under certain conditions, slope kinematics may vary with time,
as propagation of existing fractures due to brittle failure may allow development of fully persistent
release surfaces. In this paper, the progressive accumulation of brittle damage that occurred prior
to and during the 2014 San Leo landslide (northern Italy) is investigated using a synthetic rock
mass (SRM) approach. Mapping of brittle fractures, rock bridge failures, and major structures is
undertaken using terrestrial laser scanning, photogrammetry, and high-resolution photography.
Numerical analyses are conducted to investigate the role of intact rock fracturing on the evolution of
kinematic freedom using the two-dimensional Finite-discrete element method (FDEM) code Elfen,
and the three-dimensional lattice-spring scheme code Slope Model. Numerical analyses show that
the gradual erosion of clay-rich material below the base of the plateau drives the brittle propagation
of fractures within the rock mass, until a fully persistent, subvertical rupture surface form, causing
toppling of fault-bounded rock columns. This study clearly highlights the potential role of intact
rock fracturing on the slope kinematics, and the interaction between intact rock strength, structural
geology, and slope morphology.

Keywords: San Leo landslide; rockfall; brittle damage; slope kinematics; remote sensing;
numerical modelling

1. Introduction

The stability of rock slopes is largely controlled by the location and orientation of geological
features such as faults, shear zones, bedding, foliation, and discontinuities [1,2]. The intersection
of these features may allow the removability and the failure of rock mass blocks at various scales.
The condition that characterizes removable blocks is generally referred to as “kinematic freedom”.
Many major rockslides have been controlled by the orientation of geological features [3,4].

Geomorphic features, such as gullies and crevices, may also reduce lateral constraint in potentially
unstable slopes, thus enhancing their kinematic freedom [5–7].

Under certain conditions, the kinematics of a rock slope may evolve over time due to brittle damage
accumulation and fracture propagation. The geomorphic evolution of valley sides may enhance the
brittle propagation of fractures due to stress concentration [8]. Time-dependent mechanisms, such
as subcritical fracture propagation, may cause the formation of fully persistent rupture surfaces that
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provide kinematic release to blocks that were previously nonremovable [9]. The accumulation of
brittle damage is a critical component in the development of footwall failures and large-scale, biplanar,
and compound rockslides, due to the formation of a highly damaged transition zone at the interface
between active and passive blocks [10–12]. Additionally, intact rock fracturing may cause the failure of
nondaylighting rock wedges, due to the formation of a basal rupture surface caused by failure of rock
bridges and coalescence of brittle cracks [13].

The strength of intact rock is orders of magnitude higher than discontinuities; therefore, strength
and size of intact rock bridges between discontinuities have a great impact on the stability of rock
slopes [9]. A small amount (0.1–10%) of rock bridges favorably distributed within a rock slope strongly
increases the stability of the slope [14,15]. Despite the major significance of intact rock bridges in
controlling the behavior of rock masses, their characterization remains an extremely challenging
task [14], and the deterministic quantification of the rock bridges existing along a rupture surface may
be undertaken only after failure occurs [15–17]. Discrete fracture networks (DFNs) are consequently
being increasingly employed in rock engineering to investigate the distribution and dimensions of
rock bridges using a stochastic approach [18].

In this paper, the effects of intact rock fracturing on the evolution of the kinematic freedom of
rock slopes are investigated using the 2014 San Leo landslide (Northern Italy) as a case study. This
failure occurred as a toppling instability that caused the detachment of a 100 m high slab from the San
Leo plateau, due to the erosion of the underlying clay shales and progressive, brittle propagation of
fractures to form the eventual rupture surface [19]. The San Leo 2014 failure is modelled using a DFN
approach, and the simulations conducted using both the two-dimensional finite-discrete element code
Elfen [20], and the three-dimensional lattice-spring code Slope Model [21].

Methods for Numerical Modelling of Brittle Fracture

The stability analysis of rock slopes with nonpersistent rupture surfaces is a challenging task. Initial
investigations were performed by assigning a cohesion value to fully-persistent, equivalent sliding
surfaces, in order to implicitly simulate the presence of rock bridges [22,23]. A more sophisticated
approach was also proposed, which allowed for rock slope failures along step-path rupture surfaces
to be preliminarily investigated [24]. Recently, the development of advanced numerical modelling
methods has allowed for the investigation of rock slopes with the explicit implementation of rock bridges
between discontinuities. A brief overview of continuum, discontinuum, hybrid, and lattice-spring
methods that can be used to simulate such intact rock fracturing follows.

Continuum methods, such as the finite element method (FEM), treat the rock mass as a continuous
medium and require the discretization of the model domain (i.e., the slope) using a finite-element
mesh [25]. These methods are largely employed to identify areas of stress concentration and material
strain and failure [26,27]. However, continuum methods such as Rock Failure Process Analysis code
(RFPA, [28]) have been successfully applied to explicitly modelling brittle fracturing in intact materials.
RS2 may allow the simulation of intact rock fracturing by implementing a Voronoi tessellation in a
finite element mesh [29,30].

Discontinuum methods, such as the distinct element method (DEM), model the rock mass as an
assembly of discrete blocks bounded by contacts. Contact-bounded blocks represent the intact material
(e.g., intact rock or rock mass), whereas contacts simulate the behavior of discontinuities or grain
boundaries [31]. Although the fracturing of the intact material cannot be directly simulated, a Voronoi
or Trigon tessellation may be implemented to allow intact blocks to break along the boundaries of
the Voronoi/Trigon polygons [32]. Typical DEM codes include the Particle Flow Code, PFC [33],
the Universal Distinct Element Code, UDEC [34], and the 3D Distinct Element Code, 3DEC [35].

Hybrid methods employ a combined continuum–discontinuum numerical approach to overcome
the limitations and exploit the advantages of each method. The finite-element discrete-element method
(also referred to as FDEM), is among the most effective hybrid methods for the numerical modelling of
brittle material [25]. The FDEM method models the intact material using a finite-element mesh, while
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a discrete element approach is used to simulate fractures and discontinuities [36,37]. This method is
capable of modelling both the formation and the propagation of brittle fractures, allowing discrete
contacts to form within a continuous material. Elfen and IRAZU are FDEM commercial codes that
have been employed for investigating the brittle fracture of rock in underground excavations and high
rock slopes [20,38–40].

Lattice-spring scheme techniques were among the first approaches adopted to explicitly simulate
intact rock fracturing by modelling the intact material as an assembly of springs and particles (also
referred to as “nodes” or “point masses”) [41]. Springs are used to model the mechanical and strength
parameters of the material, whereas nodes define the density of the intact material [42]. When the
stress applied to a spring reaches its strength, a microcrack forms, which can then propagate if the
subsequent stress redistribution causes the failure of other springs. The application of this approach,
although effective in simulating the brittle propagation of cracks in intact rock, has been limited due to
the absence of commercially available software. Recently, the introduction of Slope Model allowed the
lattice spring technique to be applied in the investigation of rock slope stability.

For a comprehensive description of the various methods that can be employed to investigate
brittle fracturing in rock, including examples and typical applications, the reader is referred to [43,44].

2. The 2014 San Leo Landslide

San Leo is an historic village located in northern Italy, about 90 km east of Florence. It is located in
the Marecchia River Valley, which outlines the boundary between the northern and central sectors
of the Apennines (Figure 1a). The town is located on top of a 120 m thick rocky plateau, comprising
sandstone and limestone overlying a soft, marine clay shale that extends throughout the Val Marecchia
region. On the afternoon of 27th February 2014, a 300,000 m3 landslide detached from the north-eastern
flank of the plateau, toppling and fragmenting at the base of the slope [45]. The failure involved
the detachment of a 200 m wide slab of rock mass and resulted in a retrogression of about 30 m of
the edge of the plateau (Figure 1b). The landslide transitioned into a rock and debris avalanche that
crossed the Campone gully at the base of the slope and climbed the opposite valley side by about
30 m. The undrained load induced on the underlying clay-rich materials also caused the activation
of an earthflow that started to move with a velocity of 30 cm/day [45]. The slope failure generated
a seismic wave that was felt by the local population and recorded by the Mount Carpegna seismic
station, managed by INGV (the Italian National Institute for Geophysics and Volcanology) [45]. Based
on eye-witness reports and seismographic data, the event was estimated to have occurred over a time
frame of 150 s. The seismograph log, in particular, shows two marked peaks in ground acceleration,
suggesting that the failure may have occurred in two stages: the first involving the detachment of the
slab, and the second coinciding with the toppling and the following impact of the debris onto the
valley bottom [45].

After the failure, a persistent, iron-oxidized discontinuity surface (referred to as SL3.1) was visible
in the upper part of the rupture surface (Figure 1c). The discontinuity network within the plateau and
progressive undermining processes affecting the underlying clays played a major role in the failure [30].
Investigations conducted after the event highlighted numerous open fractures with aperture width up
to 25 cm located in the area behind the headscarp. A monitoring system was therefore installed to
observe the evolution of the slope, including surface and in-hole extensometers.

The triggering factors of the San Leo landslide remain unclear. However, an exceptional snowfall
event (over 2 m) occurred in 2012 and the subsequent snowmelt may have enhanced opening of
fractures, promoting the rock slope failure [45]. Important preparatory factors also include (a)
the structural setting and the discontinuity network of the rock mass forming the plateau, (b) the
progressive undermining of the rock slab, due to remolding and erosion of the soft material underlying
the rocky plateau [30].



Geosciences 2019, 9, 256 4 of 31
Geosciences 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 31 

 

 
Figure 1. Geographic overview of the investigated slope. (a) Location of the San Leo plateau in 
northern Italy; (b) 2011 aerial photograph of the rock slab (courtesy of Emilia-Romagna region). The 
red polygon highlights the area involved in the 2014 event; (c) Oblique view of the rock slope after 
the failure. Note the iron-oxidized discontinuity SL3.1 (photograph summer 2015). 

2.1. Geological Overview of the Area 

The geological stratigraphy in the area is characterized by opposite lithologies, such as the scaly 
clay shale formation of the Argille Varicolori (literally, “multicolored clays”), underlying a fractured 
rock masses of the San Marino and Monte Fumaiolo formations [46]. The Argille Varicolori formation 
ranges from lower Cretaceous to lower Eocene in age [47], and comprises multicolored, marine shaly 
clays, ranging in color from green, to red, to dark grey. Discontinuous siltstone and sandstone layers, 
organized in turbiditic sequences, are intercalated within the clay deposit [46]. The Argille Varicolori 
formation is overlain by the San Marino formation, which alternates limestones and white 
calcarenites rich in bioclastic fragments, and ranging in age from early to middle Miocene [47]. The 
bedding is predominantly lenticular, locally characterized by megaripple and storm structures, 
reflecting a shallower depositional environment compared to the underlying clays. The San Marino 
formation underlies and is in gradational contact with the Monte Fumaiolo formation, middle 
Miocene in age, comprising yellow, cross-stratified sandstones, representing a shallow depth 
continental shelf depositional environment [48]. 

Rocky plateau capping soft clayey terrains are a common geomorphological feature in the 
Northern Apennines. In addition to the San Leo plateau, other examples include the San Marino, 
Monte Fumaiolo, Sasso Simone, and Simoncello plateaus. These massive, steep, and elevated features 
lie above gently sloping clayey units. The edges of the plateaus are often affected by structurally-
controlled instability phenomena that cause their gradual recession [49]. It has been suggested that 

Figure 1. Geographic overview of the investigated slope. (a) Location of the San Leo plateau in northern
Italy; (b) 2011 aerial photograph of the rock slab (courtesy of Emilia-Romagna region). The red polygon
highlights the area involved in the 2014 event; (c) Oblique view of the rock slope after the failure. Note
the iron-oxidized discontinuity SL3.1 (photograph summer 2015).

2.1. Geological Overview of the Area

The geological stratigraphy in the area is characterized by opposite lithologies, such as the scaly
clay shale formation of the Argille Varicolori (literally, “multicolored clays”), underlying a fractured
rock masses of the San Marino and Monte Fumaiolo formations [46]. The Argille Varicolori formation
ranges from lower Cretaceous to lower Eocene in age [47], and comprises multicolored, marine shaly
clays, ranging in color from green, to red, to dark grey. Discontinuous siltstone and sandstone layers,
organized in turbiditic sequences, are intercalated within the clay deposit [46]. The Argille Varicolori
formation is overlain by the San Marino formation, which alternates limestones and white calcarenites
rich in bioclastic fragments, and ranging in age from early to middle Miocene [47]. The bedding
is predominantly lenticular, locally characterized by megaripple and storm structures, reflecting a
shallower depositional environment compared to the underlying clays. The San Marino formation
underlies and is in gradational contact with the Monte Fumaiolo formation, middle Miocene in
age, comprising yellow, cross-stratified sandstones, representing a shallow depth continental shelf
depositional environment [48].

Rocky plateau capping soft clayey terrains are a common geomorphological feature in the Northern
Apennines. In addition to the San Leo plateau, other examples include the San Marino, Monte Fumaiolo,
Sasso Simone, and Simoncello plateaus. These massive, steep, and elevated features lie above gently
sloping clayey units. The edges of the plateaus are often affected by structurally-controlled instability
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phenomena that cause their gradual recession [49]. It has been suggested that the long-term geomorphic
evolution of the plateaus is predominantly driven by lateral spreading phenomena, induced by the
deformation and failure of the underlying clayey materials [45,47,50].

The San Leo rock slab is characterized by a roughly quadrangular base and extends over a surface
area of 600 m by 500 m. A maximum thickness of 120 m is observed along the eastern edge. The plateau
is characterized by a relatively irregular surface that dips in a north-westerly direction. The 2014 failure
occurred along the north-eastern corner of the plateau. Previously, another large landslide occurred
in 2006 along the northern side [51]. Additionally, the gentle slopes formed by the Argille Varicolori
formation are affected by earth flows, earth slides, and soil creep. These landslides are common and
can be considered as collateral slope failure events associated with the main rock spread, as reported in
the northwestern Malta for the Blue Clays [52].

The hydrogeological setting of the San Leo plateau has been recently investigated, and was found
to be affected by the rainfall regime [53,54], which shows mean annual values ranging between 369 mm
and 1258 mm in the investigated area [53]. The San Leo plateau is characterized by a high secondary
permeability that causes the rock slab to act as a small-scale aquifer, fed by rainfall infiltration through
open discontinuities. Water infiltration promotes slope failure processes along the vertical cliffs of
the plateau [54]. Conversely, the underlying clays are characterized by extremely low primary and
secondary permeability. The permeability contrast between limestone and the clay shale induces the
formation of perennial and ephemeral springs at the base of the plateau [53–55].

2.1.1. Rock Slope and Clay Shale Characterization

The rock slope involved in the 2014 failure extends vertically for about 110 m, and has been
characterized using both traditional field techniques and remote sensing methods [56]. Geological
investigations conducted prior to the failure evidenced the presence of a cave system at the base of the
plateau, at the geological contact between the San Marino limestone and the Argille Varicolori clay
shales (Figure 2a,b). Caves are carved in the clay shale and display a complex pattern. The morphology
appears hummocky due to the irregular contact between the lithotypes, with variable width and height
in different sectors. It has been suggested that the springs at the base of the rock slab may have induced
undermining of the plateau, due to erosion of the underlying, softer clay shale [54]. In turn, the lack of
support promoted the opening of fractures in the rock mass, further enhancing the water infiltration
and erosion. At the site of the 2014 slope failure, such undermining was suggested to extend for
approximately 20 m beneath the rock slab. Additionally, a 6 m thick softened layer at the surface of the
clay deposit was observed, which may have also promoted the development of the slope failure [30].

Laboratory tests were conducted to characterize both the intact rock and the clayey materials [19].
Uniaxial compression and indirect tension, Brazilian tests were performed on specimens obtained from
borehole cores drilled on the plateau. The unconfined compressive strength was found to vary between
74.6 MPa and 93.0 MPa. Tensile strength was found to range between 3.3 MPa and 4.9 MPa. Clay shale
samples were subjected to several laboratory procedures. Direct shear strength tests estimated the
friction angle and cohesion of the clay shale at 29.8◦ and 11 kPa, respectively. For a detailed description
of experimental procedures and results of the compression and swelling indices, consistency indices,
and in situ suction tests, the reader is referred to [19].

Five faults are visible along the rupture surface, which could also be observed in the prefailure
slope (Figure 2a,d). A large-scale kinematic analysis was performed using the orientation data of the
first-order geological structures observed within the slope, and it was noted that wedges form due to
the intersections between fault F1 and faults F2, F3, F4, and F5 (Figure 2c). However, the only discrete
block that can be observed within the prefailure slope is formed by the geological structures F1 and F2
and is hereafter referred to as Wedge F1–F2. The F1–F2 intersection plunges at an angle lower than the
slope, but does not daylight as the wedge is located at the toe of the subvertical slope.

Terrestrial laser scanning (TLS) and close-range terrestrial digital photogrammetry (TDP) were
also undertaken at the site in order to perform discontinuity mapping [56].
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Figure 2. View of the investigated rock slope before and after the 2014 event. (a) Overview of the 110 m
high slope before the failure. Red, dashed lines highlight the faults that cross the San Leo plateau.
Note the wedge formed by the intersection of first-order geological structures F1 and F2. The white,
dashed line indicates the contact between the Argille Varicolori and San Marino formations. Black,
dotted line outlines the volume failed in 2014; (b) Detail of the undermining at the base of the plateau,
due to remolding and erosion of clay shale; (c) Kinematic wedge failure analysis. The large, red cross
highlights the intersection forming Wedge F1–F2; (d) Structural interpretation of the rock slope after
the 2014 event. Red, dashed lines identify first-order faults; note the subvertical, oxidized surface of
discontinuity SL3.1 (photographs a and b are courtesy of C. Guerra).
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2.1.2. Preliminary Slope Damage Analysis

In the summer of 2016, a field- and remote sensing-based slope damage analysis was conducted
at the site. The area behind the 2014 headscarp was investigated, and the orientation and width of
open fractures was recorded. Digital photogrammetric and terrestrial laser scanner surveys of the rock
slopes were undertaken, in order to characterize fracture intensity and brittle slope damage features
along the rupture surface.

Within the area behind the 2014 headscarp, several high persistence (>10 m), subvertical, open
discontinuities can be observed (Figure 3a), that are presently being monitored using extensometers.
The width of the open discontinuities varies throughout the investigated area, from 2 cm to 25 cm.
Cracks wider than 15 cm were found to be filled with soil. Conversely, tighter fractures appear to be
characterized by clean surfaces (Figure 3b). The orientation of the observed cracks was measured
and plotted in a rosette diagram (inset in Figure 3a). Two main trends were observed, striking 160◦ N
and 130◦ N, respectively, roughly parallel with the first-order features observed along the rupture
surface. East–west striking cracks were also observed, subparallel to the oxidized discontinuity SL3.1
visible along the headscarp (fracture SL3.2 in Figure 3b). In some instances, the presence of open
fractures is indicated by groups of aligned trees, subparallel to the main observed crack orientation
trends (Figure 3a).

The occurrence of the 2014 event may have affected the width of both soil-filled and open cracks,
due to stress release following the removal of kinematic constraint. However, the progressive opening
of soil-filled and vegetated cracks is probably driven by the long-term lateral spreading mechanism
that affects the plateau.

Remote sensing techniques included TLS surveys from two locations and structure-from-motion
(SfM) (Figure 4). TLS datasets were collected using a Riegl VZ-4000 laser scanner (RIEGL Laser
Measurement Systems GmbH, Horn, Austria), characterized by a maximum range of 4 km. Photographs
were taken using a Canon EOS 5D Mark II (Canon Inc., Tokio, Japan) with an f = 200 mm focal length
lens. One of the TLS stations and two SfM camera stations were located at a distance of 300 m from
the slope, on the opposite side of the Campone gully. The second TLS station was located within the
Campone gully at a distance of 650 m from the slope and was located to provide a full coverage of
the rupture surface, avoiding any occlusion due to the irregular slope morphology (inset in Figure 4).
The TLS point cloud was characterized by a point spacing of 3 cm, and was used to finely register
the SfM three-dimensional model into a real world, UTM coordinate system. The SfM survey then
allowed for the creation of a high-resolution orthorectified photograph, which was used as a base for
fracture intensity investigations and slope damage analyses.

The fracture intensity (often referred to as P21, [57]) is defined as the total fracture length over
the investigated area, and is measured in m-1. For the analysis of the rupture surface of the San
Leo landslide, the traces of the fractures visible on the orthorectified photograph were mapped in
ArcGIS [58] (Figure 5a). The investigated area was then subdivided into square cells (10 m side length),
and the total fracture length in each cell was measured. P21 values for each cell were then computed by
dividing the total fracture length by the cell area. The central point of each cell was then exported,
together with the P21 value of the cell, and imported into Surfer [59], allowing a fracture intensity map
to be interpolated (Figure 5b).

A possible correlation between the distribution of fracture intensity and the location of first-order
structures was noted. In particular, relatively high P21 values were observed near the intersection
between F1 and F2, near F4, and within the footwall of F5. The iron-oxidized discontinuity SL3.1
appears to be characterized by low P21 values, due to the low number of discrete fractures mapped on
its surface. However, the strong surface alteration may have reduced the visibility of the fractures,
thus decreasing the value of the computed fracture intensity. No obvious correlation was observed
between P21 and the thickness of the bedding; however, the presence of smaller fractures, not visible at
the scale of the analysis, may affect the distribution of the fracture intensity.
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Figure 3. Fractures observed behind the San Leo landslide headscarp. (a) Plan view of the area behind
the headscarp (2019 imagery from Google Earth). The red, dashed line outlines the 2014 rupture surface.
White lines show the location of fractures. Red dot marks the location of the photograph in b; (b) Detail of
two intersecting fractures. Fracture SL3.2 is parallel to the discontinuity SL3.1 observed in the headscarp.
In the background, one of the extensometers monitoring fracture opening can be observed. Photograph
summer 2016.
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distribution computed by dividing the orthorectified photograph in square cells.

The analysis of the orthorectified photograph allowed brittle slope damage features to be identified
along the rupture surface (Figure 6a). One of the most evident examples of slope damage is represented
by the brittle tension cracks visible in the eastern part of the headscarp. Brittle fracturing occurred due
to tensile stress concentration at the tip of tectonic discontinuities, and has resulted in the propagation
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of tectonic fractures that terminate in intact rock (Figure 6b). This process was likely driven by slope
displacement normal to the discontinuity orientation (dip/dip direction: 72◦/070◦), probably in an
easterly direction. On the eastern side of the San Leo plateau, the deposit of an older landslide can be
observed. This slope failure may have caused the brittle propagation of the described cracks (Figure 6c).
The visual investigation of the rupture surface also allows for the identification of several out-of-plane
failed rock bridges, which locally contribute to the formation of multi-modal step-path geometries
(Figure 6d–g).
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Figure 6. Slope damage features observed along the rupture surface of the 2014 San Leo landslide.
(a) Overview of the rock slope; (b) Tension crack at the eastern edge of the headscarp; (c) Old landslide
deposit along the eastern side of the plateau. This failure may have induced the propagation of the
cracks shown in (b); (d–g) Examples of failed rock bridges (in red) and step-path morphologies (white
traces) observed along the rupture surface; (h) rock mass dilation observed at the western side of the
rupture surface.

Rock mass dilation features can also be observed throughout the rupture surface. In general, these
features are represented by open discontinuities that do not show obvious sign of brittle fracturing.
Rock mass dilation features appear to be concentrated in the western part of the rupture surface
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(Figure 6h), where the orientation changes from an east–west to a nearly north–south direction.
The formation of these damage features may be related to the removal of lateral constraint, which
causes the opening of discontinuities parallel to the slope orientation.

2.2. Previous Numerical Modelling Analyses

Since the occurrence of the 2014 slope failure, various numerical analyses have been conducted.
These include two-dimensional FEM and three-dimensional DEM analyses and are described in
detail in [30,60].

2.2.1. FEM Analysis

Numerical modelling of the 2014 event was conducted using the finite element code RS2 [29] to
investigate the potential role of (a) softening of a clay horizon at the contact with the plateau, and (b)
the undermining of the rock slab [30]. In both cases, the rock slab was modelled as a continuous
body, and only the trace of the discontinuity SL3.1 was included. Both the plateau and the clay shale
were assigned a Mohr–Coulomb failure criterion (plateau: φ = 39◦, c’ = 7.2 MPa; clay shale: φ = 28◦,
c’ = 0.04 MPa).

The progressive softening of the clay was investigated by gradually decreasing the strength of
a layer at the top of the Argille Varicolori formation. The rock slope failure was simulated after an
80–85% degradation (depending on the extent of the softened layer below the slab), and was caused by
the backward propagation of the discontinuity SL3.1 [30]. The implementation of a water table within
the rock slab and pore pressure within the SL3.1 fracture further decreased the stability of the slope.

The landslide was also modelled using a pseudodiscontinuum FEM approach, with the
implementation of a simple discontinuity network and a Voronoi tessellation to simulate the intact,
continuous material forming the rock slab. Different amounts of joint persistence were simulated,
by considering the 25%, 50%, and 75% of the total length of a fully persistent discontinuity trace.
The failure was simulated through staged undermining of the plateau. It was observed that using a 50%
discontinuity persistence, the results were comparable with the continuous model and in agreement
with the observed postfailure topography. Conversely, considering a 25% or 75% discontinuity
persistence the slope failure could not be realistically reproduced [30].

2.2.2. DEM Analysis

A three-dimensional distinct element investigation was conducted using the code 3DEC [60].
The model geometry and the discontinuity network were derived from field and remote sensing
surveys of the rock face, and the joint-bounded blocks were assigned a rigid constitutive model (i.e.,
nondeformable). The numerical analysis aimed to investigate the effects of (a) decrease in the strength
properties of the discontinuities (without any excavation), and (b) the undermining of the rock slab
(without any decrease in joint properties). The numerical modelling results showed that the simulated
undermining of the rock slab was essential for the failure to occur. Conversely, the discontinuity
degradation alone was not sufficient to promote the failure, and displacement was limited to a small
number of blocks at the surface of the modelled slope [60].

3. Numerical Modelling of Brittle Fracture during the San Leo Landslide

Field and remote sensing investigations, as well as previous FEM and DEM analyses, indicate
that two factors had a major impact on the failure process, the joint persistence (and thus the size of
rock bridges) and the gradual undermining of the edge of the plateau. A semiautomated procedure for
mapping intact rock fractures in high-resolution photographs has been developed [61]. A preliminary
analysis of the postfailure slope suggests that as much as the 45% of the rupture surface was constituted
by rock bridges. This estimation is significantly higher than values previously published in literature
(see [14,62]), and highlights the key role that intact material fracturing played in the San Leo failure.
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This study focuses on the investigation of the brittle rock fracturing prior to and during the
2014 event, and its effects on the kinematic freedom of the rock slope. The research takes advantage
of two different numerical modelling approaches. First, a two-dimensional hybrid, FDEM analysis
is conducted using the Elfen code. Then, a three-dimensional investigation is performed using the
lattice-spring code Slope Model. In both instances, a synthetic rock mass approach (SRM, [63]),
a numerical modelling approach that simulates the brittle fracturing behavior of fractured rock masses,
is employed. An SRM approach entails the implementation of discrete fracture networks (DFNs) within
a matrix where fracturing of intact material is allowed. The SRM technique was originally implemented
into discrete element models (e.g., PFC), but the application to FDEM and lattice-spring models has
proved very effective in simulating the mechanical behavior of rock masses at various scales [64–67].

3.1. Model Geometry and DFN Construction

The main objective of the numerical modelling of the 2014 San Leo landslide presented in this paper
is to investigate how the kinematic freedom of the slope changed with the progressive accumulation of
brittle damage (i.e., intact rock fracturing). The analysis is performed assuming the prefailure model
geometry previously investigated in [60], and obtained from laser scanning surveys conducted between
2008 and 2013. Additionally, the plateau rock slab was considered to consist of a single material (i.e.,
limestone). This initial assumption was deemed acceptable in view of the gradational nature of the
lithological contact between the San Marino and Monte Fumaiolo formations, as well as their similar
geomechanical characteristics. This simplified approach also facilitates the comparison with previous
numerical analyses, in which the lithological boundary was not explicitly considered.

The first-order geological structures mapped along the rock face were implemented in the model
and subdivide the slope into six discrete, fault-bounded blocks. Each block was assigned a name,
based on the shape and the bounding faults. From east to west, they are: Side Block, Wedge F1–F2,
Slab F2–F3, Slab F3–F4, and Slab F4–F5 (Figure 7). It is noted that the Side Block was only marginally
involved in the 2014 event.
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The discontinuity sets mapped on the TLS point clouds were subdivided into three main groups,
as summarized in Table 1 [19]. A discrete fracture network was then built using FracMan 7.6 [68].
Various authors (see [44,69]) suggested that single discontinuities that play an important role in the slope
failure should be explicitly incorporated within the DFN. In this case, the discontinuity SL3.1 was critical
in defining the shape and location of the rupture surface [30,45], and was therefore explicitly included
in the DFN. The numerical investigation in Elfen and Slope Model is conducted by progressively
undermining the plateau, thus simulating the gradual erosion of the Argille Varicolori formation.

Table 1. Discontinuity sets included in the investigated DFN (from [19]).

Discontinuity Set Dip Dip Direction Fisher K Persistence
Average/Max P21

K1 79◦ 239◦ 18.5 6.9 m/64.8 m 0.10 m−1

K2 84◦ 023◦ 49.5 4.4 m/31.8 m 0.08 m−1

K3 59◦ 043◦ 23.7 7.6 m/48.3 m 0.11 m−1

3.2. 2D Analysis Using ELFEN

The two-dimensional model geometry for the analysis using Elfen was obtained by extracting
a section traced across the three-dimensional model geometry and the DFN, perpendicular to the
discontinuity SL3.1 (Figure 8). It is noted that a limitation of using a two-dimensional approach is
that the discontinuity traces in the section are characterized by an apparent orientation. The selected
slope section is similar to that investigated in previous two-dimensional FEM analyses of San Leo [30].
In order to simulate the changes in the stress distribution that occurred within the slope in the long-term,
the progressive retrogression of the cliff was also simulated, by including a series of three excavations
parallel to the rock slope. Using this approach, the erosion of the plateau due to progressive lateral
spreading and retrogressive rock slope failure is conceptually represented. The undercutting of the
rock slab due to remolding and erosion of the Argille Varicolori formation is also simulated in three
stages (Figure 9).

It is expected that the geological structures in the model play a key role in defining the stability
of the slope. The faults intersecting the investigated section, namely F2 and F3, form a small angle
(<30◦) with the slope section direction, suggesting that these features may in fact act as lateral release
surfaces. Therefore, it was decided to run two different models, Model 1 and Model 2. Geological
structures F2 and F3 were excluded from Model 1 (considering F2 and F3 as lateral release surfaces
for the investigated slope section) and implemented in Model 2 (considering F2 and F3 as potential
rear release surfaces). The trace of discontinuity SL3.1 was implemented in both models (Figure 9).
The two-dimensional geometry was meshed using an element size of 1 m in the part of the plateau
where failure occurred (Figure 9c). Mesh element size progressively increased towards the edges
of the model (up to 10 m element size), in order to optimize the considerable computational effort.
The numerical modelling was performed using a dedicated high-performance workstation (3.4 GHz i7
Intel CPU, 24 GB RAM). The average model runtime required to model the failure up to the complete
detachment of the unstable slab from the plateau was approximately 200 h (8 days).

The intact rock forming the plateau was assigned a Mohr–Coulomb constitutive criterion, with
a Rankine rotating crack criterion to model failure in tension of the intact rock [20,37]. Elastic and
plastic, Mohr–Coulomb shear strength parameters were initially assumed from literature data [70],
and subsequently adjusted to match the uniaxial compressive strength obtained from geotechnical
laboratory tests [19]. The tensile strength value (i.e., tensile cut-off value) was obtained from Brazilian
tests described in [19]. The lower section of the model is formed by the Argille Varicolori formation.
Elastic properties of the clay shales were obtained from published literature data [30,47,55]. The main
objective of the FDEM analysis is the investigation of the brittle fracturing occurring in the limestone.
Therefore, failure of the clay shales in the FDEM model is not considered and an elastic constitutive
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model is assigned. Tables 2 and 3 summarize the mechanical properties assigned to discontinuities
and intact material, respectively, in the numerical model.
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Figure 9. Two-dimensional geometry investigated in Elfen. (a) Overview of the modelled excavation
and undermining of the plateau. Numbers in the circles show the progressive excavation and
undermining stages; (b) Detail of the DFN and first-order geological structures; (c) Meshed model.
Note that F2 and F3 are omitted from Model 1 and included in Model 2.
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Table 2. Discontinuity parameters assumed for FDEM numerical modelling of the 2014 San Leo
landslide in Elfen.

Property First-Order Structures (Faults) Joints and New Fractures

Normal penalty (GPa/m) 0.1 10
Tangential penalty (GPa/m) 0.01 1

Friction angle (◦) 20 30

Table 3. Intact material properties assumed for the FDEM numerical modelling of the 2014 San Leo
landslide in Elfen.

Property San Marino
Limestone

Argille Varicolori
Clay Shale

Constitutive model Mohr–Coulomb with
Rankine rotating crack Elastic

Unit weight (kN/m3) 25.7 20.6
Elastic modulus (GPa) 17 5
Shear modulus (GPa) 6.8 1.9

Poisson’s ratio 0.25 0.3
Cohesion (MPa) 18 -
Friction angle (◦) 39 -

Tensile strength (MPa) 4.9 -
Fracture energy (J/m2) 100 -

3.2.1. Model 1

In this model, first-order geological structures F2 and F3 are not considered and the only geological
structure deterministically included in the model is the discontinuity SL3.1. The model geometry
assumed is based on previous two-dimensional numerical analysis by [30].

Results of the numerical analysis show that no brittle damage is simulated in the slope during the
slope excavation stages used to replicate the progressive, lateral erosion of the plateau. The simulation
of the first undermining stage induces elastic deformations within the plateau, without the formation of
brittle damage. Millimeter-scale total deformation occurs, due to limited opening of the discontinuity
SL3.1, and the rock slope remains stable (Figure 10a).

The second simulated undermining stage induces limited propagation of new brittle fractures in
the lower part of the plateau. Further opening of discontinuity SL3.1 is simulated. However, slope
displacements remain limited, and the stability of the slope is maintained throughout the second stage
(Figure 10b).

The simulation of the third undermining stage induces failure of the slope, with the development
of a fully-persistent rupture surface causing the progressive detachment of a slender, overhanging slab.
The continuous rupture surface occurs as a combination of a) the downward propagation of SL3.1,
and b) the upward, brittle propagation of fractures at the base of the plateau (Figure 10c,d). Vertical
and horizontal displacements progressively increase up to a maximum of 1.5 m (Figure 11).

Brittle propagation of fractures in the lower part of the unstable slab causes the separation and
detachment of this section of the slope, which displaces vertically in a free fall motion. With continued
simulation, a transverse fracture forms, which divides the slab into two blocks (hereafter referred to as
“upper” and “lower”) that appear to fail through a toppling mechanism. The simulated fragmentation
of the column is a result of tensile stress concentration due to varying kinematic constraints throughout
the slab. The lower block is characterized by a higher kinematic freedom, as the gradual undermining
of the plateau removes any basal support. However, the irregular morphology of the simulated rear
rupture surface causes the upper part of the unstable column to interlock, reducing its kinematic
freedom (Figure 11a). As a result, tensile stresses increase in the displacing column, causing fracturing
when the tensile strength of the intact material is exceeded (Figure 11b). Tensile stresses dissipate
after the formation of the transverse fracture. Additionally, as a result of the interlocking, the hinge
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of the upper toppling block appears to be located approximately 30 m above that of the lower block
(Figure 11c–f).
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Figure 10. Overview of the San Leo landslide Model 1. (a) First undermining stage. No brittle
damage forms; (b) Second undermining stage. Minor brittle fracturing is simulated at the base of the
undermined slab; (c) Third undermining stage. Note the brittle propagation of SL3.1 and fractures at
the base of the plateau; (d) Model after 28 s showing the formation of a continuous rupture surface
(dotted, red line in the inset box).

The simulation ended after 50 s (modelling time), after an 8-day actual runtime, as the impact of
the lower part of the block on the underneath clay shale caused the stable time step to decrease and the
model to run considerably slower.

The numerical analysis shows that the fragmentation of the undermined slab causes the formation
of blocks bounded by a combination of pre-existing and brittle fractures, with surface areas ranging in
size from ca. 400 m2 to ca. 2000 m2. Modelled blocks appear larger in size than those observed in
the debris, as they were subjected to a lower degree of comminution during the FDEM simulation.
The morphology of the simulated rupture surface agrees with the observed postfailure slope, which
is characterized by a slight overhang. It should be noted that the simulated detachment surface is
strictly dependent on the DFN used, and the deterministic location of the individual discontinuities is
critical in forming a realistic simulated postfailure morphology. Behind the discontinuity SL3.1, low or
negligible displacements are simulated. These results indicate that the opening of fractures that can be
presently observed in the area behind the headscarp may be due to long-term, rather than syn-failure,
deformation of the plateau. However, the geometry and location of fractures in the DFN may have an
effect on the results.
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Figure 11. Brittle fracturing modelled in the unstable slab. (a,b) total displacement and direct stress
plot at calculation time of 28.6 s. The undermining and partial failure of the slab provide an increased
kinematic freedom in the lower part of the slope. Interlocking causes tensile stress concentration;
(c,d) tensile stress exceeds tensile strength of the material and brittle fracturing occurs, dissipating and
redistributing tensile stress; (e,f) further fracture propagation causes the lower and upper blocks to
begin toppling separately.
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3.2.2. Model 2

In this model, the first-order geological structures F2 and F3 are included and are assumed fully
persistent and cohesionless (Figure 12a). During the progressive slope excavation stages, no brittle
damage accumulation was observed within the plateau rock slab.
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vertically. Fracture propagation occurs in the rock mass behind SL3.1; (c) Third undermining stage. 
Fracture propagation causes the formation of a continuous rupture surface. Brittle fracture 
propagation occurs in the undermined area; (d) Total displacement magnitude plot after 150 s 
(modelling time). Note that the toppling instability in model 2 involves a volume higher than that 
observed in situ. 

Figure 12. Overview of the San Leo landslide Model 2. (a) First undermining stage. No brittle damage
is simulated; (b) Second undermining stage. Wedge F1–F2 is kinematically free, and displaces vertically.
Fracture propagation occurs in the rock mass behind SL3.1; (c) Third undermining stage. Fracture
propagation causes the formation of a continuous rupture surface. Brittle fracture propagation occurs
in the undermined area; (d) Total displacement magnitude plot after 150 s (modelling time). Note that
the toppling instability in model 2 involves a volume higher than that observed in situ.

Brittle propagation of fractures initiates associated with the simulated undermining of the plateau.
Wing cracks form at the tip of the discontinuity SL3.1, which further propagate when the second
undermining stage is simulated (Figure 12b,c). The progressive removal of the clay-shale material
below the edge of the plateau provides kinematic freedom for Wedge F1–F2. The block detaches and
displaces vertically with a free fall motion and comes to rest at the base of the excavation, leaning
against the rock slope. During the free-fall of Wedge F1–F2, brittle propagation of fractures is simulated
within the plateau, indicating the incipient formation of a rupture surface located about 20 m behind
the location of the observed headscarp.

The simulated third stage of undermining results in further brittle propagation of fractures,
and formation of a fully-persistent, subvertical rupture surface. Instability involves a toppling
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mechanism, centered at the edge of the undermining. After 150 s (modelling time), the total displacement
of the toppling slope is approximately 50 cm, and the simulation is terminated (Figure 12d).

3.3. 3D Analysis Using the Lattice-Spring Code, Slope Model

Numerical analysis using Slope Model involved incorporation of a DFN into the three-dimensional
San Leo slope geometry. The minimum feature size that can be modelled in Slope Model depends
on the resolution of the lattice-spring. Itasca suggest that features and volumes larger than five
times the model resolution (i.e., the node spacing) can be adequately modelled [71]. The numerical
model was run on a high-performance workstation (2.9 GHz, 12 cores, Intel i9 CPU, 128 GB RAM
memory). In order to limit the runtime to approximately 72 h, the lattice-spring resolution was set to
2 m. Thus, fractures with diameter lower than 10 m were removed from the DFN, and equivalent rock
mass material properties were selected to implicitly consider the presence of small discontinuities,
as suggested by [72]. In addition to the DFN and the SL3.1 discontinuity, the fully-persistent faults
mapped in the investigated area were also included in the model geometry and assumed cohesionless.
Tables 4 and 5 summarize the assumed discontinuity and material parameters, respectively, for the
numerical analysis. The primary objective of the analysis in Slope Model was the investigation of the
brittle fracturing occurring in the limestone, as a result of undermining. Therefore, in this preliminary
investigation sufficiently high material properties have been assigned to the lower part of the model
(i.e., the clay shales), in order to prevent the occurrence of unrealistic brittle fracturing due to the load
of the rocky plateau.

Table 4. Discontinuity properties assumed for numerical modelling of the San Leo landslide in
Slope Model.

Property SL3.1 DFN and Faults

Friction angle (◦) 30 30
Cohesion (kPa) 0 0

Normal stiffness (GPa/m) 1 10
Shear stiffness (GPa/m) 0.1 1

Table 5. Intact material properties assumed for the numerical modelling of the San Leo landslide in
Slope Model.

Property San Marino
Limestone

Argille Varicolori
Clay Shale

Unit weight (kN/m3) 25.7 20.6
UCS (MPa) 75 50

Tensile strength (MPa) 1.4 3 1

Friction angle (◦) 39 28
Young’s modulus (GPa) 17 5

Poisson’s ratio 0.25 0.3
1 high tensile stress assigned to prevent failure in the lower part of the model.

The numerical analysis conducted in Slope Model consists of four stages: one to apply stresses
and achieve the equilibrium, and three to model the progressive undermining of the plateau and
simulate the failure. The three-dimensional extent of the excavation is the same as used in previous
three-dimensional DEM analyses described in [60].

The first simulated undermining stage of the San Leo plateau showed a gradual accumulation
of microcracks, predominantly concentrated at the base of the plateau. The microcrack counter
(i.e., number of failed springs) showed an increase, before stabilizing at 1630 cracks after 10 seconds
of modelling time (box 1 in Figure 13). No major block displacement was simulated during the first
undermining stage.
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Figure 13. Summary of the numerical modelling results obtained using Slope Model. The graph of
total microcrack number vs. numerical time shows the progressive increase in cracking (spring failure)
within the model. U1, U2, and U3 identify the three simulated undermining stages. 1–5 identify the
model states represented in boxes 1–5. Note that during undermining stage U2, the failure of wedge
F1–F2 coincides with a low increase in microcrack count, whereas brittle damage accumulates with the
progressive toppling of rock slabs.

With the second undermining stage the eastern part of the slope became unstable. Toppling of
Wedge F1–F2 is simulated, and a limited number of microcracks form within the unstable volume
(Figure 14a,b). The microcrack counter increased to 9900 after 20 s of modelling time (box 2 in Figure 13).
Due to the small strain approach used by Slope Model, the removal of the failed block is not explicitly
modelled and displacement of single nodes is displayed instead using vectors and color-coded nodes
(Figure 14c). A visual analysis of the total displacement plot suggests that the toppling direction is
approximately normal to the slope (about 0◦ N). Negligible displacements occur throughout the rest of
the slope.

When the third excavation stage is modelled, the global failure of the slope is simulated (boxes 3–5
in Figure 13). The instability initiates in the eastern part of the slope, and then gradually propagates
westwards. It occurs as a series of toppling failures of rock mass slabs separated by first-order faults.
The failure initiates within Slab F2-F3 (Figure 15a). The undermining causes the slab to break in
two separate blocks, approximately equal in volume (about 40,000 m3). Toppling of the lower block
occurs in a direction normal to the slope orientation (approximately 0◦ N). Conversely, toppling of
the upper block occurs with a lower displacement rate, in a direction normal to the discontinuity
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SL3.1 (20 to 25◦ N), and is probably driven by the brittle propagation of the same fracture. The brittle
propagation of fractures along the developing rupture surface, together with the displacement of Slab
F2-F3, provides kinematic freedom to the Slab F3-F4 (Figure 15b). The slab appears to topple as a single,
intact block, in a direction between 5◦ N and 15◦ N, except for the base of the slab, which detaches and
moves vertically in free fall.

Throughout the analysis, the discontinuity SL3.1 was simulated to act as a rear release surface for
the landslide in the eastern part of the slope. Towards the west, the rear boundary of the slide was
simulated to form due to brittle propagation low-order discontinuities forming the DFN. As a result,
the morphology of the simulated rear release surface in the western part of the slope is more irregular
compared to the eastern part, where the discontinuity SL3.1 outlines a linear rupture surface (see plan
view in Figure 15a,b). The simulated rupture surface agrees closely with the observed morphology
of the headscarp, suggesting that the numerical model realistically simulates the landslide behavior
(Figure 15c).

During the numerical modelling, Slab F4–F5 appears to be only partially involved in the slope
failure (Figure 15b). Here, displacement occurs in a direction varying between 350◦ N and 20◦ N. Such
a variation suggests that progressive failure of rock bridges causes the formation of separate blocks
that move independently.Geosciences 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 21 of 31 
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Figure 14. Slope model numerical analysis of the 2014 San Leo landslide after 20 s (numerical time).
(a) Overview of the brittle damage accumulated within the slope. Red dots identify broken springs in
the lattice; (b) Microcracks formed in the toppling wedge F1–F2; (c) Detail of the total displacement
contour plot in the wedge F1-F2 area.



Geosciences 2019, 9, 256 22 of 31

Geosciences 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 22 of 31 

 

 
Figure 15. Overview of the slope model numerical analysis of the 2014 San Leo landslide after 30 s 
and 40 s (numerical time). (a) Oblique view (above) and plan view (below) of the total displacement 
contour plot after 30 s (modelling time); (b) Oblique view (above) and plan view (below) of the total 
displacement contour plot after 40 s (modelling time). Red arrows show the displacement of the fault-
bounded slabs. White, dashed lines outline the first-order faults F1–F5. Note the westward 
propagation of the instability and the discontinuity SL3.1 marking the rear boundary of the landslide 
in the eastern part of the simulated slope; (c) 2017 satellite image from Google Earth, showing the 
morphology of the headscarp (red, solid line). Note the irregular, curved outline in the western part, 
and the linear morphology in the eastern part. 

The analysis of the simulated microcracks and their distribution within the slope throughout the 
numerical simulation allows the formation of a fully continuous rupture surface to be visualized. 
Figure 16 shows the progressive accumulation of microcracks (i.e., failed springs in the model lattice) 
in oblique view and along two sections through the numerical model. In the eastern part of the 
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Figure 15. Overview of the slope model numerical analysis of the 2014 San Leo landslide after 30 s
and 40 s (numerical time). (a) Oblique view (above) and plan view (below) of the total displacement
contour plot after 30 s (modelling time); (b) Oblique view (above) and plan view (below) of the total
displacement contour plot after 40 s (modelling time). Red arrows show the displacement of the
fault-bounded slabs. White, dashed lines outline the first-order faults F1–F5. Note the westward
propagation of the instability and the discontinuity SL3.1 marking the rear boundary of the landslide
in the eastern part of the simulated slope; (c) 2017 satellite image from Google Earth, showing the
morphology of the headscarp (red, solid line). Note the irregular, curved outline in the western part,
and the linear morphology in the eastern part.

Numerical modelling of the 2014 San Leo landslide has shown the importance of varying kinematic
conditions within the slope. The progressive undermining of the plateau appears to induce a series
of toppling failures that also involve intact rock fracturing. In the investigated model, the Wedge
F1–F2 represents the only potentially removable block, as it is bounded by fully persistent geological
features (i.e., faults and lithologic contact). As the line of intersection between the faults F1–F2 does not
daylight, undermining causes the failure to occur through a toppling mechanism during the second
excavation stage, while the remaining part of the slope failed during the third undermining stage.
The failure of the remaining part of the rock slope appears to involve an oblique toppling mechanism.

The analysis of the simulated microcracks and their distribution within the slope throughout
the numerical simulation allows the formation of a fully continuous rupture surface to be visualized.
Figure 16 shows the progressive accumulation of microcracks (i.e., failed springs in the model lattice)
in oblique view and along two sections through the numerical model. In the eastern part of the
simulated slope, the rupture surface forms due to the downward propagation of the geological structure
SL3.1, beginning at 20 s (modelling time), after the implementation of the second undermining stage
(Figure 16a), and ends with activation of the third undermining stage, after 30 s (Figure 16b). Conversely,
in the western part of the slope, the formation of a fully-persistent rupture surface is simulated after
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40 s (Figure 16c). The model results suggest that the westward propagation of the slope instability
is driven by accumulation of brittle damage and rock bridge failure, which progressively provides
increased kinematic freedom to the fault-bounded slabs.Geosciences 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 23 of 31 
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4. Discussion 

The analysis of the 2014 San Leo landslide provides interesting insights in the role of brittle 
fracturing of intact rock on the kinematics of rock slopes. It is clear that a kinematic analysis 
conducted considering the first-order geological structures observed in the pre- and postfailure slope 

Figure 16. Simulated accumulation of brittle damage during the numerical modelling of the 2014 San
Leo landslide. Red, dashed lines in the oblique views outline the first-order faults (F1–F5). White,
dashed lines show the location of sections 1 and 2. The microcracks are color-coded based on the time
of formation. In the sections, black, dotted lines outline the developing rupture surface. (a) microcracks
simulated after 20 s (modelling time); (b) microcracks simulated after 30 s (modelling time). Note that
the rear rupture surface is fully continuous in the eastern part of the slope (section 1); (c) microcracks
simulated after 40 s (modelling time). Note the formation of a fully continuous rupture surface in the
western slope (section 2); (d) microcracks simulated after 60 s (modelling time). Note the accumulation
of brittle damage behind the rupture surface, particularly in the western part (section 2).

The accumulation of brittle damage is not limited to the failed volume of rock mass, but is also
simulated within the rock volume behind the rupture surface, particularly in the western part (Section 2
in Figure 16a–d). It can be hypothesized that failures occurring at the edge of the plateau may decrease
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the rock mass quality of the remaining slope, thus promoting further eventual retrogression of the rock
slope instability.

4. Discussion

The analysis of the 2014 San Leo landslide provides interesting insights in the role of brittle
fracturing of intact rock on the kinematics of rock slopes. It is clear that a kinematic analysis conducted
considering the first-order geological structures observed in the pre- and postfailure slope surface does
not, on its own, show potential for structurally-controlled failures. However, if the rupture surface of
the 2014 landslide is included, oblique toppling is then kinematically feasible, due to the intersections
with faults F2 to F5 (Figure 17). The numerical modelling results in this research appears to confirm
this observation.
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Figure 17. Toppling analysis at San Leo using first-order geological structures and the rear release
surface (RS) formed during the slope failure. (a) Flexural toppling envelop. F2–F5 may potentially act
as lateral release surfaces; (b) Direct toppling envelop. Intersections plotting in the yellow area are
susceptible to oblique toppling.

In two-dimensional slope models, the displacement direction is assumed to be parallel to the
investigated section. Similarly, the strike of structures is assumed to be normal to the slope section.
In general, these assumptions induce an overestimation of the kinematic freedom compared to the real
slope, as any lateral constraint or confinement in the out-of-plane direction is disregarded. Therefore,
the two-dimensional numerical modelling conducted using Elfen required a careful consideration of
the geological structures F2 and F3, which intersect the investigated section at a low angle (20◦ to 30◦).

In the analysis of Model 1, it was noted that the exclusion of these geological structures, thus
implicitly considering them as lateral release surfaces, allowed the observed postfailure slope surface
to be reproduced in the model. Conversely, the explicit implementation of these features in Model 2
did not allow the observed postevent morphology to be reproduced, and a rupture surface developed
approximately 20 m behind the observed location.

The numerical modelling in Elfen confirmed that the 2014 slope failure was predominantly
governed by the progressive softening and erosion of the clay shale, which in turn induced brittle
fracturing due to stress concentrations along the developing rupture surface.

Three-dimensional numerical modelling performed using Slope Model simulated a staged slope
failure. The numerical results show that undermining of the plateau played a key role in the failure,
causing a) the removal of Wedge F1–F2, thus limiting kinematic constraint for the failure of other blocks,
and b) the tensile stress concentration along the developing rupture surface, which favored the brittle
propagation of fractures and the formation of a continuous rear release surface. The simulated failure
began with the removal of Wedge F1–F2, and followed by the propagation of the instability to the west
involving progressive toppling of fault-bounded slabs. The removal of Wedge F1–F2, although not
instrumental in causing the failure of the rest of the slope may have contributed by creating free space.
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The consequent increase in kinematic freedom allows Slab F2–F3 to fail as a single block through an
oblique toppling mechanism. The gradual accumulation of brittle damage was critical in driving the
westward propagation of the failure, by both inducing the lateral extension of the rupture surface and
providing kinematic freedom to the fault-bounded slabs F3–F4 and F4–F5.

The detachment of Wedge F1–F2 was simulated during the second undermining stage, whereas
the global slope failure was simulated during the third undermining stage. The Slope Model results
suggest that undermining at San Leo may have been characterized by a more complex morphology,
in terms of spatial extent and height compared to that assumed in the numerical analysis, also as a
consequence of the geometry of the geological contact between limestones and clay shales. However,
reconstructing the true three-dimensional morphology of the undermining was not possible due to
limited exposure, accessibility, and safety. In future analyses, numerical modelling could be undertaken
using different assumed undermining rates and considering spatial variation in undermining, in order
to observe the effects on the stability of the simulated slope.

In addition to an evaluation of the varying kinematic conditions within the rock slope, this research
has allowed for an improved understanding of the role of kinematics and intact rock fracture/damage
factors in the development of the San Leo failure. The factors controlling instability and their potential
influence on the San Leo slopes are summarized in Table 6.

Table 6. Summary of the potential factors controlling the stability of the slopes at San Leo.

Geological Factors Description Effects on the Slope Stability

Lithology A hard rock plateau overlies softer,
clayey material.

Geological setting causes the development of
rock spread;

Instabilities are localized along the edges of
the plateau.

Geological structures Joints and faults subdivide the plateau
into discrete blocks.

Discontinuities enhance kinematic freedom and
promote structurally-controlled failure of

discontinuity-bounded blocks;
Open and very persistent fractures promote

rainfall infiltration within the rocky plateau [54].

Groundwater [53,54]

An aquifer exists within the plateau, fed
by rainfall infiltrating through

open discontinuities;
Perennial and ephemeral springs form

at the base of the plateau.

Groundwater flow at the interface between
plateau rock mass and clay substratum induces
softening in the clay, and erosion at the edge of

the plateau.
Water pressure in discontinuities promotes

instability, due to reduction of effective stresses.

Clay shale softening
and erosion [30]

Seepage and water flow cause the
progressive undermining of the plateau,

due to remolding and erosion of the
clay shale.

Undermining caused stress to concentrate at the
tip of tectonic discontinuities, potentially

promoting long term subcritical crack growth;
Progressive rock mass dilation enhances rainfall
infiltration rate, further increasing the clay shale

erosion rate.

Intact rock
fracture/slope damage

Intact rock bridges enhance rock slope
stability. Fracture propagation damage

weakens the slope and may cause
episodic failures.

Brittle fracture propagation occurs, driven by
undermining of the plateau and tensile stress

concentration along the incipient rupture surface;
Fracture coalescence caused the formation of a

fully-persistent rupture surface and provided full
kinematic freedom to the unstable slabs.
Dilation of pre-existing discontinuities.

5. Conclusions and Future Work

Kinematics represents one of the most important factors controlling the stability of rock slopes.
In common practice, the kinematic feasibility of structurally controlled instability mechanisms is
preliminarily studied using kinematic and block theory analyses. These methods investigate whether
intersecting geological features and structures, at various scales, may form blocks that are removable
through planar sliding, wedge sliding, and toppling. The morphology of the slope (i.e., orientation
and gradient) also affects the feasibility of these failure mechanisms, for example, by allowing or
preventing daylighting of basal sliding surfaces. The condition at which a block become removable
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from the rock slope is referred to as “kinematic freedom”. The presence of rock bridges along and
between geological structures may reduce the kinematic freedom of the blocks forming a rock slope.

It has been suggested that kinematic conditions of a slope may vary with time, due to changes
in slope morphology (for instance, as a result of glacial retreat), or to stress concentration inducing
fracturing of intact rock (e.g., failure of nondaylighting wedges, [13]). Brittle fracturing represents one of
the most important, yet comparatively unstudied phenomena occurring in rock slopes. The progressive
development of brittle damage may lead to the failure of rock slopes that may have been quasistable
for many thousands of years. Therefore, understanding how brittle fractures form and accumulate
within a rock mass is of considerable importance for the purpose of hazard assessment in the context
of slope failure evolution.

In this paper, the varying kinematic conditions of the 2014 San Leo landslide were investigated
using a numerical modelling approach. The landslide was induced by the progressive erosion of clay
shales underneath the edge of the San Leo rocky plateau. From a kinematic perspective, this process
was critical in removing basal constraint at the base of a 110 m high rock slab. The clay erosion alone
was likely insufficient to cause the failure of the rock slope, as a fully-persistent rear release surface
was not available to provide kinematic freedom. However, this erosion induced increasing stress
concentrations at the tips of tectonic discontinuities, which in turn caused the progressive propagation
and coalescence of fractures, and eventually the formation of a fully-persistent rupture surface.

Numerical modelling was conducted using a Synthetic Rock Mass approach in a two-dimensional
code (Elfen) and a three-dimensional code (Slope Model), both capable of simulating brittle fracturing
of intact rock. The two-dimensional FDEM analysis was able to reproduce the rear rupture surface
observed in situ, through the simulated propagation and coalescence of fractures. However, first-order
geological structures intersecting the investigated section at a low angle (F2 and F3) were simplified,
and implicitly considered as lateral release surfaces. Conversely, when explicitly incorporated in the
model these structures produced results in conflict with the observed failure. The numerical modelling
performed in Slope Model allowed for the three-dimensional deformation behavior of the slope to be
investigated. The undermining of the plateau caused the simulated failure of Wedge F1-F2 through a
toppling mechanism. Progressive intact rock fracturing along the incipient rupture surface resulted
in a westward propagation of the instability, involving the toppling of slabs bounded by first-order
geological structures.

Both two- and three-dimensional numerical modelling highlighted that discontinuity SL3.1
was critical in replicating the location and morphology of the rear rupture surface. Additionally,
the implementation of first-order geological structures in Slope Model allowed the model to successfully
reproduce the observed lateral extension of the failure event. It is therefore strongly recommended
that any geological structure considered to be potentially relevant to the stability of a slope stability
should be deterministically included within an FDEM-DFN synthetic rock mass.

Several important advantages of using a three-dimensional approach as opposed to a
two-dimensional method were noted when modelling the 2014 San Leo landslide. It is evident that
two-dimensional numerical modelling approaches cannot realistically simulate any slope displacement
that occurs in the out-of-plane direction. Consequently, the location and trend of the investigated slope
section must be chosen carefully in order to prevent bias in the results, due to the angle between the
section and the observed displacement direction. Additionally, model structures may be characterized
by an apparent orientation, depending on the difference in orientation with the investigated section,
which may affect the quality of the results. Thus, the applicability of two-dimensional numerical
modelling methods may be limited to slopes with simple morphology, structural setting, and failure
mechanism. Conversely, three-dimensional numerical modelling techniques allow complex rock slope
deformation mechanisms to be simulated, with displacement directions that may vary both spatially
and temporally, throughout the numerical analysis.

With respect to previous work, the analyses described in this paper, by incorporating intact rock
fracturing mechanisms, allow a more realistic behavior of the rock slope to be simulated. Additionally,
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insight on the role of brittle fracturing on the kinematics and progressive nature of the San Leo slope
failure was provided. Table 7 summarizes the advantages and limitations of methods that have been
employed to date in the investigation of the 2014 San Leo landslide.

Table 7. Summary of the numerical modelling techniques employed to investigate the 2014 San
Leo landslide.

Numerical Modelling Method Advantages Limitations

2D FEM [30] Simple and rapid analysis;
Observed rupture surface reproduced;

Discontinuities not implemented (except for SL3.1);
Does not realistically model large deformations;

2D FEM with Voronoi
tessellation [30]

Simplified discontinuity network included;
Fracture propagation

preliminarily investigated;

Longer runtime;
Cannot realistically model large deformations;

Voronoi tessellation requires calibration to simulate
observed behavior of intact rock;

3D DEM [60]

Discontinuity sets included;
3D analysis allows for realistic behavior of

discontinuity-bounded blocks;
Lateral extension of the landslide

adequately reproduced;

Long runtimes mean that intact rock fracturing
cannot currently be addressed for large/complex

rock slopes;
Time-dependent processes not addressed;

2D FDEM (This study)

Discontinuity network included using DFN;
Intact rock fracturing/damage modelled

during the analysis;
Observed rupture surface reproduced;

Long runtimes;
Assumption of sophisticated input data required

(e.g., fracture energy);
Realistic failure of fault-bounded block difficult to

achieve in 2D;

3D lattice-spring (This study)

Realistic discontinuity network included
using DFN;

Intact rock fracturing/damage modelled
during the analysis;

3D analysis allows for realistic behavior of
discontinuity-bounded blocks;

Lateral extension of the landslide
adequately reproduced;

Small-strain approach does not allow advanced
postfailure analysis;

Small strain approach makes processing of results
more challenging;

Model resolution limited by long runtime and large
file size;

The three-dimensional code Slope Model is characterized by a small-strain approach, as the
coordinates of the nodes forming the model are not updated throughout the simulation. In future
analyses, a three-dimensional FDEM code (e.g., Irazu3D) may be employed to investigate the postfailure
behavior of blocks detaching from the slope.

Additionally, in the course of this research it was observed that the spatial variation and the rate
of the undermining may have played an important role in the timing and development of the slope
failure. Future analyses should focus on the simulation of varied clay shale softening and erosion
patterns, in order to identify undermining geometries that provide the most realistic results. Finally,
parametric analyses may be conducted to investigate the effect of uncertainty of the geomechanical
input data (such as discontinuity roughness and friction angle, tangential and normal stiffness).

This research has highlighted the potential role of intact rock fracturing on the evolution of
kinematic freedom of rock slopes. It is stressed that geomorphic processes such as stream erosion,
slope steepening, and undermining, are critical in defining the long-term stability of a rock slope, not
only because they may remove constraint at the base of the slope, but also because they can cause the
accumulation of brittle damage, and control its spatial distribution within the slope. The progressive
accumulation of brittle damage may provide kinematic freedom to previously stable rock slopes, which
may not show obvious signs of deformation until failure occurs. Thus, it is suggested that any rock
slope stability analysis should not be limited to the investigation of the present-day conditions of rock
mass and rock slope. On the contrary, it should extend to the analysis of the factors and processes
that may cause, with time, variations in the kinematic conditions of the slope, potentially inducing the
occurrence of major rock slope failures.
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