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Abstract: Due to the development of the scale of tractor-ploughed terraces, terraces have been
increasing in number, while global climate change is causing frequent extreme rainfall events in the
Loess Plateau, resulting in many terrace landslides. To study the mechanism and process of shallow
landslides and deep slip surface of terraces induced by extreme rainfall in loess hill and gully area,
we conducted a laboratory model test of a terrace under artificial rainfall and used the Swedish arc
strip method. The research results are as follows. The mechanism of shallow landslides in terraces
is rill erosion accelerating rainfall infiltration, suspending the slope, and increasing its bulk density.
The destruction process of shallow landslides can be roughly divided into six processes, and the
earth volume of the landslide is 0.24 m3. The mechanism of the deep sliding surface in terraces
occurs under the combined action of water erosion and gravity erosion. The soil moisture content
increases, which decreases the anti-sliding moment and increases the sliding moment, and the safety
factor becomes less than the allowable limit for terraces. The deep sliding deformation area of the
terrace was 0~1.0 m below the slope surface, slip surface radius was 1.43 m, the slip surface angle
was 92

◦
, and the deep sliding surface began to form earlier than terraced shallow landslides. The

displacement of the characteristic points increased from the slope top, to the slope center, and to the
slope foot, with maximum displacements of 40.3, 15.5, and 6.0 mm, respectively.

Keywords: laboratory model test; extreme rainfall; rill erosion; shallow landslides; deep lip surface;
safety factor

1. Introduction

With the implementation and promotion of slope-to-terrace projects, large areas
of sloping fields have been built into terraced fields [1]. The construction of terraced
field projects has changed the minor features of sloping fields, reducing surface runoff
and increasing soil infiltration, thus effectively improving soil moisture content, which
plays a crucial role in reducing soil erosion and increasing grain yield in the surrounding
areas [2,3]. However, after the implementation of slope-to-terrace projects, back-slope
terraces in particular experience significantly increased rainfall infiltration, which also
leads to the reduction in soil shear strength, thus increasing the risk of landslides [4,5]. For
example, an extreme rainstorm event occurred in Yan’an China, which caused a large area
of terraces to collapse and landslide in July 2013, as shown in Figure 1.

In recent years, due to the large-scale development of tractor-ploughed terraces,
terraces have been constantly increasing in number, while global climate change has led
to frequent occurrences of extreme rainfall events in the Loess Plateau, resulting in many
terrace landslides [6]. Long-term production practice has proved that the outer edges
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of exposed terraces experience shallow landslides over time, which leads to the loss of
its water storage and soil conservation functions [7]. When extreme rainfall produces
runoff on a field’s surface, the terraces seriously erode. This kind of hillslope is featured by
collapsibility, strong water permeability, vulnerability, and so on, so rainfall conditions can
easily induce shallow landslides, which seriously affect agricultural production [8]. As a
consequence, an in-depth study of the process and mechanisms of shallow landslides and
deep slip surface of terraces under extreme rainfall is theoretically significant for disaster
prevention and mitigation and has practical value for agricultural production in Northern
Shaanxi [9–13].
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Figure 1. Shallow landslides of terraces in Yan’an China, in July 2013.

Research on the mechanisms of the rainfall-induced general slope instability of soil,
rock, and soil–rock mixture has mainly focused on field measurements, numerical simu-
lations and model tests [14–17]. The model test has favorable intuition and can compre-
hensively consider various factors, simulate complex boundary conditions, and reflect the
deep interaction of landslides under the condition of basically meeting the similarity prin-
ciple [18]. Using the model test of soil slope instability induced by rainfall, Lin et al. [19]
discussed the influence of the characteristics of precipitation on slope instability, and
thereby selecting appropriate rainfall warning parameters. Zuo et al. [20] studied the
laws of seepage, deformation, damage, and particle migration of accumulating soil slope
under rainfall conditions through a rain-triggered landslide model test of accumulation
bodies with different gradations; they also discussed the influence of particle size on the
stability of accumulation soil slope. Li et al. [21] constructed an artificial rainfall simulation
test of slopes with different angles and studied the changing laws of the front-end thrust,
moisture content and deformation of the slope. Jeong et al. [22] comprehensively analyzed
landslides caused by rainfall through laboratory tests, field tests and numerical analysis.
Their results showed that landslide activity is closely related primarily to rainfall, soil prop-
erties, slope geometry, and vegetation. Numerical analysis was also performed to confirm
the effect of these factors on landslide occurrence. Aleotti [23] identified the empirical
triggering thresholds for Piedmont and proposed an NI-NCR (where NI is normalized
intensity with respect to the annual precipitation, where NCR is the normalized cumulative
critical rainfall) diagram. Xu et al. [24], Wang et al. [25], Tohari et al. [26], and Huang
et al. [27] conducted rainfall landslide model tests and study the influence of compactness,
silt particle content, water level, and other factors on pore water pressure, water content,
landslide start-up and development, and failure mode.

The above studies considered the deformation of slope under the condition of rainfall
infiltration–seepage interaction, which is mainly concentrated on engineered and natural
slopes in China [28,29]. Current research on terraces has mostly focused on the benefits of
water and sediment reduction and the rill erosion of terraces [30–33]. However, research
on rainfall-induced shallow landslides of terraces is still lacking in China. A number of
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studies have performed some advantageous explorations. For instance, Jiang [34] discussed
the design of terrace sections in the Loess Plateau by considering the requirements for
small construction quantity, less land loss, good stability, convenience for cultivation,
and conduciveness for crop growth of the terrace ridge. Given the problem of the steep
or slow ridges in terrace construction in the sandy, mountainous area of Linqu County,
Ge [35] analyzed the stability of the ridge shear test, and the results showed that the
slope angle of fine gravel sand ought to be 37◦, and that of fine sand should be 34◦.
Zhang et al. [36] used the Green–Ampt model to study the slope stability of terraced fields
based on crop irrigation infiltration and discussed the position of the potential sliding
surface. Yang et al. [37] selected the terraced ridge in Southern Shaanxi province as the
research object and explored the failure forms and causes of the ridge through an indoor
conventional triaxial shear test. Liu [38] studied the changes in the failure time and safety
factor of a horizontal terrace, a separated slope terrace and an original slope (for contrast)
under a rainfall infiltration intensity of 28~38 mm/h and a side slope gradient of 15–30◦

using ABAQUS software. Derbyshire [39] discusses how terraces in the Loess Plateau can
maintain good stability under a natural state, but tend to be eroded and collapse under
rainfall infiltration.

In this study, we selected terraces as the research object, and indoor model tests and
the Swedish arc strip method were used to study the mechanism and mode of shallow
landslides and deep sliding surfaces in terraces under extreme rainfall conditions. The
following assumptions were made for the test. We ignore the influence of: (1) the model’s
side wall on the test results; (2) the internal sensors on the test results; and (3) the soil
disturbance on the test results. The research is important for the agricultural development
of the loess hilly and gully region as it provides: (1) a reliable theoretical basis and abundant
experimental data for slope collapse and instability prevention, and disaster mitigation,
monitoring, and forecasting of terraces; (2) parameters for the optimized design of terraces;
and (3) a method for studying multi-level terraces and terraced landslides in the basin.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Test Soil Properties

The soil used in this model test was obtained from Zhifanggou, Ansai County, Shaanxi
province, China; the depth of sediment deposition is 6~8 m, so it belongs to the category of
loessal deposits [40]. The basic parameters of the test soil are shown in Table 1. According
to the light compaction test, the maximum dry bulk was 1.703 g/cm3 and the optimal
moisture content was 19.3%. The particle size of the soil was measured by a Marven
laser hondrometer, with a measured range of 0~2 mm, and the characteristic values of
average grading in the Table 1 are as follows: clay particle (≤0.002 mm) content was
12.1%, silt particle (0.05–0.002 mm) content was 52.6%, and sand (2–0.05 mm) content was
35.4%, which showed that the soil sample contained fewer particle size series and that the
difference between coarse and fine particle sizes was small. The curvature coefficient (CC)
of the particle grading curve was 1.79, which is well-graded.

Table 1. Basic property indexes of soil.

Great Group
Natural
Density
(g.cm−3)

Natural
Water

Content (%)

Dry Density
(g.cm−3)

Cohesion
(Kpa)

Internal
Friction

Angle (◦)

Calcic
Cambisols 1.32 7.86 1.21 13.85 20.10

2.2. Test Device

The test equipment was divided into four major systems: test object, rain, data
monitoring, and image capture systems (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Schematic diagram of model test device.

The test object system involved a terrace groove with a length of 2.8 m, a width of 1 m
and a height of 2.1 m. The height of the slope filled in the test was 1.2 m, with a gradient of
65◦. The front and back edges and one side of the model were surrounded by steel plates,
and the wall surface of which was smoothed by applying a layer of Vaseline to reduce the
influence of the model boundary effect on the test. On the remaining side, transparent
plexiglass with a thickness of 1 cm was used as a visual window to help observe the
movement of soil at any time in the process of the test. To facilitate the observation of soil
movement, a rectangular grid measuring 10 × 20 cm was drawn onto the transparent poly,
and steps were placed close to the steel plate to facilitate the measurement of the channel
shape parameters and flow velocity during the test. A catch basin was set up at the front
edge to collect runoff sediment.

The rain system device was developed by the Institute of Soil and Water Conservation,
Ministry of Water Resources, Chinese Academy of Sciences. The rainfall device’s height
is 16 m, which can measure the terminal speed of all raindrops. The range of rainfall
intensity was 40–260 mm/h, the rainfall uniformity was more than 80% and the maximum
duration of rainfall was 12 h. The rainfall area was composed of two independent rainfall
experimental areas. The effective rainfall area of a single experimental area was 4 × 9 m,
which can accurately simulate natural rainfall [41].

The data monitoring system was composed of a RR-7120 water content sensor, KPE-
200 kPa pore water pressure sensor, Campbell 257 soil suction sensor, and an LDS-S-200
displacement monitoring sensor. Each sensor was connected to the corresponding collection
system through a data line, and then the data in the system is exported and sorted through
a computer. The data collection frequency of the water content sensor was 1 min, (unit: %);
the data collection frequency of the pore water pressure sensor was 1 min (unit: Ka); the
acquisition frequency of the suction sensor data acquisition system was 1 min (unit: Ka);
the displacement monitoring sensor data acquisition system had an acquisition frequency
of 1 min (unit: mm).

For the image capture system, a Canon EOS M50 camera was set up on the side facing
the transparent plexiglass at a height of 0.85 m, to clearly capture the downward movement
of the wet front on the side of the soil.
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2.3. Soil-Filling and Sensor Embedding

A square sift iron was applied for screening to ensure the maximum particle size
of the model’s soil filling would be less than 1 cm. Then, the soil was evenly spread,
sprayed with an appropriate amount of water and evenly mixed to make the density and
moisture content of the soil close to that of the undisturbed soil. However, in the process
of model filling, the structure of the soil, the particle gradation, the stratum structure, the
soil cracks, and so on, will change to some extent, which is inevitable. For this test, we
adopted the method of layered compaction and filling: the soil prepared before the test was
evenly divided into 17 layers, each layer 10 cm thick, and the side wall of the terrace was
compacted with a discus. After the compaction of each layer was completed, samples were
taken from several different parts with a cutting ring. The wet density of each layer of soil
was 1.32~1.40 g/cm3, and the moisture content was around 7.5%. After the placement into
layers was complete, the geometric dimensions of a 65◦ slope in the model was obtained
by manual slope cutting after the stratified filling.

To ensure the accuracy of the monitoring data and minimize the impact of sensors
on the test results, we arranged the fewest sensors possible. Figure 3a provides a cross-
sectional view of terraced soil filling and sensor embedding, showing that two moisture
content sensors were arranged on the side close to the slope every 20 cm. Due to the large
soil width, one more was arranged on the bottom side, for a total of 13 sensors. To study the
mechanical properties of the slope, three pore water pressure sensors and suction sensors
were arranged on the top, middle and toe of the slope with a vertical distance of 20 cm from
the slope surface. To accurately determine the shape of the slip surface, 5 to 7 displacement
sensors were arranged every 20 cm, for a total of 36 displacement sensors. To reduce the
influence of the sensor on the test results, the sensor was arranged in the middle of the
whole soil, as shown in Figure 3b.
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Figure 3. Layout drawing of test sensors. (a) Left view of device, (b) top view of device. Note: Different letters indicate
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4 indicates monitor point of displacement; N indicates soil water suction sensor.

2.4. Test Method

The experiment started at 10:00 a.m. on 11 November 2017 and ended at 8:00 a.m. on
the 12 November. It was carried out in Area II of the artificial rainfall hall of the Institute of
Soil and Water Conservation, Ministry of Water Resources, Chinese Academy of Sciences.
According to the hydrological data for Yan’an in July 2013, and the actual situation of slope
movement, the data were divided into five periods of rainfall, each lasting for 1 hour, with
rainfall intervals of 1 h, a rainfall intensity of 2.5 mm/min and a total rainfall of 750 mm.
The test was repeated once on 20 November 2017, and the average of the data from the two
tests was used as the test result for analysis, and the standard deviation of each dataset
was found to be within 0.2, so the data were considered reasonable and reliable.



Water 2021, 13, 270 6 of 21

To ensure the uniformity and stability of the rain intensity, the slope of the terraces
was covered with plastic sheeting before the test. The rain intensity was calibrated around
the model trough and the top. When the rain intensity stabilized, we quickly uncovered the
plastic sheet and started timing. When the water flow on the slope of the terraces was in a
laminar flow state and flowed from top to bottom to the water outlet, it was regarded as
the start of runoff. We recorded the runoff time, and then restarted the clock. After the trial
runoff, runoff and sediment samples were collected every 1 min. After rills appeared on the
slope, the time of rill appearance was recorded, and we measured the size with a measuring
tape with an accuracy of 1 mm every 2 min. When the rill length exceeded 10 cm, we
measured the width every 10 cm along the length of the rill. The average value was used
as the width of the rill. The measurement density was increased in locations where the
morphological mutation of the rill was obvious. Simultaneously the slope and wet front
morphology were recorded every 20 min with a digital camera, and the camera shooting
frequency was increased during the period of severe morphological changes. After the test
was over, the sediment samples were allowed to stand for 6 h and the supernatant liquid
was poured out, then the sediment samples were dried in an oven (105◦) and weighed by
electronic scale. The sensor data were imported into an Excel table for data preprocessing.

When calculating the moisture content data, the sensor data at the same time point of
each layer were averaged, and this average value was regarded as the soil moisture content
of this layer. Because the data collection frequency was very fast, a large amount of data
were generated. Therefore, we selected the representative data to draw figures under the
premise of not affecting the changing of the parameter curve.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Mechanism and Process of Shallow Landslides of Terraces
3.1.1. Mechanism of Shallow Landslides of Terraces

The results suggest that the shallow landslides of terraces were caused by rill erosion.
Most of the rills in the loessial soil were developed by a single drop sill, which was
mainly manifested by the headway erosion of the gully head and the collapse of the side
wall [42,43] (Figure 4a). By measuring the traceable erosion pattern of terraces, we found
that the maximum width of the gully head was 34.25 cm, the maximum depth was 21.32 cm,
and the maximum length was 75.86 cm. The total erosion amount was about 270.96 kg.
The sediment yield rate of five rainfalls was 181, 475.67, 1707.17, 1624.33, and 527.83 g/min.
The sediment yield rate showed a trend of increasing first and then decreasing. Before
the runoff, when the exposed slope surface was hit by large raindrops, the surface soil
structure was destroyed, and the soil particles splashed up and fell back to the slope surface,
forming raindrop splash erosion (Figure 4b). After the runoff, the erosion developed from
raindrop splash erosion to layered surface erosion. The time from splash erosion to surface
erosion was one hour (Figure 4c). The reason for this finding is that the runoff was low
at the initial stage of runoff generation and the runoff eroding force was less than the
anti-erosion ability of soil resistance. With the increasing runoff, runoff eroding force also
increased. Isolated and sporadic falling ridges were generated in the terrace ridge and
the vulnerable parts of the side slope’s soil. When the terrace ridge was filled with water,
the terrace ridge breached under the action of hydraulic erosion (Figure 4d) and the water
cut down along the breach to form obvious gullies, with an average width of 17.8 cm
(Figure 4e). Due to the erosion, transportation, and accumulation of overtopping flow, the
erosion gully continuously eroded and undercut longitudinally, eroding the gully bank
and widening the gravity collapse horizontally. The sediment carried by the slope flow was
fan-shaped deposition around the gully mouth at the toe of the slope, forming an alluvial
fan, covering an area of 176.64 cm2 (Figure 4f). The erosion gully further developed and
constantly degraded and widened. Due to the difference in the density of terraces and the
non-uniformity of the filling materials, the velocities of anti-erosion of the terraces differed.
The weak position started easily, and erosion occurred first, forming a scouring pit.
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The above characteristics all indicate that many side wall collapses occur in the process
of rill formation, which is consistent with the phenomenon observed in the test process. It
is generally thought that the composition of soil particles is an important factor affecting
soil erosion resistance. The finer the particle composition, the stronger the cohesion. To
a certain extent, when the soil forms a mass structure, and its anti-erosion ability will be
higher. In particular, the clay content in the soil significantly enhances the anti-dispersion
ability of the wet soil layer. It can be seen from Table 1 shows that silt (0.002~0.2 mm) and
clay (<0.002 mm) only accounted for around 35% of the total particles in the model. The
overall stability of the soil was poor. In addition, the content of sand particles was high,
and the soil was loose and porous. Therefore, the rill side wall of the loessal soil easily lost
stability and collapsed under the action of runoff erosion and soil moisture. As such, the
main forms of the rill development process of loessal soil are wall collapse and traceable
erosion, and the randomness is significant [44]. Han et al. [45] and Acharya et al. [46] also
showed that traceable erosion is the most active sediment yield factor in rill development,
and the collapse of the ditch wall mainly occurred on steep slopes above 65◦. Both the rill
and cut trench in this experiment were similar in shape to the above research results, but
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the size was larger, because the rainfall intensity and total rainfall were higher than in the
above experimental conditions.

3.1.2. Process and Mode of Shallow Landslides of the Terraces

According to a series of deformation characteristics of the side slope during the
test, the mode of this kind of shallow landslide of terraces under rainfall conditions is
summarized in this section. The deformation mode is shown in Figures 5 and 6 and can
be described as follows: (i) The stage of water accumulation on terraced fields: As the
rainfall continued, the soil of the terraces gradually became saturated, which reduced the
infiltration capacity of the soil, while the rainfall gradually increased, resulting in water
accumulated on the terraces. The height of stagnant water was 3.5 cm. (ii) The formation
and development stage of the breach: After rainfall had been occurring for a period of time,
the loess on the terrace surface and its slope surface reached saturation. The ponding on
the field surface crossed the ridge, forming surface runoff and flowing down the slope.
When the water flows through the ridge, the erosion of the ridge formed a breach with
area of 706 cm2. With the continuous erosion of water and rainfall, the erosion degree of
the ridge increased and the breach expanded. (iii) The erosion of the waterfall nappe flow:
The ponding flowed along the breach and formed plumes. Under the combined action
of hydraulic forces and gravity, the discharge flow formed a multi-stage drop sill on the
slope surface. The maximum discharge and maximum velocity of the breach occurred at
this stage, and the ponding on the terrace surface dropped rapidly. (iv) The formation
and development stage of the erosion gully: With continuous rainfall, the multi-level drop
sill was connected by the water flow, forming an erosion ditch, and the width and depth
of the erosion ditch gradually increased along the slope shoulder to the slope toe, finally
forming the alluvial fan at the slope toe. The average erosion gully width was 17.8 cm.
(v) The stage of superficial-layer shallow landslides of the terraces: With increases in the
width and depth of the erosion gully, the soil on both sides of the slope was suspended. In
addition, the soil is constantly saturated with water, the gravity increased and the cohesion
decreased, resulting in superficial-layer shallow landslides of the terraces, and the soil
volume of the landslide was about 0.24 m3 (vi) The terraces tend to be stable: After the
superficial-layer shallow landslides of the terraces, the side slope grade of the residual
slope was very small; even if the soil was in a saturated state, it would not easily collapse.

The pattern of shallow landslides in terraces is similar to that in the earth dams.
Zhong et al. [47] used experimental methods to simulate the mechanism and mode of earth
dam failure, they proposed that the most important reasons for earth dam failure are the
overflow of water, the crest of the dam breaking, and the huge instantaneous downflow
washing the earth dam. The dam break test (dam height 6 m) funded by the EU IMPACT
project [48] and the dam break test (dam height 1.5 to 2.3 m) carried out by Hanson et al. [49]
of the United States Department of Agriculture both simulated the earth dam break mode,
which is similar to the landslide pattern of the terraces, but the mechanism is different.
The dam break mechanism of action of an earth dam is through the upstream water flow
forming an infiltration line inside the dam body due to the seepage effect, or the upstream
water flowing over the top to destroy the earth dam. The terrace landslides mechanism is
through the soil losing cohesion due to rainfall infiltration and the erosion ditch making
the terraces lose their integrity, leading to local shallow landslides. The results of this study
are different from those of Sun et al. [50] because there is a border dike on the loess slope in
the natural state. When the rainfall intensity is greater than the infiltration rate, the slope
will produce runoff. For terraced fields, the border dike plays a role in water storage and
soil conservation. Therefore, under the same rainfall conditions, terraces are more capable
of resisting catastrophic rainfall than sloping fields.
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3.2. The Factors of Deep Slip Surface of Terraces
3.2.1. Rainfall Infiltration

The curve in Figure 7 shows the relationship between average rainfall (infiltration),
infiltration percentage, and rainfall frequency. The infiltration rate was 79%, and the
infiltration rate gradually decreased with the increase in surface runoff. In the third rainfall
event, the infiltration rate decreased to 49.3% and then remained steady at approximately
26.14%. More than half of the rainfall turned into surface runoff, causing soil erosion and
rain erosion on the slope’s surface and formed rills. The infiltration of rainwater from the
slope surface to the slope was an unsaturated-to-saturated seepage process, and the change
in infiltration rate with time was related not only to the original humidity and matrix
suction of unsaturated soil, but also to the physical characteristics and structure of the
soil from the side slope. Generally, at the early stage of infiltration, infiltration capacity is
greater than rainfall intensity and the infiltration rate is higher, so infiltration is pressureless.
After a period of time, the soil begins to saturate, the gradient of soil moisture content
decreases, the matrix suction reduces, and the infiltration capacity lowers. When rainfall
intensity is greater than the soil’s infiltration capacity, slope runoff occurs, which is pressure
infiltration. Finally, with rainfall, the infiltration rate gradually decreases until it tends to
be constant, reaching the stable infiltration stage. Figure 8a shows the relationship curve
between infiltration rate and rainfall time for five rainfall events, and Figure 8b provides
partial enlarged view; the figure shows, the infiltration rate generally presents the same
decreasing trend. The steady infiltration rate ranged from 0.74 mm/min to 0.77 mm/min,
and the results are similar to those in the literature [51]. This is because with progressing
rainfall, the infiltrating rainwater continuously increased the soil moisture content, which
saturated the surface soil causing the infiltration rate to gradually decrease. However,
the infiltration rate of the topsoil was relatively low and stable after saturation, and the
infiltration rate of rainwater was further reduced due to the small amount of rainwater
infiltration inside. For the third and fourth rainfall events, the infiltration rate first increased
and then decreased. The reason for the increase in the third rainfall’s infiltration rate was
that cracks appeared on the terrace surface and the infiltrated rainwater could speedily
travel deep through the cracks; on the other hand, due to the water-retaining effect of
the ridge, ponding formed on the horizontal surface, which accelerated the infiltration
rate. The reason for the increase in the infiltration rate in the fourth rainfall was that the
superficial layer of the terrace collapsed and the rainwater rapidly entered into the soil
along the gully.
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In this study, the rainfall infiltration law of terraces is similar to that of Liu et al. [52],
but the infiltration rate is lower than the latter, because Liu et al. considered the devel-
opment characteristics of the root system in vegetation and soil, which has strong water
storage and soil conservation capabilities and can intercept more rainfall and runoff. Com-
pared with Huang et al. [53], the infiltration rate of this result is relatively high because
of the different nature of the soil. The initial moisture content of the soil in Huang et al.’s
research was high, and the initial moisture content will shorten the saturation time of the
soil. The results of this test provide reference value for the study of terrace infiltration in
loess hilly and gully areas, especially for mechanically-repaired horizontal terraces.

With the continuous infiltration of rainwater, the color of the soil from the model’s
side slope gradually darkened with the increase of in moisture content, and the infiltration
peak appeared at the boundary between the dark- and light-colored soils. In this test, the
change in infiltration peak was recorded by a camera set up on the side of the transparent
poly to judge and calculate the infiltration depth and infiltration rate of rainwater.

Figure 9 depicts the wetting front from different rainfall time points: when the rainfall
duration was 10 min, the downward depth of the wet front was 9.7 cm; when the rainfall
duration was 60 min, the downward depth of the wet front was 28.8 cm; and when the
rainfall duration was 180 min, the downward depth of the wet front was 35.5 cm. The
wet front was basically linear with the rainfall time. The wetting front moved downward
with increasing duration of rainfall and the migration rate of the horizontal wetting front
was faster than that of the side slope surface. The reason for this finding is that the
horizontal plane could effectively intercepted the rainwater, and the ponding accelerated
the infiltration rate of the horizontal surface [54]. However, for the inclined slope, most
of the rainwater formed runoff along the side slope surface, and only a small part of the
rainwater infiltrated. Figure 10 shows that with continuous rainfall, a proportion of the
rainwater on the terrace surface infiltrated, another part formed slope runoff, and some of
it infiltrated along the back wall of the model box, where collapse deformation occurred.
Due to the different materials of the back wall and the soil, the infiltration speed was faster
than that of the soil; thus, the wetting front moved rapidly in the back wall.
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The downward movement of the wet front was similar to the results reported by Tian
et al. [55], but the downward movement rate of the wet front was larger than that recorded
by them, because the terraced ridges have the capacity to store water, and the accumulated
water increases the water infiltration gradient and accelerates the rate of water downward
movement. This also proves that the measures of slope conversion can effectively intercept
rainfall, and the benefits of water and sediment reduction are obvious in the Loess Plateau.
This is also supported by the research results of Bai et al. [56].

3.2.2. Water Content

In accordance with the monitored data from the slope moisture sensor, the change in
slope moisture content in the whole process can be understood. Figure 11a shows that the
moisture content of each soil layer at different depths of slope varied with rainfall duration
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and post-rain duration. Within 0.5 h of the beginning of rainfall, the moisture content
of layers A, B, and C of the slope increased to 0.83%/h, and the change was obvious,
while the moisture content of soil in layers D, E, and F changed very little, due to the
infiltration of rainwater going from shallow to deep. With the increase in rainfall time,
rainwater infiltrated and the moisture content of the whole slope increased continuously.
The increased rate of moisture content of the upper soil was about 2~2.83%/h, which is
higher than the previous value of 0.83%/h, due to the continuous increase in soil moisture
content, the decrease in matrix suction, and the increase in the permeability coefficient. For
D, E, and F, there is an obvious break point in the curve, and the moisture content suddenly
increased at about 4:00 p.m., which indicated that there were violent activities in the soil;
deep cracks appeared in the soil, the soil began to lose stability and the sliding surface
formed. Thus, the change in moisture content strongly influenced soil failure. First, the
increase in moisture content led to an increase in pore water pressure and a decrease in
effective stress, thus resulting in a decrease in soil shear strength; second, the increase in
moisture content increased the permeability of the water, which led to a decrease in side
slope stability. The dual effect of rainfall infiltration leading to water content variation may
be an important reason for the side slope’s rainfall-induced instability. Figure 11b shows
that the moisture content at the top of the slope rose the fastest and had the largest change
range. At around 1:00 p.m. on 11 November, due to the shallow landslides of the slope
body, the moisture content of the slope rapidly dropped to 0%, followed by the toe of the
slope, with the smallest change and the smallest range in the middle of the slope.
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3.2.3. Pore Water Pressure and Suction

Figure 12 shows the variation in pore water pressure and suction with rainfall.
Figure 12a shows that the pore water pressure first increased and then tended to be stable
with the rainfall duration. The variation in pore water pressure at the top of the slope
ranged most before the shallow landslides of the slope, and the maximum value was
2.4 kPa. Since the sensor was exposed outside the slope after shallow landslides, it rapidly
dropped to 0 kPa. The change in pore water pressure at the measuring point at the toe of
slope was slightly later than that at the top of slope, with a maximum value of 3.6 kPa.
At the end of the rainfall event, the pore water pressure gradually decreased and finally
tended to be stable around 2.5 kPa. The change in pore water pressure at the measuring
point in the middle of the slope changed later than at the measuring points at the top
and toe of the slope, with the water infiltration reaching the measuring point at around
4:00 p.m., then increasing gradually, and finally tending to be about 2.8 kPa. As Figure 12b
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shows, the suction (negative pore water pressure) varied from 7.4 to 14.6 kPa, showing
a sharp decrease at first and then a stable trend. The reason for this finding is that with
rainfall infiltration, the moisture content of each measuring point increased, and the suc-
tion decreased sharply. After the rainfall, the moisture content of each measuring point
decreased slowly due to evaporation, so the suction increased slowly and finally tended to
be stable. Notably, the Campbell 257 soil suction sensor uses an indirect-method suction
sensor (with a measuring range of 200 kPa), but the air intake value of soil material is small,
so when the suction of the soil sample is lower than 10 kPa, the measurement accuracy of
the sensor is poor.
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3.3. Shape Characteristics and Mechanism of Deep Slip Surface
3.3.1. Shape Characteristics

The displacement of measuring points near the top of slope (A1, A2, A3, A4, and
A5) was 0.5–40 mm and the direction was 40–50◦ to the horizontal; the displacement of
measuring points near the slope surface (B5, C6, and D6) was 2.5–15.6 mm and the direction
was 60–70◦ to the horizontal; the displacement of measuring points (E7 and F7) near the
slope toe was 1.2–6.0 mm and the direction was 80–85◦ to the horizontal. The displacement
of the deepest measuring points (C1, D1, D2, E1, E2, E3, F1, F2, F3, F4, and F5) was almost
0 mm. Through analysis of the above measurements, we found that the movement of the
soil near the slope was the most intense; the displacement was the largest here, as was the
displacement change rate, as it was the main active area of soil. With increasing depth of
the measuring points, the displacement of the soil became increasingly small. When the
depth reached the deepest points, there was no displacement. With the increase in depth,
the angle between the displacement of each measuring point and the horizontal direction
was increasingly large, and some points were close to 90◦. This shows that both horizontal
and vertical movements occurred in the soil landslides, but with the increase in depth, the
horizontal movement transformed into vertical movement, and finally, at a certain depth,
the soil movement was close to vertical movement. The approximate depth of the deep slip
surface can be determined from the tracer point with no displacement. If the displacement
of B1, D2, and F5 points is 0 mm, the depth of the deep slip surface is approximately 0.35,
0.75, and 1.15 m, respectively. Combining the depth of the deep slip surface obtained by
each tracing point moving to 0 mm and the staggered fracture at the trailing edge of the
landslide, the position of the deep slip surface can be determined; the slip surface radius
was 1.43 m. The shape of the deep slip surface is shown in Figure 13.
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Figure 13. The deep shape of sliding surface. Different letters indicate soil layers; Numbers indi-
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Rainfall is an important factor that causes landslides in terraces, it increases the sliding
moment and reduces the anti-skid moment, finally forming a slip surface similar to a
circular arc. This is similar to the results of studies by Zhang et al. [36] and Liu et al. [38].
However, the abovementioned studies used numerical simulation methods to study ter-
raced landslides, which are less convincing. Our test explains the mechanism and process
of terraced landslides and fully verifies the accuracy of the above-mentioned studies.
However, this test only studied a single terrace, and we did not consider landslides on
multi-level terraces, which will be the focus and direction of future research. Wu et al. [57]
studied the causes of landslides in terraced fields in the loess area caused by over-irrigation,
and the landslides at the Heifangtai can be classified into two different types based on
their composition: loess landslides and loess-bedrock landslides, characterized by high-
speed, long-distance sliding and low-speed, short-distance sliding respectively. Agnoletti
et al. [58], taking terraced fields as the research object, explained that the terraced field can
better reduce the possibility of shallow landslide disasters relative to slope field, and have
less impact on deep landslides under extreme rainfall conditions. This is also consistent
with the results of our experimental study, highlighting the guiding significance of this
study for terraced landslides in the whole loess hilly and gully area.

3.3.2. Mechanical Mechanism

To study the mechanism and process of deep sliding surfaces in terraces under extreme
rainfall, the safety factor of sliding surfaces in terraces was calculated using the Swedish
slice method. This method divides the soil above the slip surface into several strips to
analyze the force and moment equilibrium on each strip, and to obtain the safety factor
of soil stability under the limit equilibrium state [59]. In this experiment, the soil strips
above the sliding surface are divided into seven vertical strips according to the location of
the sensors. Before solving the safety factor, the following assumptions are made: (i) the
force between the strips has little effect on the overall stability, which can be ignored; (ii)
the moisture content of each soil strip is the average value of all moisture content sensors
on the soil strip; (iii) the cohesive force and internal friction angle of each soil block are
used form [60], namely, ci = αw−β

i . As shown in Figure 14, according to the equilibrium
condition of radial force

Ni = Wicosαi
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According to the limit equilibrium condition on the arc surface,

Ti =
cili + Nitanϕi

Fs

The anti-sliding moment generated on the sliding surface is,

∑ TiR = ∑
cili + Nitanϕi

Fs
× R

From the moment balance, we can finally obtain

Fs =
∑ αw−β

i li + Wicosαitanϕi

∑ Wisinαi

here αi is the bottom slope angle of the strip i; Wi is the sum of the self-weight of strip i and
the upper load; Ni is the total normal force at the bottom of strip i; Ti is the total tangential
resistance of strip i at the bottom; Fs is the safety factor of the sliding arc; ci is the cohesion
of block i; li is the bottom length of the block i; ϕi is the internal friction angle of block i;
R is the arc radius of the sliding surface; wi is the soil water content, (×100) α and β can be
obtained by linear interpolation in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2. Selection of cohesion parameters of unsaturated loess [61].

Soil Dry Density (g/cm−3) α β

1.2 37.67 1.602
1.3 42.3 1.615
1.4 79.33 1.782
1.5 108.901 1.795
1.6 56.687 1.503
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Table 3. Selection of internal friction angle of unsaturated loess [61].

Soil Dry Density (g/cm−3) 1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

soil water content

7% 20.8 21 21.1 21.6 22.6
9% 20.4 20.7 20.9 21.5 22.5

11% 20.1 20.3 20.7 21.3 22.3
13% 19.8 20 20.5 21.2 22.1
15% 19.6 19.6 20.3 20.9 21.9
17% 19.3 19.4 20.1 20.8 21.6
19% 18.9 19.2 19.9 20.8 21.4
21% 18.6 19 19.7 20.5 21.2
23% 18.2 18.8 19.5 20.4 21.1
25% 17.9 18.6 19.3 20.2 21
27% 17.6 18.4 19.1 20.2 20.9
29% 17.2 18.2 18.9 20 20.8
31% 16.8 18 18.7 19.9 20.6
33% 16.5 17.8 18.5 19.8 20.5

Figure 15 shows the variation law of terraces’ safety factor with test time. The safety
factor first decreased, then increased, and finally slowly increased and tended to be stable.
From 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., with the continuous infiltration of rainfall, the self-weight of
the upper soil on the sliding surface increased, which increased the sliding torque. The
decrease in cohesion led to the decrease in anti-sliding torque, which was the reason for
the decrease in the safety factor. From 3:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m., due to the sliding torque
being greater than the anti-sliding torque, the sliding surface gradually formed, and the
time of deep sliding surface began to form earlier than the terraced shallow landslides;
4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m., due to the terraces forming a new stable state; the slope was
slowed down and the safety factor was larger than the initial stage. From 5:00 p.m. to
9:00 p.m., the change law was similar to that of the initial rainfall, which also showed
that rainfall infiltration was the dominant factor leading to safety factor; after 9:00 p.m.,
the safety factor increased slowly and tended to be stable, because after the rainfall, the
soil inside the terraces slowly dried and evaporated naturally, so that the soil moisture
content decreased slowly and tended to be stable. The mechanical mechanism of deep
slip surfaces in terraces was that through the sliding moment of the sliding body being
greater than the anti-sliding moment. The formation of a deep sliding surface in a terraced
slope was mainly the result of the interaction of hydraulic erosion and gravity erosion, due
to rainfall infiltration, soil moisture content increase, pore water pressure increase, and
suction decrease. It increased the bulk density of the sliding body, thereby increasing the
sliding torque; however, rainfall infiltration reducing the cohesion and internal friction
angle of the sliding body, thereby reduced the anti-sliding torque. With the continuous
rainfall, the anti-sliding torque was equal to the sliding torque at a certain time, and the
terraced slope was in the limit equilibrium state. The sliding surface began to develop and
form from this moment, and the development of the erosion gully accelerated the formation
process of the sliding surface. In this study, the rainfall threshold for deep landslides in
terraces was 500 mm, which is similar to the results of Zhuang et al. [3], and provides data
support for landslides in loess hilly and gully areas.

3.3.3. Variation in Characteristic Points Displacement with Accumulated Rainfall

Figure 16 shows the relation curve between the displacement of three characteristic
monitoring points (A5, C6, and F7) and the accumulated rainfall. With the increase in accu-
mulated rainfall, the soil displacement gradually increased, with the largest displacement
occurring at the top of the slope, the second largest at the slope center, and the smallest at
the foot of the slope. At around 2:00 p.m. on 11 November, the displacement increased
sharply. After the collapse, the displacement increased slowly and remained unchanged at
8:00 a.m. on 12 November. The displacements of the top, center and foot of the slope were
40.3 mm, 15.6 mm, and 6.0 mm, respectively.
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The variation law of the slope top, the middle of the slope, and the characteristic points
of the slope foot was similar to that reported by Chen et al. [62], but the displacement
was generally larger than the above research because of the high rainfall intensity and the
long rainfall duration. In future studies, we must examine the impact of different rainfall
intensities and total rainfall on terraced landslides.

4. Summary and Conclusions

In this paper, where we selected newly built bare-land terraces as the research object,
the laboratory model test method was used to study the mechanism and process of shallow
landslides and deep slip surface in terraces under extreme rainfall conditions. The main
conclusions were as follows.

Shallow landslides in terraces are formed under the interaction of water erosion and
gravity erosion, and the main driving force is from headward erosion and rill erosion. The
superficial-layer shallow landslides of the terraces under the action of extreme rainfall can
be divided into six stages. The width of the erosion ditch on the terraced slope was 17.8 cm
and the volume of shallow landslides in terraces was 0.24 m3.

The mechanism of the slip surface in the terraces is rainfall infiltration, which increases
the water content of the soil, increases the pore water pressure, and decreases the suction
force, which leads to the anti-slip torque being less than the sliding torque, causing a slip
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surface to appear inside the terrace. Under extreme rainfall conditions, terraces formed
a circular sliding surface with a radius of 1.43 m and an angle of 92◦. The appearance of
this slip surface was earlier than the appearance of shallow landslides in terraces, and
rill erosion accelerated the formation of deep slip surfaces. The threshold of rainfall that
caused deep landslides in terraces was 500 mm.
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