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Abstract: Geotechnical seismic isolation (GSI) has emerged as a potential technique to mitigate the
effects of earthquakes, with many applications to structural configurations, such as bridges and
buildings. It consists of absorbing the seismic energy from the soil to the superstructure by interposing
a superficial soil layer in order to reduce the accelerations that filter from the soil to the structure.
This mitigation technique is particularly suitable in developing countries since GSIs are low-cost
seismic isolation systems that through relatively simple manufacturing processes allow to safe costs
and stimulate many applications. The presented study aimed to perform 3D numerical finite element
models that overcome the previous contributions by performing several structural configurations.
Several historical earthquakes are considered in this paper, and the results may be applied to drive
general assessments of the technique in case of future seismic hazards.
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1. Background

Seismic base isolation using natural materials is a relatively new technique [1,2] with historical
applications for several structures (such as buildings and bridges) [3]. Traditional base isolation suffers
some limitations mainly due to costs (installation and maintenance of the devices) and exploring new
methodologies that allow cost saving is important especially for developing countries, as shown in
Reference [4]. In this regard, applications that apply different materials, including rubber-soil mixtures
(RSM), geofoam, and geosynthetics, have become more frequent. The mechanism at the base of such
applications consists of dissipation of energy inside the soil and reducing the transmission of seismic
forces to the superstructure.

The concept of geotechnical seismic isolation (GSI) was historically proposed by Reference [5]
and has been applied in recent constructions of the Rio-Antirion Bridge in Greece [6], Vasco de Gama
Bridge in Portugal [7], and the Izmit Bay Bridge in Turkey [8]. Other interesting applications consist
of soil replacement by geofoam smooth synthetic liners [9–13], geomembranes/geotextiles [14–18],
rocking isolation [19–22] and natural stone pebbles [23,24]. In particular, Reference [12] proposed
seismic isolators made of kart tyres filled with recycled elastomeric materials, following a green and
environmentally friendly approach and tested via horizontal tests with static and dynamic loadings.
In particular, GSI technique has many novelties, if compared with the traditional base isolation.
For example, tyres as filling materials are effective because their high-expected life and simple, low-cost,
and environmentally friendly production processes [12]. Fiber Reinforced Bearings (FRBs) were found
to be effective because of the absence of thick end-plates thus they have no need to be bonded to top
and bottom support surfaces and their thin layers of fiber reinforcements are flexible in extension with
little flexural rigidity [25]. Moreover, GSI can be validly applied for the developing countries where
the design and construction of small and poorly constructed buildings in many urban areas do not
provide an adequate level of structural safety against even moderate seismic events. In particular,
past earthquakes suggested that introducing simple but reliable low-cost isolation devices would have
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reduced the number of damages, failures, economic costs, functionality interruptions and losses of
lives [25].

GSI has been studied by following two main approaches. First, researchers conducted experimentally
investigations [24–31]. In particular, Reference [24] assessed the efficiency of seismic base isolation
using natural stone pebbles below the foundation by experimental shake table tests with the aim to
propose practical applications in the construction of low-cost buildings and smaller bridges in seismically
active regions. They applied four different inputs to stiff and medium-stiff buildings: one on rigid-base
foundations and a model with a layer of stone pebbles under the foundations.

Secondly, numerical simulations were performed [32–41]. For example, Reference [36] applied a
non-linear, inelastic model to test the proposed isolator made by tire-derived aggregate (TDA) Rubber,
obtained from scrap tires which are shredded into small pieces. Their approach differed from the
equivalent non-linear models available in the literature with that they simulated the performance
of a simple structure subjected to a variety of actual seismic records. They demonstrated that
rubber–soil mixture layer placed underneath a structure could reduce significantly the seismic demand
on it by performing several simulations with nonlinear inelastic models, subjected to vertically
propagating shear waves. Moreover, Reference [4] proposed a new, low-cost, seismic isolation strategy
for developing countries consisting of a sand-rubber foundation layer by presenting a comprehensive
static and dynamic experimental investigation of a wide spectrum of mechanical and geometrical
properties of a deformable, granular sand-rubber layer. in Reference [42], the authors performed
three-dimensional (3D) Finite Element (FE) model by using experimental data from four Modified
Rectangular Fiber-Reinforced Elastomeric Isolators (MR-FREIs), based on geometric modifications
to the plan loaded surface of the original FREIs that simultaneously altered both the horizontal and
vertical performance of the isolator, including increased stresses and changes in pressure distributions.

Recently, Reference [43] proposed an innovative procedure based on the use of nanoindentation
tests [44] consisting of coring a very small sample of rubber from a bearing and testing it with
a nanoindenter to quantitatively estimating the current characteristics of elastomeric bearings,
in conjunction with low implementation costs and influence on the isolating devices. They also
conducted experimental tests that showed good agreement between the properties calculated with the
proposed method and the ones obtained directly through traditional shear tests.

Overall, low-cost seismic isolation systems through relatively simple manufacturing process
stimulate many applications, such as isolation of new structures (i.e., Reference [6–8]) or retrofits
of existing ones (i.e., Reference [45]). In particular, Reference [37] developed a lumped-parameter
analytical model for the dynamic analysis of GSI systems by proposing equivalent-linear stiffness
and viscous damping coefficients along with rocking radiation damping coefficient for surface and
embedded foundations. In Reference [45], unbounded fiber reinforced elastomeric isolators (UFREI)
combined with ferrous shape memory alloy (SMA) wires were applied to base seismically isolate a
historical masonry church located in the south part of Lombardia region, Northern Italy. Recently [46]
proposed to implement GSI technique as a low-cost alternative for the conventional base isolation
technique under a two storied residential apartment building in India.

In this background, the present paper aimed to develop the preliminary study [42], where the
effects of GSI were assessed on bridge configurations (performed with equivalent 1 Degree of Freedom
(1DOF) models) by performing tri-dimensional (3D) numerical models of low-rise buildings. The paper
applies the open-source computational interface OpenSeesPL, implemented within the FE code
OpenSees [47,48].

2. Case Study

This paper considers the previous results by Reference [38] that investigated the seismic response
of low-rise to mid-rise residential buildings isolated with a RSM layer that leads to a general reduction
of the parameters of the structure (i.e., floor accelerations). Similar conclusions were shown in
Reference [41] that demonstrated the effectiveness of the use of a surface foundation layer (RSM) on
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the seismic response of reinforced concrete moment resisting frames, taking into account soil–structure
interaction effects and considering the building’s height. The beneficial effects of GSI were object of
the previous contribution of Reference [40] that assessed the role of Soil Structure Interaction (SSI) by
varying soil deformability.

Developing such contribution, this paper aims to focus on the role of the structural flexibility by
performing structural configurations with increasing number of floors and thus different dynamic
characteristics. Figures 1 and 2 show the 3D and the vertical views. Table 1 shows the characteristics of
the considered benchmark structures (named S1, S2, and S3) and their longitudinal periods. In order
to focus on structural flexibility, the effects of the soil were minimized by implementing a hard soil
(named soil A) defined in Reference [40]. The properties of the GSI configurations (liner position:
0.50 m) are also based on the previous study by Reference [40].
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Table 1. Structural characteristics.

Structure S1 S2 S3

Number of floor 3 5 7
H [m] 10.20 17.00 23.80
H/B 1.38 2.30 3.22

T1 [s] 0.301 0.484 0.685
T2 [s] 0.107 0.165 0.229
T3 [s] 0.073 0.101 0.134
T4 [s] — 0.078 0.100
T5 [s] — 0.069 0.082
T6 [s] — — 0.072
T7 [s] — — 0.053

In order to reproduce realistic scenarios, five historical earthquakes were considered (Figure 3
and Table 2); see Reference [40]) on the base of Eurocode prescriptions and applied along the x-axis



Geosciences 2020, 10, 222 4 of 14

(longitudinal direction). For all analyses, the Newmark transient integrator is used with c = 0.6 and
= 0.3 (as already applied in Reference [40]). Stiffness and mass proportional damping is added with
2% equivalent viscous damping at 1 and 6 Hz, as already applied in Reference [48].
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Table 2. Selected input motions (characteristics).

Input Station PGA [g] PGV [m/s] PGD [cm]

IM1) Northridge (1994) Rinaldi receiving 0.89 185.08 60.07
IM2) ElCentro (1940) Caltech IIA001 0.35 38.47 82.44
IM3) Northridge (1994) Sylmar Converter 0.70 135.82 58.20
IM4) Erzincan (1992) Erzincan 0.44 125.80 53.30
IM5) Hyogo-Ken (1995) Takatori 0.74 155.44 44.95

3. Finite Element Models

Finite Element Models were built with Opensees PL [47,48]. A total of 6 systems have been
studied: three isolated configurations (named GSI1, GSI2, and GSI3) and three non-isolated structures
(named S1, S2, and S3). Table 1 shows the characteristics of the structural configurations that were
selected to have fundamental periods in the range of residential buildings, considering 3, 5, and 7
floors (floor height: 3.40 m, total heights: 10.20 m; 17.00 m and 23.80 m) and several values of H/B (1.38,
2.30, and 3.22), where H is the total height of the building and B the dimension of the foundation in the
longitudinal direction. The structures have the same 4 × 3 column scheme (4 in longitudinal direction
(8 m spaced) and 6 in the transversal direction (10 m spaced)), a shear-type behavior (with plan and
vertical regularity) and seismic masses concentrated at each floor level. The structural configurations
were assumed to be linear elastic and modeled with elastic-beam column elements (Table 3).

Table 3. Elastic beam column element parameters.

Parameters Value

Density [Mg/m3] 2.4
Young Modulus [kPa] 3.50 × 107

Shear Modulus [kPa] 1.73 × 107

Cross section [m2] 0.12
Inertial moment [m4] 9.0 × 10−4
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The concrete shallow foundations (28.4 m× 34.4 m× 0.50 m) were considered as to be representative
of recurrent typologies for residential buildings and performed as rigid by linking all the nodes at the
base of the columns together and to boundaries (Figure 2), by applying equaldof [47,48]. Foundations
were designed by calculating the eccentricity (the ratio between the overturning bending moment at
the foundation level and the vertical forces) in the most detrimental condition of minimum vertical
loads (gravity and seismic loads) and maximum bending moments. Foundations were modeled
with a Pressure Independent Multiyield (see Reference [47,48]; Table 4) as an equivalent concrete
non-linear hysteretic material with a Von Mises multi-surface kinematic plasticity model to simulate
monotonic or cyclic response of materials in which shear behavior is insensitive to the confinement
change. GSI configurations were embedded directly inside the liner superficial mesh and horizontal
rigid beam-column links were set normal to the column longitudinal axis to simulate the interface
between the column and GSI liner. The Pressure Independent Multiyield model [47,48] (Figure 4) was
applied to model the GSI liner, and the calibration of several parameters (Table 5) was required. Some
of them (such as the density, Poisson’s ratio) have little effect on the performance of GSI and were
widely investigated in literature, as shown in Reference [38]. The other parameters (as shear modulus
and cohesion) that are fundamental to define the characteristics of energy dissipation and shear strain
deformation of the liner were herein based on the previous values assumed in Reference [40], since a
specific experimental procedure would have been required a proper calibration.

Table 4. Foundation.

Parameters Concrete

Density [Mg/m3] 2.4
Reference Shear Modulus [kPa] 1.25 × 107

Reference Bulk Modulus [kPa] 1.67 × 107
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Table 5. GSI liner and soil parameters.

Soil GSI Soil

Density [Mg/m3] 1.2 2.2
Reference Shear Modulus [kPa] 120 5.60 × 107

Reference Bulk Modulus [kPa] 390 7.50 × 107

Shear wave velocity [m/s] 10 1600
Cohesion [kPa] 40 10,000

The soil consists of a one-layer 30 m homogenous cohesive material with a 3D mesh
(100 m × 75 m × 30 m) FE mesh composed of 2496 brickUP isoparametric 8-nodes elements with 2873
nodes (Figure 1), and it was built-up on the soil mesh calibrated and performed in Reference [40]. Penalty
method was adopted for modeling the boundary conditions (tolerance: of 10−4), chosen as a compromise
to be large enough to ensure strong constrain conditions but not too large to avoid problems associated
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with conditioning of the system of equations. Base boundaries (30 m depth) were considered rigid. Vertical
direction (described by the 3rd DOF) was constrained in correspondence with all the boundaries (at the
base and lateral), while longitudinal and transversal directions were left unconstrained in correspondence
with the lateral boundaries to allow the shear deformations of the GSIs. The 3D meshes were defined by
following the approach already adopted in Reference [49–53], and they were verified by comparing the
accelerations at the surface levels of the soil meshes with the free field conditions at the edge of the mesh,
and they were found to be identical.

4. Results

The 3D models can compute the performance of the entire systems (soil + GSI + structure) in
realistic details by considering significant design parameters, such as maximum accelerations at the
base of the structures and at various floors. Figure 5 shows the time histories of the longitudinal
accelerations (at the base of the mesh, in correspondence with the bedrock) that can be compared
with the accelerations that resulted for the isolated structural configurations (GSI1, GSI2, and GSI3,
respectively, shown in Figures 6–8). The reductions in the accelerations were possible since the
inertial soil-structure interaction was minimized and did not play the relevant role that was shown in
Reference [40]. In particular, it is worth noting that GSI efficiently reduced the accelerations at the
base of the structure (reductions around 50% for S1 and S2 and around 70% for S3). These reductions
depend on the friction force that is proportional to the weight of the structure and that leads the shear
mechanism on which GSI behavior is based. Similar conclusions were shown in Reference [41] that
demonstrated that the use of RSM layers is beneficial mainly for mid-rise and high-rise buildings.
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The reduction of the accelerations along the height of the building is the key parameter to
assess the effectiveness of GSI, and the role of H/B ratio on the structural performance is assessed
by calculating the significant parameters that describe the performance. In this regard, Figures 9–13
show the maximum longitudinal accelerations along the height of the buildings in correspondence
with the selected input motions. It is worth noting that, in some cases, the reduction of maximum
acceleration occurs at a certain height and that this position along the height of the structure depends
on the structural flexibility.
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For S1, GSI reduces the maximum accelerations that remain relatively constant along the height
of the structures. It is worth noting that GSI is shown to become efficient at 1–2 m from the base,
with maximum reductions of the accelerations in correspondence with IM1 (around 5 times if compared
with the fixed configuration; see Figure 9). Near the base, the values of the maximum accelerations are
bigger when GSI is applied, except for IM3, because, in correspondence with the fundamental period
of the structure (0.301 s), this input motion presents low values of pseudo-accelerations (see Figure 3).

For S2, GSI effectiveness is limited to the highest floors, while the lower parts suffer big accelerations
depending on the stiffness of the columns. In this regard, it is worth noting that GSI cases show
increases of the maximum accelerations at the base of the structures that can become even significantly
bigger than those resulted for the fixed cases, in correspondence with IM4 and IM5 (Figures 12 and 13).
For IM3, the reduction of the accelerations increases with the height of the structure, with a maximum
reduction of 2.24 at the top of the structure (Figure 11).

For S3, the results show that GSI is detrimental in correspondence with every motion except
for IM1 (Figure 9), where no improvements occurred, confirming that application of base isolation
should be limited to low- and medium-rise buildings since its efficiency is driven significantly by the
superstructure flexibility, as historically recognized by Reference [54].

Moreover, the reduction of the accelerations along the height of the building was shown to depend
on the mutual relation between the peak values of the input motion and the fundamental period
of the structure. For example, S1 and S2 perform particularly well for IM3 since the fundamental
periods (Table 1) are significantly far from the peak values of the input motion (around 0.75 s; see
Figure 3). On the contrary, S3 has a fundamental period of 0.685 s (Table 1) that leads to the detrimental
amplifications shown in Figure 11, due to dynamic mechanisms (i.e., resonance).

Table 6 shows the maximum displacements at the surface (z = 0.00m) for the three performed
configurations and in correspondence with the selected input motions. These permanent deformations
depends essentially on the shear mechanism that leads the behavior of GSI, since non-linear
deformations of the ground were minimized by considering hard soil conditions (Table 5). It is
worth noting that the displacements are not significantly influenced by the bearing pressures of the
buildings (S1: 203 kPa; S2: 350 kPa; S3: 496 kPa) and that these values are similar to those calculated in
Reference [40].

Table 6. Maximum displacements at the surface (z = 0.00 m).

Input S1 [m] S2 [m] S3 [m]

IM1) Northridge (1994) 0.493 0.498 0.503
IM2) ElCentro (1940) 0.076 0.083 0.091
IM3) Northridge (1994) 0.938 0.945 0.956
IM4) Erzincan (1992) 0.341 0.349 0.356
IM5) Hyogo-Ken (1995) 0.774 0.781 0.792

Overall, the performed 3D numerical simulations confirmed the importance of structural flexibility
assessing the behavior of the entire system (hard soil + GSI layer + structure) in reducing the accelerations
along the height of the building. The results demonstrated that, under the conditions investigated here,
low-rise structures (S1) can experience more significant reductions of accelerations than the highest
one (S3), confirming what was shown in Reference [38]. In addition, middle-rise buildings are shown
to be more sensitive to eventual detrimental effects in correspondence with lower floors, and this needs
to be considered in designing GSIs.

5. Conclusions

The paper investigated the effects of structural flexibility on GSI effectiveness by performing
several 3D structural models built up with OpenSeesPL. The principal novelty consists of overcoming
the previous contributions where only equivalent structures (single degree of freedom) were analyzed.
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The paper demonstrated GSI effectiveness in reducing the foundation input motions and improving
the seismic response of low-rise to mid-rise residential buildings founded on a hard soil (minimizing
the effects of soil deformability). The calculated time histories of accelerations along the height of
the building confirmed that GSI tends to be more effective in reducing floor accelerations in case of
low-rise buildings. The paper also showed that GSI is not always beneficial depending on the dynamic
characteristics of the input motion in relation to the properties of the structure (mainly the fundamental
periods). Even if the presented outcomes are limited to the considered conditions, they can potentially
be helpful to take the structural slenderness into proper consideration during design procedures.
Many aspects still need to be considered for this innovative technique, such as experimental calibration
of GSI properties, durability of the isolation systems, and in-situ assessment procedures that will be
object of future investigations.
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