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Abstract: A possibility of using bottom sediments from dam reservoirs in earth structures was
considered. Sediments from the Rzeszow reservoir (Poland) were used as research material, which,
according to geotechnical standards, were classified as low permeable silt with high organic content.
As fine, cohesive soil with a low coefficient of permeability, the sediments can be used in sealing
elements of hydraulic engineering embankments. In order to verify the suitability of the sediments,
stability and filtration calculations were carried out for embankments with a sealing in the form of
a core made of the sediments. It was stated that by using a core made of sediments, the volume of
seepage on the downstream side during continuous or variable backwater was significantly lower in
relation to an embankment without a core, and the phreatic line did not extend to the downstream
slope. It is estimated that, in the case of a planned dredging in Rzeszow Reservoir, the amount of
dredged sediment would exceed 1.5 million m3, and therefore, the possibility of their economic use is
essential. The search for materials that could replace natural soil in earthen structures is an important
issue from both the ecological and economic points of view.

Keywords: bottom sediments; soil core; levee; stability analysis

1. Introduction

Hydraulic engineering embankments are earth structures temporarily or permanently
damming water. They fulfill a variety of functions as levees, embankments of rivers,
causeways, and so forth. These structures have a trapezoidal shape, and depending on the
class or function, they may include sealing and drainage elements within the body and the
subsoil (Figure 1).

Granular materials with the greatest particle size distribution should be used to form
embankments. In the construction of the embankments of rivers and water reservoirs,
their proper tightness should be ensured to prevent excessive water filtration through the
body of the earth structure and water leaks, which would pose a threat to the stability
of the structure and surrounding area [1–3]. The soil used for forming the embankments
should therefore be resistant to water. In the case of using permeable materials, the use
of additional sealing in the form of a screen or a core should be considered. Depending
on the place of incorporation into the embankment, the soil should be characterized by
different requirements. For the construction of the outer part of an earth-fill dam, the
so-called static part, stony soil (screen, residual clay soil, and cobbles), coarse-grain soil
(gravel and gravel–sand), and fine non-cohesive soil (sand) can be used. Cohesive soils
(clay, silt, gravel sand mixed with clay, and gravel mixed with clay) are incorporated into
the dam seal and are designed to reduce the filtration through the dam body.

Due to difficulties in obtaining suitable natural soils for incorporation, whose re-
sources are limited and non-renewable, research continues on materials that could replace
them [5,6]; industrial waste is a typical example [7,8]. In this situation, the use of bottom
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sediment from dam reservoirs is also worth considering [9]. One of the main problems
related to the performance of reservoirs is protection from sediment deposition [10]. Since
the process of silting occurs in every dam reservoir, the extraction of sediments is one of the
ways to recover lost volume and to restore proper functioning of the reservoir. In Poland,
water reservoirs in the south, especially in the Carpathians, get silted up the fastest [11].
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ditch, (9)—depression curve in the case of a homogeneous embankment (without core). (a)—safety reserve, (b)—levee 
crest width, (1:n)—upstream slope inclination, (1:m)—downstream slope inclination. 
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ervoir water management, it is important to determine the rate of the siltation process, 
and thus, the amount of mineral and organic material deposited in the reservoir. It is be-
lieved that if the capacity is reduced by 80%, the reservoir loses its retention function [12]. 

According to the Act [13], bottom sediments are classified as waste and should be 
disposed of when they are extracted. However, if they are moved within surface waters 
for purposes related to water management or reducing the effects of floods, drought, or 
remediation, these sediments are not dangerous [14]. While considering the potential use 
of bottom sediments, another important aspect is their pollution. The chemical composi-
tion of the sediments depends on the type of soils in the catchment area and their agricul-
tural use, as well as the type of industry present in the area [15–17]. Therefore, identifica-
tion of the chemical composition of bottom sediments using chemical and ecotoxicological 
analyses is important, not only to assess the degradation of the water reservoir, but also 
to determine the potential applications of the extracted sediments [18,19]. There is also 
research carried out on anaerobic methane oxidation processes, which occur in sediments 
that create habitats in freshwater dam reservoirs of small volumes; these processes play a 
significant part in global warming [20]. 

Bottom sediments that show a neutral or alkaline reaction and high content of fine 
fractions can be used to improve physicochemical properties of light and acidic soils [21]. 
The possibilities of the agricultural use of sediments are mainly connected with a low con-
tent of heavy metals, but also an appropriate content of available forms of magnesium, 
potassium, and phosphorus, which prove their fertility. Research on the potential uses of 

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the cross-section of a levee, including the main elements [4]. (1)—upstream slope, (2)—
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(9)—depression curve in the case of a homogeneous embankment (without core). (a)—safety reserve, (b)—levee crest width,
(1:n)—upstream slope inclination, (1:m)—downstream slope inclination.

The silting of water reservoirs as a result of the sedimentation of material carried by
tributaries causes a decrease in their capacity. The intensity of the silting process depends
on the surface and topography of the catchment area, its use, types of soil, as well as the
precipitation intensity and duration. The type and location of the reservoir, as well as
the hydrological regime of the river, also play an important role. Therefore, considering
reservoir water management, it is important to determine the rate of the siltation process,
and thus, the amount of mineral and organic material deposited in the reservoir. It is
believed that if the capacity is reduced by 80%, the reservoir loses its retention function [12].

According to the Act [13], bottom sediments are classified as waste and should be
disposed of when they are extracted. However, if they are moved within surface waters
for purposes related to water management or reducing the effects of floods, drought, or
remediation, these sediments are not dangerous [14]. While considering the potential use of
bottom sediments, another important aspect is their pollution. The chemical composition
of the sediments depends on the type of soils in the catchment area and their agricultural
use, as well as the type of industry present in the area [15–17]. Therefore, identification
of the chemical composition of bottom sediments using chemical and ecotoxicological
analyses is important, not only to assess the degradation of the water reservoir, but also
to determine the potential applications of the extracted sediments [18,19]. There is also
research carried out on anaerobic methane oxidation processes, which occur in sediments
that create habitats in freshwater dam reservoirs of small volumes; these processes play a
significant part in global warming [20].

Bottom sediments that show a neutral or alkaline reaction and high content of fine
fractions can be used to improve physicochemical properties of light and acidic soils [21].
The possibilities of the agricultural use of sediments are mainly connected with a low
content of heavy metals, but also an appropriate content of available forms of magnesium,
potassium, and phosphorus, which prove their fertility. Research on the potential uses
of bottom sediments, including agricultural, was carried out by Fonseca et al. [22], Canet
et al. [23], Baran et al. [24], and others. Using the example of sediments from the Rożnów
reservoir located in southern Poland, Tarnawski et al. [25] indicated that there is a great



Sustainability 2021, 13, 1221 3 of 19

possibility of using sediments for environmental purposes (agriculture, reclamation). In
order to fully assess their potential usage, it is necessary to analyze the ecological risk
connected to their extraction and possible environmental pollution with heavy metals,
PAHs (polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon), PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyl) [25]. These
materials can also be used in the reclamation of mine and energy waste landfills, especially
the ones with fly ashes [26]. Sediments in dam reservoirs, if they meet geotechnical
requirements, can be a full-value material that can be used in earth constructions [9,27,28].
These materials should not contain more than 3% of organic parts and not more than 5%
of water-soluble parts [2]. In plastic sealing elements of hydrotechnical embankments,
mainly cohesive soils should be used, which contain more than 25% of particles with a
diameter smaller than 0.01 mm, and the permeability coefficient of such soils should be
less than 10−7 m·s−1. There is also research on bottom sediments stabilized by the addition
of bentonite [28,29] and using bottom sediments in brick production [30].

There has also been research conducted on the characteristics of sediments deposited in
the bottom of lakes and seas, but from the point of view of their geological structures [31–33].
For example, tests on the sediments from Lake Bergsee in southern Germany have shown
that they are much weaker and highly-compressive compared to the sediments from
Scandinavian lakes [31]. Whereas Ballas et al. [33] showed that sediments in the Romanian
part of the Black Sea are highly plastic, clayey materials that have high compressibility, low
shear strength, and moderate sensitivity. They also noticed a slight increase in the shear
strength of sediments where the precipitation of iron sulphides and calcium carbonates
occurred, which cemented this material. Ballas et al. [33] clearly indicate that it is the
cementation process, connected with the precipitation of chemical compounds, that causes
the seabed to be stable.

The purpose of the work was to analyze the filtration output and stability of an earth
embankment with a seal made of fine-grained bottom sediments in the form of a central
core and a cut-off wall in the ground. The calculations were also made for the embankment
without these seals. The results of the tests on the geotechnical parameters of the bottom
sediments from a water reservoir in Rzeszów (Poland) were used in the calculations.
The calculations were carried out to assess the usability of bottom sediments from that
reservoir for earthworks, in particular, in hydrotechnical constructions. The purpose of
the work resulted in the need to look for materials, other than natural mineral soils, that
could potentially be used as a sealing material in hydrotechnical earth embankments. As
shown above, there are a number of studies describing problems related to the chemical
pollution of bottom sediments from dam reservoirs and possible attempts to use them
in agriculture. However, there are very few studies related to the use of sediments in
earthworks; moreover, the amount of deposited material is significant, so their economic
potential is great.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The water reservoir in Rzeszów (Podkarpackie Voivodeship, Rzeszów, Poland) was
created in 1973 as a result of building a barrage in 63.7 km of the Wisłok River (Figure 2).
Initially, the reservoir capacity was 1.8 million m3, and its area was 68.2 hectares. The
catchment area of the reservoir is 2060.7 km2, with a total catchment area of the Wisłok River
of 3528.2 km2. As a result of the silting process, the reservoir is currently about 60% silted
up, so its original functions cannot be fully realized. It is estimated that approximately
1.5 million m3 of bottom sediments may be extracted from the reservoir. This intensive
silting process is mainly the result of the way the catchment area is used, where agricultural
land is over 70% (arable land—53.9%, orchards—1.8%, meadows and pastures—14.3%) [34].
The remaining part of the catchment area is forest land. In the catchment area, for the
most part, there are poorly permeable, brown and silty soils, as well as alluvial soils with a
mechanical composition of heavy clays and clayey silts [34].
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2.2. Geotechnical Parameters

Bottom sediment tests were carried out on an averaged material, which was a mixture
of all samples taken from the bottom of the reservoir. The scope of the research included
grain size composition, specific density, consistency limits, compaction parameters, shear
strength, coefficient of permeability, and organic matter content. The grain size compo-
sition was determined by the areometric method [35,36], and the specific density by the
pycnometer method [37]. Consistency limits, that is, the liquid limit, was determined by
the Casagrande method, and the plastic limit, by the standard thread rolling method [38].
Compaction parameters, that is, the optimum moisture content and the maximum dry den-
sity, were determined in the Proctor apparatus at the compaction energy of 0.59 J·cm−3 [39].
Shear strength parameters, the angle of internal friction and cohesion, were determined in
a direct shear apparatus [40]. Samples measuring 60 × 60 mm were formed directly in the
apparatus box at the optimum moisture content to achieve the compaction index IS = 1.
The samples were subjected to normal stress of 50, 100, and 200 kPa, and then sheared at a
rate of 0.1 mm·min−1. The coefficient of permeability was determined in an oedometer,
on samples (diameter—6 cm, height—2 cm) formed at optimum moisture content and a
compaction index of IS = 1. The organic matter content was determined by two methods:
oxidation and loss on ignition [41].

2.3. Stability and Filtration Calculations

Two methods were used to calculate slope stability: the analytical Bishop’s limit
equilibrium method and the numerical finite element method. The Bishop’s method is
a limit equilibrium method, where the potential landslide mass is divided into blocks
with vertical walls, for which the resisting and sliding forces are analyzed. The factor
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of safety refers to the strength parameters of the soil, so it is determined how much the
values of the angle of internal friction and cohesion should decrease for the slope to lose
stability. It is assumed that, along the potential slip surface, the soil is plastic and meets
the Mohr–Coulomb limit condition. The calculations were made using the GeoStudio
package—the SLOPE/W software was used for stability, and SEEP/W for filtration [42].

Z_Soil.PC software was used to calculate the stability and filtration, by the finite
element method [43]. As a model of soil, the elastic-perfectly plastic Mohr-Coulomb model
was used and the method of reducing the shear strength parameters was used to determine
the factor of safety. The method of reducing shear strength is based on reducing the
values of the angle of internal friction (ϕ) and cohesion (c) in subsequent calculation steps,
maintaining the ratio FS = tan ϕ

tan ϕF = c
cF that determines the factor of safety (FS). The values

ϕF and cF are the limit values of the angle of internal friction and cohesion; when they are
exceeded, the shearing process starts. The method allows for the determination of the slip
surface where the balance between shear stress and shear strength was obtained the fastest.
Reducing or increasing the parameters allows for the determination of consecutive failure
surfaces and tracking of the destruction process [44]. The stability analysis was carried out
for the case of flat deformation (two-dimensional analysis).

Filtration calculations were carried out in the conditions of steady and non-steady
filtration. In the case of steady-state filtration, the filtration pressure distribution depends
only on the coefficient of permeability of individual materials, and the values of the coeffi-
cients themselves determine, in turn, the flow rate—the parameters describing the flow in
the unsaturated zone are of secondary importance [45]. In the case of unsteady filtration in
the unsaturated zone, a model that takes into account the changes in conductivity related
to the presence of the air should be used. The specificity of water flow through the unsatu-
rated zone is related to the time and space variable pressure distribution, which depends
directly on the degree to which the pores are filled with water, that is, the volume moisture
content. In the unsaturated zone, the pore pressure is lower than atmospheric pressure and
has a negative value. The van Genuchten model was used to describe unsteady filtration,
which illustrates the relationship between conductivity and the degree of saturation, as
well as the relationship between the degree of saturation and the value of negative water
pressure [46]. According to van Genuchten [47], the relative permeability coefficient is
described by the following equation:

kw(h) = ks·

{
1 −

(
α·h(n−1)

)
·
[
1 + (α·hn)−m

]}2

[
(1 + α·h)n]m

2
(1)

The value of the permeability coefficient is a function of suction pressure, which, in
turn, depends on the volumetric moisture content of the soil:

θ = θr +
(θs − θr)[

1 + (α·h)n]m , (2)

where ks (m·s−1) is the saturated permeability coefficient, kw (m·s−1) is the unsaturated
coefficient of permeability, θ (−) is the volumetric moisture content, θs (−) is the saturated
volumetric moisture content, θr (−) is the residual volumetric moisture content, h (cm) is
the pressure head in cm, the water column, is α (cm−1), and the n and m constants are
(m = 1 − 1

n ).
It was assumed that the bottom sediments and soil in the body of the dam and in

the subsoil had the same vertical and horizontal hydraulic parameters. The coefficient
of permeability was determined based on the authors’ tests, and the parameters of the
van Genuchten equation were estimated in the RETC program, based on the geotechnical
characteristics of the soils (grain size composition, bulk density) [48–50]. The values of
the Young modulus (E) and Poisson ratio (ν) do not have an influence on the factor of
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safety [44], so for each material, the default values were assumed to be E = 100 MPa, ν = 0.3,
and the angle of dilatancy, ψ = 0◦.

The calculations were made for the assumed embankment structures made of medium
sand without seals and with a seal in the form of a core made of bottom sediments from the
Rzeszów reservoir. The seal was in the form of a centrally located core width of 1 m in the
upper part, enlarged at the base of the embankment, prolonged in the ground in the form
of a vertical wall, maintaining the unsealed zone below the wall with a thickness equal
to the height of the dam, according to the relevant requirements [51]. The foundation of
the embankments was assumed to be on the ground built with permeable medium sands
laying on an impermeable layer of clay. Calculations using the Bishop’s method were made
for two calculation cases: without backwater and with continuous backwater; and using the
FEM method, for three calculation cases: without backwater, with continuous backwater,
and with variable backwater (dependent on the flood wave). It was assumed that during
the passage of a flood wave, the water level rises to the maximum backwater level for two
days (t = 2 d), remains at a constant level for three days (t = 5 d), after which the water
level falls for two days (t = 7 d). The crest width of the embankments was assumed to be
3 m, with a slopes gradient of 1:2, heights of 4, 6, and 8 m, and position of the water level
1.5 m below the crest (Figure 3). According to the regulations on technical conditions to
be met by hydrotechnical structures and their location, which are enforced in Poland [52],
the minimum safety factor—regardless of the building class or with detailed tests on the
parameters of soil in the body and ground under the basic load system—is FS = 1.3.
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3. Results
3.1. Characteristic of Bottom Sediments

Bottom sediments taken from several places of the Rzeszów reservoir were classified
as well-grained coarse silts or coarse clayey silts (Figure 4). The grain size composition
was dominated by the silt fraction, which was from about 86% to 92%; the sand fraction
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was from 1% to 2%, and the clay fraction, from 6% to almost 13%. The specific density was
from 2.58 to 2.62 g·cm−3.
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The high content of silt is related to the location of the reservoir (in the downstream
part of the Wisłok river), the predominance of silty soils in the catchment area, and the
presence of the Besko reservoir in the upstream part of that river, where coarser fractions
are accumulated [53]. In addition, this reservoir was built in the part where Wisłok is a
lowland river, so the water flow velocities are low.

The other geotechnical parameters of the sediments were determined for the averaged
sample. It was assumed that, during extraction, the sediments would be mixed and, as
such, built into earthen embankments.

The material was characterized by an increased content of organic parts; the loss on
ignition amounted to nearly 5%, while organic content was over 3%, which should qualify
it as a low-organic soil. Sediments are a low permeable material, and the filtration rate
decreased from 1 × 10−8 to about 1 × 10−9 m·s−1, with an increase in the compaction index
from 0.9 to 1. The liquid limit of the Rzeszów reservoir sediment was above 40%, while the
plasticity limit was about 27%, so the material was characterized by a high plasticity index
of close to 14%. The maximum dry density was 1.4 g·cm−3 at the optimum moisture content
of 27%. Sediments at the optimum moisture content were characterized by relatively high
values of the angle of internal friction and cohesion. The angle of internal friction increased
from 23◦ to almost 34◦ and cohesion from 33 to about 36 kPa, respectively [53].

The values of the geotechnical parameters for stability and the filtration calculations
were adopted based on the test results (Table 1). The geotechnical parameters of the
medium sand, which was in the body of the hydrotechnical embankment, and the clay
(impermeable layer) were adopted based on the authors’ own tests.

As fine, cohesive soil with a low coefficient of permeability, the Rzeszow reservoir
bottom sediments meet most of the Polish criteria [2,54] for sealing elements in hydraulic
engineering embankments (Table 2). They were characterized by an appropriate coefficient
of permeability and fine particle content. In the case of two parameters—the coefficient of
uniformity and organic content—a value slightly lower than required was obtained (the
coefficient of uniformity was 13.3, with the desired value of at least 15, and the organic
content was 3.3%, with a limit value of 2% or 3%, depending on the source). Therefore,
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bottom sediment could be used as a construction material in the sealing elements in
hydraulic engineering embankments [53].

Table 1. Geotechnical parameters of bottom sediments from the Rzeszów reservoir and soils adopted for stability calculations.

Parameter
Value for Material:

Bottom Sediments—Silt
(Si), Is = 0.95

Medium Sand (MSa),
ID = 0.8 Clay (Cl), IL = 0.2

Angle of internal friction [◦] 22.3 35 18

Cohesion [kPa] 42.7 0 30

Unit weight [kN·m−3] 20.1 18.6 21

Coefficient of permeability [m·s−1] 3.4 × 10−9 1 × 10−4 1 × 10−10

Voids ratio [–] 0.843 0.565 0.422

where: IS—compaction index [–], ID—degree of compaction [–], IL—plasticity index [−].

Table 2. Geotechnical parameters of bottom sediments from the Rzeszów reservoir in comparison with the requirements for
sealing elements in hydraulic engineering structures.

Parameter Requirements Value for the Bottom Sediments

Coefficient of uniformity, Cu >15 13.3

Clay fraction content, Cl [%] <30 8.5

Content of particles smaller than 0.005 mm, [%] 10 ÷ 25 19

Content of particles smaller than 0.01 mm, [%] >25 30

Organic matter content, [%] <2 ÷ 3 3.33

Coefficient of permeability, [m·s−1] <10−8 1.05 × 10−8 (IS = 0.9)
1.2 × 10−9 (IS = 1)

Gwóźdź [9] has also researched the possibility of using bottom sediments for earth
constructions. His research has shown that the sediments from the Rożnów reservoir
(Poland) are suitable for mineral sealing layers in landfills. Their coefficient of permeabil-
ity ranged from 1.1 × 10−9 to 4.7 × 10−10 m·s−1, with an increase in compaction from
IS = 0.95 to 1 [9], and the plasticity index was PI = 15 ÷ 65, which also indicates the use-
fulness of this material. The value of compaction index (IS) expresses the ratio of the dry
density of soil for moulded samples in laboratory tests to the value of the maximum dry
density determined in a Proctor’s method. The value of compaction index (IS) expresses
the ratio of the dry density of soil for molded samples in laboratory tests (or from the field
test) to the value of the maximum dry density determined in a Proctor’s method. Whereas
the plasticity index (PI) is a measure of the plasticity of a soil and is the size of the range of
the moisture contents at which the soil remains plastic.

3.2. Filtration Calculations

In each calculation case in the GeoSlope software for an embankment without a core,
seepage occurred on the downstream slope. The phreatic line decreased as a result of using
seals in the form of a core made of bottom sediments from the Rzeszow reservoir. Figure 5
shows exemplary pore water pressure values in the body of the embankment and its base
with and without the seal. The course of phreatic lines and a significant reduction in water
pressure indicate a restriction of the water flow.
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Figure 5. Location of the phreatic line and water pressure distribution in soil pores—embankment with a height of 6 m
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Calculations of the seepage through the body and base of the embankment using the
finite element method showed that the value of the seepage for an embankment without
a core was large and ranged from 7.4 to 32.1 m3·(d·m)−1, depending on the height of the
embankment (Table 3). Considerably lower values were obtained for an embankment with
a core—from 4.4 to more than 13.2 m3·(d·m)−1; there was thus an approximately two-fold
reduction in the size of seepage.

Table 3. Results of filtration calculations.
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Height of embankment [m]

4 6 8

Height of maximum water level [m]

2.5 4.5 6.5

Maximum leakage Q [m3 × (d·m)−1] for:

body subsoil total body subsoil total body subsoil total

With continuous
backwater

Without a core 1.28 6.13 7.41 3.36 15.92 19.38 7.28 24.82 32.1

With a core 0.66 3.79 4.45 1.2 8.4 9.59 1.15 12.09 13.24

With variable
backwater

Without a core 1.29 6.06 7.35 2.9 16.01 18.91 7.56 24.81 32.36

With a core 0.79 3.81 4.6 1.28 8.25 9.52 0.88 12.02 12.9

The analysis of seepages for the embankment with and without sealing, and with
continuous and variable backwater, shows significant differences in the obtained values
(Table 3). Seepages through the downstream slope and the subsoil for an embankment
without a core were high and ranged from over 7 to 32 m3·(d·m)−1, depending on the
height of the embankment. The use of seals in the form of a core made of bottom sediments
resulted in a lower phreatic line, a significant reduction in seepages, which amounted to
more than 4 to 13 m3·(d·m)−1.

Detailed analysis of seepage through the embankment showed that the differences
in its values between the continuous and variable backwater were small (Table 3). These
values did not exceed 0.5 and 0.3 m3·(d·m)−1 adequately with and without the sealing.
The same was found for the base of the embankment, but here the differences did not
exceed 0.15 m3·(d·m)−1. On the other hand, there was a significant reduction of the seepage
through the body of the embankment and its base with or without a sealing. The seepage
through the body decreased by two to six times with an increase of the embankment height
from 4 to 8 m. On the other hand, the seepage through the subsoil decreased two times
as a result of using sealing, regardless of the height of the embankment. In conclusion, it
should be clearly stated that the use of bottom sediments from the Rzeszów reservoir to
seal the body of the embankment and its base significantly reduced the size of seepage.

3.3. Stability Calculations
3.3.1. Bishop’s Method

The results of stability calculations of the slopes of the analyzed embankments, de-
pending on the backwater (with and without continuous backwater) and the type of
embankment (with and without a seal) are shown in Table 4. For the case without back-
water, the factor of safety was 1.4 at any height of the embankment, with or without a
seal. This follows from the assumption that the slope material is composed of medium
sand, for which zero cohesion was assumed in the calculations. For each embankment
height, the smallest factor of safety was obtained for the slip surfaces, which were at low
depths, located parallel to the edge of the slope, with a surface landslide occurring in each
case. The factor of safety was higher than that required (FS ≥ 1.3), so, in the absence of
backwater, medium sands with the adopted parameters can be used for the construction of
embankment slopes with the selected gradient to a height of 8 m.
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Table 4. The results of stability calculations using the Bishop’s method.

Height of Embankments [m] Slope

Conditions

Without Backwater With Continuous Backwater

Embankment

Without a Core With a Core Without a Core With a Core

Factor of Safety, FS [–]

4
Upstream

1.403 1.403
1.476 1.451

Downstream 1.174 1.379

6
Upstream

1.403 1.403
1.611 1.477

Downstream 0.958 1.321

8
Upstream

1.402 1.402
1.67 1.522

Downstream 0.866 1.255

The calculation results for the case with continuous backwater show significant dif-
ferences between the factor of safety of the upstream and downstream slopes, depending
on the height of the embankment and whether the seal was used or not (Table 4). These
values for upstream slopes increased from 1.48 to 1.67 (embankment without a core), and
from 1.45 to 1.52 (embankment with a core), as the height of the embankment increased
from 4 to 8 m. For downstream slopes, there was an inverse relationship, and the stability
factor decreased from 1.17 to 0.96 and 0.87 (embankment without a core) and from 1.38 to
1.32 and 1.26 (embankment with a core), with the height of the embankment increasing
from 4 to 6 and 8 m. As can be seen, the downstream slope of the embankment without a
core with heights of 6 and 8 m was unstable, and at a height of 4 m, the factor of safety was
less than required.

Based on calculations using the Bishop’s method, it can be said that in conditions
without backwater, the use of a core made of bottom sediment from the Rzeszow reservoir
had no effect on the stability of the embankment. In the case of continuous backwater, an
embankment without a core retained stability only at a height of 4 m, wherein the value of
the stability factor was less than that required (FS = 1.17). For embankments with a height
of 6 and 8 m, the factor of safety of downstream slopes was smaller than 1, so the slope
was unstable.

3.3.2. FEM Method

Calculations for the case without backwater indicate that stability is maintained for
both an embankment with and without a core at each adopted embankment height. The
factor of safety ranged from 1.8 to 1.6 and did not show variability, depending upon the
type of the embankment (Table 5). As in the case of the Bishop’s method, this results from
the parameters of the material (cohesion value of zero), so the yield zones are shallow and
parallel to the slope surface.

Calculations for the case with continuous backwater (Table 5, Figures 6 and 7) also
indicate that the stability of both embankments was maintained. The potential slip curves
for the embankment without a core and with a core, with a height of 8 m, occurred on the
downstream side, whereas, in the case of an embankment with a core with heights of 4 and
6 m, the soil yielded as a result of displacement caused by the reduction of the strength
parameters. The factor of safety decreased from 1.7 to 1.2 for the embankment without a
core and from 1.9 to 1.7 for the embankment with a core, as the height of the embankment
increased from 4 to 8 m, respectively. Therefore, the use of a core resulted in a 1.2-fold (on
average) increase in the value of the factor of safety.
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Table 5. Results of embankment stability calculations using the FEM method.

Conditions Embankment

Height of the Embankment [m]

4 6 8

Factor of safety, FS [–]

Without backwater
Without a core 1.83 1.68 1.63

With a core 1.76 1.68 1.63

With continuous backwater
Without a core 1.72 1.43 1.22

With a core 1.88 1.81 1.67

With variable backwater

At maximum backwater (t = 5 d)
Without a core 1.72 1.43 1.22

With a core 1.89 1.81 1.68

After the drop of the flood wave (t = 7 d)
Without a core 2.12 1.97 1.88

With a core 2.07 1.98 1.74
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Calculations for the case with a passing of a flood wave (Table 5, Figure 8) indicate
that both embankments maintained stability. For the calculations carried out at a maximum
backwater (t = 5 d), the potential slip curves occurred as in the case with continuous
backwater, with the exception of an embankment with a core, with a height of 4 m, where
the movement occurred on both sides of the embankment. The results of the calculations
after the water level drops indicate that the potential slip curves for an embankment with
a core appear on the upstream slope, and for an embankment without a core, on both
sides of the embankment. After 3 days of maximum backwater (t = 5 d), there was a
steady filtration; hence, the factors of safety at the maximum backwater (t = 5 d) were the
same as for the case with continuous backwater, while in the descending phase (t = 7 d)
they decreased from about 2.1 to 1.9 (embankment without a core) and from 2.1 to 1.7
(embankment with a core), as the height of the embankment increased from 4 to 8 m.
The size of seepage on the downstream side was slightly lower than for the conditions of
continuous backwater (Table 5).

In the case of calculations simulating the passage of a flood wave, the stability of the
embankment was similar as in the case of continuous backwater, while in the descending
phase, the values of the stability factor for upstream slopes in each calculation case met the
requirement of FS ≥ 1.3 [52]. Seepage on the downstream side of the embankment was
similar as in the case of continuous backwater, so the use of a core had a corresponding
effect on the stability conditions of these embankments.

Based on these results. it can be stated that in conditions without backwater, both
an embankment without a core and an embankment with a core maintain stability. The
resulting stability factors were high and comparable for the two types of embankments
adopted; the use of a core therefore did not affect the conditions of stability. In the case of
calculations with continuous backwater, lower values of the factor of safety were obtained,
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which, however, guaranteed the stability of the slopes and were higher than the value
required by [52] for the Classes III and IV of embankments.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 19 
 

 
(a) 

 
(b) 

Figure 8. Movement isolines for FEM grid nodes at maximum backwater (a) and after the falling of the wave (b), for an 
embankment with a height of 4 m, with a core made of sediment at the passing of a flood wave. 

Figure 8. Movement isolines for FEM grid nodes at maximum backwater (a) and after the falling of the wave (b), for an
embankment with a height of 4 m, with a core made of sediment at the passing of a flood wave.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 1221 16 of 19

3.4. Summary and Discussion of the Results

The values of the factor of safety of slopes that were determined using numerical
methods were generally consistent with those obtained using the limit equilibrium method.
In all calculation cases, the values of the factor of safety that were obtained using the
analytical method were smaller than those obtained using the numerical method; it can
thus be stated that this method provides a greater safety margin. It was a non-cohesive
slope, so the critical failure surface in the Bishop’s method was shallow, and the factor
of safety was lower. The biggest differences occurred in the case of an embankment
without a core with heights of 6 and 8 m with continuous backwater; according to the
analytical method, the slopes in this embankment were unstable, and in the numerical
method, the factors of safety were 1.4 and 1.2 respectively. These differences arose from
different assumptions made in the above methods. In the analytical method, the loss of
stability for the assumed slip curve occurs if the forces maintaining the balance of the
rigid body are smaller than the sliding forces (a component of the weight of the given
block, tangential to the slip surface, is greater than the friction and cohesion of the soil),
while in the numerical method, the determination of the yielding point results from the
analysis of stress distribution in the given soil medium. The advantage of the Bishop’s
method is the speed and simplicity of the calculations, and in the case of simple structures,
such as hydraulic engineering embankments in the technical Classes III and IV, it may
be successfully used to determine stability conditions. On the other hand, finite element
calculations do not require the assumption of the shape of the slip surface in advance, and
allow the determination of the development of plastic strain with the progressive reduction
of strength parameters, until the formation of a plastic strain zone, which determines the
course and shape of the potential slip surface.

Dams of reservoirs are an obstacle to mineral material transported by rivers. This
causes the development of the landing processes of these reservoirs. The high degree of
overloading of the Rzeszów reservoir prompted the authors to carry out research aimed at
recognizing the geotechnical properties of the sediments deposited in the reservoir. In the
available literature, there are few publications on research related to the possibility of using
bottom sediments for earth construction purposes. Research on the properties of bottom
sediments is most often carried out in the aspect of assessing the content and migration
of heavy metals [55,56] or organic pollutants [57,58]. On the other hand, the potential use
of bottom sediments is seen in agriculture for the fertilization and reclamation of post-
industrial areas [22–24,59]. Therefore, the problem presented in the article is important
from the point of view of environmental engineering. The authors carried out a series
of tests and numerical calculations in terms of the use of bottom sediments for earth
construction purposes. The performed calculations indicate the potential possibilities of
using bottom sediments in applications related to hydrotechnical construction.

4. Conclusions

Based on the suitability analysis of bottom sediments from the Rzeszow reservoir
for civil engineering, it was concluded that this material can be used for sealing elements
in hydraulic engineering embankments. The obtained values of geotechnical parameters
of the sediments show that this material fulfills most of the criteria required to use them
in sealing layers. The calculations of stability and filtration through the embankments in
this regard confirmed the usefulness of the analyzed sediments. An embankment made
of medium sand, with a core made of bottom sediments maintained stability at a height
of 8 m; the values of the stability factor in each calculation case were greater than that
required by regulation. By using a core made of bottom sediment, the volume of seepage
on the downstream side during continuous or variable backwater was significantly lower
in relation to an embankment without a core, and the phreatic line did not extend to the
downstream slope.

It is estimated that in the case of a planned dredging in the Rzeszow reservoir, the
amount of dredged sediments could exceed 1.5 million m3; therefore, the possibility of
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their economic use, as indicated above, is essential. The tests and calculations carried out
allowed the determination of the possible use of bottom sediments in civil engineering.
As a result, the sediments could provide an alternative to natural soil, whose resources
are limited and non-renewable. The search for materials that could replace natural soil in
earthen structures is a very important issue from both the ecological and economic points
of view.
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54. Polski Komitet Normalizacyjny. PN-B-12095:1997. Urządzenia Wodno-Melioracyjne. Nasypy. Wymagania i Badania Przy Odbiorze;
Polski Komitet Normalizacyjny: Warszawa, Poland, 2016.
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