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Abstract: In recent years, the intensified influences of global climate change and human activities
have increased the frequency of large-scale debris flow disasters. As a result, main river channels
often become blocked, thus forming a disaster chain of rivers dammed by debris flow followed by
outburst flooding. In order to quickly and easily reveal the dynamic process of a debris flow dam
breach, and quantitatively predict the outburst flood hazard, this study takes the Zhouqu “8.8” debris
flow barrier dam in Western China as an example. Based on a stability assessment, China Institute
of Water Resources and Hydropower Research’s Dam Breach Slope (DBS-IWHR), China Institute
of Water Resources and Hydropower Research’s Dam Breach (DB-IWHR), and Hydrologic Engi-
neering Center’s River Analysis System (HEC-RAS) were integrated to simulate the development
of dam breach, breach flood, and outburst flood evolution, respectively, under different scenarios.
The simulated peak discharge flow of the actual spillway was 317.15 m3/s, which was consistent
with the actual discharge of 316 m3/s. The results under different scenarios showed that, with the
increased inflow of the barrier lake, the erosion rate of the dam increased, the peak discharge of
the dam break flood increased, the peak arrival time shortened, and the downstream flooding area
increased. These findings could provide scientific support for risk management and emergency
decision-making with respect to barrier dam failure.

Keywords: Zhouqu debris flow; barrier dam; dam break; outburst flood; risk

1. Introduction

In recent years, large scale debris flows have occurred frequently in mountainous
areas as a result of strong earthquakes, extreme rainfall, and increased human activities.
These debris flows often block main river channels and form a multi-hazard chain of rivers
dammed by debris flow followed by outburst flooding, which has caused huge losses of
life and property worldwide [1–6]. In particular, under the complex geological and climatic
conditions of the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau, events have included the rivers dammed by
the 2020 Danba debris flow and the 2019 Yarlung Tsangpo debris flow [7,8]. Debris flow
dams are mostly formed by the accumulation of loose materials, and are much less stable
than artificial dams; once debris flow dams breach, they may cause more serious flood
disasters downstream. Therefore, rapid evaluation of their stability and the risk of dam
failure is particularly important for the emergency response and mitigation of the hazard
chain induced by debris flows.

The Bailong River basin is in the confluence zone of the Loess Plateau, the Qingha-
Tibetan Plateau, and the Sichuan Basin. It has strong tectonic activities and is one of
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the four regions that suffer the most from geological hazards in China [9,10]. Debris flow
disasters occur frequently in the Bailong River basin, which has the characteristics of “every
earthquake is inevitable, and prolonged rain disasters” [11]. Based on the latest survey,
there are 1008 debris flow valleys in the Bailong River basin. More than 100 of these are
large debris flows that pose a high risk of damming rivers. In 2010, a huge mudslide in
Zhouqu blocked the Bailong River. The mudslide inundated 1/3 of the main city, and led
to 1765 deaths and a great loss of property. Key issues in the emergency response and risk
management of the river damming debris-flow hazard chain are whether a barrier dam is
stable and the extent of the impact of an outburst flood caused by a dam breach. Therefore,
there is an urgent need to quantitatively predict the dynamic evolution process of dam
breaches and the subsequent outburst flood under different scenarios within a short time
period for the purpose of emergency decision making.

Barrier dams and related dam break flood disasters are common all over the world,
such as in China [12], Italy [13], and Central Asia [14]. Therefore, many scholars have
conducted relevant research on debris flow barrier dams. The research on debris flow
barrier dams is mainly divided into model experiments and numerical model studies.
Researchers have conducted model experiments by reducing the barrier dam to a certain
scale [15]. Dang et al. [16] used the debris flow blockage event in Tibet as a generalized
model to carry out overtop failure experiments for debris flow barrier dams, and studied
the process of debris flow barrier dam failure by changing the dam’s body parameters and
the hydraulic parameters of the main trench. Li et al. [17] used scale paper and cameras to
record the formation, development, and change process of failure under different condi-
tions for the main factors influencing dam breaks. These studies have all contributed to the
study of debris flow barrier dams, but due to the difficulty of model experiments, numer-
ical simulations have become a more important method in the study of debris flow [18].
With the widespread use of computers, researchers have carried out a large number of
quantitative studies on the numerical modeling of dam breaks and outburst flood evolution,
which mainly includes parameter-based models and physical process-based models [19].
For example, Singh et al. [20] analyzed 20 dam-break cases and made a quantitative assess-
ment of the width of the failure for the first time. Chen et al. [21] proposed a hyperbolic
model of soil erosion and successfully applied it to the failure analysis of the Tangjiashan
barrier dam. Fu et al. [22] developed a simulation model of the overtopping outburst
process of a dam based on the physical mechanism. On the basis of the research on the
process of barrier dam breakage, scholars have conducted in-depth research into the flood
flow of dam failures. Xu and Zhang [23], Thornton [24], and Hooshyaripor [25] respectively
established different forms of relational expressions for predicting dam-break flood flow.
Numerous mature numerical models have been applied to simulate barrier dam breaks.
These studies and models provide an important reference for the quantitative study of
debris flow dam failure. However, these studies either focus on the simulation of the dam
break process or on dam break flood. Limited quantitative studies based on numerical
models have been undertaken regarding the complete debris flow-dam breach-outburst
flood process. There are few rapid quantitative evaluation methods for the risk of outburst
floods due to dam breaks caused by debris flows.

The occurrence of many major natural disasters is often accompanied by the occur-
rence of other disasters, and the losses are not caused by a certain kind of disaster, but by
the chain reaction of multiple disasters and their complex interactions in time and space.
Therefore, the problem of the disaster chain has gradually become a major issue in disaster
science [26,27]. In the study of debris flow disaster chain, there are few rapid quantitative
evaluation methods for determining the risk of outburst floods due to dam breaks caused
by debris flows. Many models, such as Hydrologic Engineering Center’s River Analy-
sis System (HEC-RAS) [28], a modelling system for River and Channels (MIKE 11) [29],
and InfoWorks RS (ISIS) [30] are used in the simulation of flood evolution. These models
provide the possibility for flood evolution simulation after a dam break. Li [31] used
the calculation method of the single reservoir dam break model, one-dimensional flood
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evolution calculation theory and reservoir flood regulation calculation principle to estab-
lish a numerical calculation model for the continuous failure of cascade earth-rock dams.
Chen et al. [7] established a numerical modeling method for the dam breach–outburst
flood disaster chain through the Dam Breach Analysis (DABA) model and one-dimensional
Saint-Venant equations, and successfully applied it to the Gyalha landslide dam on Yarlung
Tsangpo. Fan et al. [32,33] established a comprehensive numerical modeling method for
the landslide-dam breach-flood disaster chain through Massflow, the DABA, and HEC-RAS
models, and successfully applied it to the Baige landslide of the Jinsha River. These studies
provide an important basis for the risk evaluation of outburst flooding due to debris flow
dam breaks. However, numerical simulation requires more detailed hydraulic parameters
for a barrier dam, and the calculation process is relatively complicated. Some numerical
models are time-consuming. Choosing appropriate models that can quickly evaluate dam
stability and predict the extent of outburst flooding, and establishing a rapid risk assess-
ment method have important practical significance in emergency response to similar chain
disasters. Based on the previous works, it is possible to establish a fast and simple model
group for evaluating the debris flow weir dam break-flood disaster chain. The recently
developed China Institute of Water Resources and Hydropower Research’s Dam Breach
(DB-IWHR) spreadsheet can calculate the discharge hydrograph of dam breaks. The China
Institute of Water Resources and Hydropower Research’s Dam Breach Slope (DBS-IWHR)
worksheet is used to simulate the horizontal expansion of the failure. The combined dam
failure analysis method using these two models is physically representative, numerically
friendly, and less sensitive to the input parameters [34–37]. DB-IWHR requires only a few
input parameters and the straight-forward numerical algorithm allows almost instant cal-
culations, where field engineers can perform a dam breach analysis along with a sensitivity
study of a target case within 1 h in DB-IWHR, which includes a tutorial [34]. Some scholars
have used DB-IWHR to achieve good results in the inversion analysis of barrier dam events
such as Yigong [35], Hongshiyan [36], Xiaogangjian [37], et cetera, and carried out more ac-
curate predictions when the Baige barrier lake incident occurred in 2018 [38]. The results of
DB-IWHR can be input into HEC-RAS to simulate the evolution of floods. The combination
of these three models can quickly predict the hazards of dam-break flood disasters. In order
to evaluate the failure of debris flow dam-outburst flood hazard chain under different
scenarios in the Bailong River basin and establish a method for the rapid evaluation of the
risk associated with this hazard chain, this study takes the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow hazard
chain as an example. We achieve this using the DBS-IWHR, DB-IWHR, and HEC-RAS
multi-model. This study could provide a relevant reference for the emergency response,
risk assessment, and management of debris flow-dam breach-outburst flood hazard chain
events in the Bailong River basin and similar areas.

2. Study Area and the Zhouqu Debris Flow
2.1. Overview of Zhouqu

Sanyanyu and Luojiayu are in Zhouqu County, on the north bank of the Bailong
River. Sanyanyu consists of Dayanyugou and Xiaoyanyugou, with a drainage area of
approximately 24 km2. The Luojiayu Valley covers an area of 15.8 km2, and the main
channel is ~7.9 km long [39]. Under the effects of earthquakes and weathering, the rocks
in the catchment are fractured, and many landslides and collapses have provided a large
amount of loose solid deposits for debris flows. Precipitation in the area is concentrated
from June to September, and the average annual rainfall is 435.8 mm. Rainfall occurs in the
form of continuous rain and heavy rain. There are many valleys and steep terrain in the
basin, which is very prone to the formation of debris flows [40]. The study area is shown in
Figure 1. The scene of Zhouqu after the debris flow is shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area: (A) location of Gansu Province in China; (B) map of Gansu
Province with the location of Zhouqu County; (C) topographic map of Zhouqu County.

Figure 2. Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow: (a) before the disaster, (b) after the disaster, (c) and (d) flood
scenes of Zhouqu (photograph credit: Internet).
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2.2. Overview of the Bailong River

The Bailong River is a secondary tributary of the Yangtze River and is a primary
tributary of the Jialing River. It originates from Langmusi at the junction of Luqu County
in Gansu Province and Ruoergai County in Sichuan Province. It flows through seven
counties in Gansu Province and Sichuan Province, and finally merges into the Jialing River
at Guangyuan City, Sichuan Province. The Bailong River has a total length of about 570 km,
a drainage area of 32,972 km2, a river drop of 2780 m, and an average gradient of 48‰ [41].
The water system diagram of Bailong River is shown in the Figure 3. The Bailong River
bed has large fluctuations, and the longitudinal profile of the river bed in Zhouqu County
is also shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. (A) Bailong River Water System Map (partial area); (B) Longitudinal profile of Bailong
River bed (Zhouqu County Section).

2.3. Zhouqu “8.8” Debris Flow and Barrier Lake

On 7 August 2010, a mega torrential mudslide was induced by rainstorms in the
Sanyanyu and Luojiayu valleys of Zhouqu in Western China. Data from the rainfall station
in Dongshan Town showed that the accumulated rainfall reached 77.6 mm (Figure 4).
A large amount of loose solid material in the channel was initiated under the erosion
of surface rainfall runoff, and gradually formed a viscous debris flow. The debris flow
rushed out of the channel and poured into the Bailong River, thus forming a barrier dam
and completely blocking the river. The consequential backwater flooded nearly 1/3 of
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Zhouqu County. The multi-disaster chain event caused 1765 deaths and a tremendous
loss of property (Figure 2). The water storage capacity of the barrier lake formed by
the Zhouqu debris flow was 150 × 104 m3. The barrier dam was approximately 1.5 km
long, 100–120 m wide, approximately 9 m high, and had a sedimentation volume of
~1.4 × 106 m3 [42]. Authorized departments evacuated 19,400 people from dangerous
areas along the Bailong River.

Figure 4. Precipitation leading up to Zhouqu debris flow as measured at Dongshan and Zhouqu
rainfall station.

In order to eliminate the risk of outburst floods, relevant departments adopted a
combination of excavation and explosion measures to carry out the emergency disposal
project of the debris flow dam. In addition, to eliminate the blockage of the upstream
section of the dam body and decrease the water level upstream, a drainage channel with a
trapezoidal basic cross section was designed with a bottom width of 20 m, depth of 4 m,
longitudinal slope of 3‰, and side slope of 1:1.5. Finally, excavation on 30 August formed a
spillway with a length of ~1.2 km, width of ~60 m, and depth of 8–9 m. The peak discharge
of the flood was 316 m3/s [43]. Satellite images of the barrier lake before and after the
disaster are shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Satellite images of the barrier lake before and after the disaster: (A) Before the disaster;
(B) after the disaster (photograph credit: National Geomatics Center of China).
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3. Data and Methods

We conducted a comprehensive analysis on the main concerns regarding debris flow
blocking the Bailong River: (i) Is the dam body stable? (ii) What is the scope of the outburst
flood? First, the geomorphological index method was used to quickly and conveniently
judge the stability of the dam. Second, to understand the extent of the impact of the
outburst flood once the dam body breaks, the DBS-IWHR failure calculation software was
used to simulate the development process of the failure during the dam break. The burst
flood analysis software DB-IWHR was used to perform the dam-break flood simulation,
and the result of DB-IWHR was input into HEC-RAS software to simulate the evolution
of the flood after the dam break. Finally, the inundation range of the flood was obtained.
Based on the inundation area, combined with population data over the kilometer grid is
was possible to estimate the number of people affected by the disaster, the percentage of
the number of people affected by the disaster in the area is used to estimate the economic
loss. A flowchart of the entire study is shown in Figure 6. The data used are listed in
Table 1 [42,44].

Figure 6. Analysis flow chart of barrier dam failure. DBS-IWHR and DB-IWHR are the abbreviations
of China Institute of Water Resources and Hydropower Research’s Dam Breach Slope and China Insti-
tute of Water Resources and Hydropower Research’s Dam Breach, respectively. HEC-RAS represents
Hydrologic Engineering Center’s River Analysis System. DEM stands for Digital Elevation Model.

Table 1. Geometric and material parameters of the barrier dam in the study area a).

Dam Stability
Dam Volume, V1 (m3)

Upstream Catchment
Area Ab (km2) Dam Width, Wv (m) Gradient of River Bed, S

1,400,000 [42] 10,162.3086 120 [42] 0.0153

Dam break
Friction angle (◦) Cohesion (kPa) Dry density (kN/m3)

Saturation
density (kN/m3)

12 [44] 10 [44] 23 26.5 [44]

Outburst flood

Initial reservoir water
level H0 (m)

Initial storage
capacity, (m3)

Comprehensive flow
coefficient, C Ratio of tailwater, m

1337 1,500,000 1.43 0.8

Erosion coefficient a Erosion coefficient b

1.1 0.0009

a) Data source references [42,44]. a and b are the erosion coefficient which control the erosion rate.
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3.1. Barrier Dam Stability Analysis

Geomorphological indices are commonly used to evaluate the stability of barrier
dams [45–48]. Although these offer a fast and simple approach, when used alone, they can-
not consider the detailed physical mechanical processes; hence, there is a certain degree of
uncertainty. Therefore, this study used multiple geomorphological indices to analyze the
stability of the barrier dam in the study area. The main geomorphological indices include
the blockage index (BI), morphological obstruction index (MOI), and hydromorphological
dam stability index (HDSI). Among them, the blockage index [49] is a geomorphic index
that is applicable to a wide range of uses. The latter two are new geomorphic indices
proposed by Tacconi Stefanelli [50], which are more reliable and have uncertainty domains
that are significantly reduced in comparison to previous geomorphic indices. The formulas
for the three geomorphological indices and the ranges of various existing domains are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Geomorphic index evaluation methods.

Geomorphology Index Formula Stable Domain Uncertainty Domain Unstable Domain

Blockage Index BI = log(V1/Ab) >5.68 3.00–5.68 <3.00
Morphological

Obstruction Index MOI = log(V1/Wv) >4.60 3.00–4.60 <3.00

Hydromorphological Dam
Stability Index HDSI = log(V1/Ab/S) >7.44 5.74–7.44 <5.74

3.2. Simulation of Barrier Dam Break

The discharge of the Bailong River varies greatly during the rainy season. It has a
direct impact on the process of barrier dam failure, and the disaster range and extent of the
outburst flood. In order to quantitatively evaluate the dam break process and the disaster-
causing scope of the flood under different conditions in the upstream region of the Bailong
River, we designed three types of inflows: (i) the average monthly runoff from the Zhouqu
section of the Bailong River [51], (ii) the peak flow of a flood over 20 years [52], and (iii)
the peak flow of a flood over 50 years [52]. The spillway is the most common method to
discharge floods and relieve the threat of barrier lakes. The design of the spillway size is a
key issue in the emergency response of river blockage disasters. Therefore, we performed
a spillway simulation under different geometrical scenarios (Table 3) to analyze the range
in which the discharge flood of different spillways may be submerged.

Table 3. Designed scenarios b).

Upstream
Water (m3/s)

Bottom Width of
Spillway (m)

Depth of
Spillway (m)

Actual scenario (S0) 170 20 4
Scenario 1 (S1) 140 / /
Scenario 2 (S2) 849 / /
Scenario 3 (S3) 1130 / /
Scenario 4 (S4) 170 10 4
Scenario 5 (S5) 170 10 7
Scenario 6 (S6) 170 20 7

b) The symbol “/” means no spillway.

3.2.1. Simulation of the Breach Development Process Using DBS-IWHR

DBS-IWHR is a program written by Zuyu Chen’s research team, and is based on
the Excel platform and uses the Visual Basic (VB) language to simulate the development
of a breach. This program uses the widely accepted sliding surface analysis method for
geotechnical engineering: the simplified Bishop method for calculating the lateral collapse
of a breach. Barrier dams are scoured by rivers and undergo longitudinal undercutting and
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lateral expansion. As the undercutting depth increases, the safety factor of the breached
slope will gradually decrease until it reaches a critical value, when the slope will become
unstable and a landslide will occur, thus increasing the breach width. Detailed information
on each slip surface of the breach can be obtained through software calculation [53,54].

3.2.2. Simulation of the Dam-Break Flood Using DB-IWHR

DB-IWHR is an electronic calculation table of the dam-break flood process line and
was independently developed by Zuyu Chen’s research team. Using an Excel interface in
combination with VB for applications, DB-IWHR is a mathematical parameter model based
on physical mechanisms. Its main principles can be divided into three parts: (1) according
to the water balance principle, the flow rate of the breach is determined by the loss of
reservoir capacity per unit time; (2) the innovatively proposed breach erosion rate as the
hyperbolic scour model; and (3) the slope stability principle is introduced to calculate
the breach widening. The main function of this program is to predict the flood process
line of dam failure during the dam break process through the flow depth, shear stress,
dam material, and other attributes [53–55]. The DB-IWHR software comes with a fitting
formula for the water level storage capacity curve of the barrier lake. The fitting formula is
as follows:

W = p1(H − Hr)
2 + px(H − Hr) + p3 (1)

where W is the storage capacity, H is the water level, Hr is the dead water level.
Only the water level and storage capacity data of the three control points of the barrier

lake can be fitted to the water level storage curve of the barrier lake, and used to obtain
the curve coefficients for subsequent calculations. In this study, three control points were
obtained through the Digital Elevation Model (DEM) data and the corresponding water
level storage capacity curve was fitted as shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7. Barrier lake water level versus storage capacity.

3.2.3. Simulating the Evolution of the Dam-Break Flood Using HEC-RAS

For the flood evolution simulation, we used the HEC-RAS software developed by the
Hydrological Engineering Center of the United States Army Corps of Engineers. The HEC-
RAS software can calculate the flood evolution of one-dimensional and two-dimensional
constant flow and unsteady flow. The calculation of the unsteady flow by the HEC-RAS
software is based on the momentum conservation equation, namely the Saint-Venant
equations for unsteady flow. When simulating the flood evolution of unsteady flow in a
river channel, the four-point implicit difference iterative calculation is mainly performed
by the equation. The output results of HEC-RAS are mainly flood depth, mean velocity,
and energy per section downstream [28].
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3.3. Assessment of the Affected Population and Economic Loss

The population data uses the 2010 China-wide population data produced by Fu et al. [56]
in 2014, with a resolution of 1 km. The economic data of the Zhouqu area uses data from
the 2011 Statistical Yearbook.

This article assumes that in the cell grid, excluding the river part, the population is
evenly distributed, and the proportion of the submerged area in the area is the population
disaster rate of the cell grid. The estimation method for the affected population is as follows:

P =
n

∑
i=1

ai ×
Si

Ri
(2)

where P is the affected population in the flooded area, n is the number of 1 km grid cells
covered by the flooded area, ai is the population of the corresponding grid, Si is the flooded
area in the corresponding grid, and Ri is the area of the corresponding grid excluding
the river.

This research mainly calculates the indirect economic loss, that is, the loss of produc-
tion capacity in the simulation area caused by the flood disaster. The economic production
capacity of Zhouqu in 2011 is used as its production capacity, and the proportion of the
affected population to the total population of the administrative unit is used as the dis-
aster rate to calculate the indirect economic loss. The estimation method in this study is
as follows:

L = E × P
A

(3)

where L is the economic loss, E is the production capacity of the simulation area, P is the
affected population in the flooded area, and A is the total population of the simulation area.

4. Results
4.1. Barrier Dam Stability Analysis

Using a geomorphological index to evaluate the stability of a barrier dam is an effective
method for making a preliminary assessment of its evolution. Table 4 shows the results of
the three geomorphological indices used for the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow dam.

Table 4. Geomorphological indices results.

Geomorphology Index Result Corresponding Domain of Existence

Blockage Index 2.14 Unstable domain
Morphological Obstruction Index 4.06 Uncertainty domain

Hydromorphological Dam Stability Index 3.96 Unstable domain

The resultant blockage index was within the unstable domain, thus indicating that
the barrier dam is unstable. The result of the morphological obstacle index was within the
uncertainty domain (i.e., 3.83 < MOI < 4.60). The hydromorphological dam stability index
was also within the unstable domain. Based on these results, the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow
barrier dam was considered to be unstable.

Some researchers [44] have calculated the safety factor of the barrier dam under
different conditions. According to the results of previous studies [44], the safety factor after
the formation of the barrier dam is 1.08, with the safety factor decreasing as the upstream
water level rises. The existing results also verify the results of the geomorphological index
method. Furthermore, according to related studies [57,58], the main cause of dam failure
is overtopping. Therefore, according to the geomorphological index and safety factor,
the dam is unstable.

4.2. Verification of the Simulation Results of Barrier Dam Outburst Flood

Model validation is a prerequisite for simulating the flood disaster process of barrier
dam failure under different scenarios. This study verified the model by simulating flood
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discharge under an actual scenario. According to the comparison between the DB-IWHR
simulation results and the actual data, the accuracy of the model was verified. According
to a flow curve presented in a related study [59], when the spillway discharges flood water,
the upstream inflow would be ~170 m3/s and the storage capacity of the barrier lake would
be approximately 700,000 m3. The water level storage capacity curve of the barrier lake is
shown in Figure 7, and could be converted to a water level of ~1334 m. In order to calibrate
the model parameters to make the results more accurate, we simulated the results under
different parameters for comparison. For the erosion coefficients reflecting soil erosion
resistance in the software, a = 1.1 and b = 0.0007 are the default parameters. According to
the recommended range of the model, the values are 1.0, 1.1, and 1.2, and the b values are
0.0007, 0.0008, and 0.0009. The simulation results are displayed in Figure 8.

Figure 8. Simulated flow curve for the actual situation (S0) under different indices.

Through the comparison of the simulation results of the DB-IWHR program, it can
be seen that the simulation results are closest to the actual situation when a = 1.1 and
b = 0.0009, giving a peak discharge of 317.15 m3/s. while the actual flood peak discharge
was 316 m3/s. The simulation result was, therefore, only 0.36% larger than the measured
data. This indicates that the simulation results could support the quantitative evaluation of
the dam-break flood.

4.3. Simulation of the Flood Disaster Process under Different Scenarios
4.3.1. Simulation of Breach Development under Different Scenarios

The simulation of the development of a breach is the first step in the simulation of
a dam break. The simulation of the flood that forms after the dam break can only be
performed after the development process of the breach is determined. The DBS-IWHR
model was used to simulate the development of the failure in the case of a natural breach.
We used three scenarios (S1–S3 in Table 3), the simulation results of which are shown
in Figure 9.

In scenario 1, the slope experienced eight episodes of instabilities after the formation
of the breach, and the slope was cut down to the bottom of the dam. The widths of the
initial breaches calculated in scenarios 2 and 3 were 152.82 m and 203.4 m, respectively.
The width of the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow dam is known to be 100–120 m [42] because
the land material on both sides of the dam body is different to that of the dam body,
although the actual side erosion may be different. This study used simplified processing.
In the subsequent calculations, the initial breach width of the two scenarios was set to
120 m, and the undercut erosion still used calculated data. A comparison of the results
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indicates that the erosion rate of the dam body gradually increased as the inflow of the
barrier lake increased.

Figure 9. Slip surface during the development of the breach under three scenarios: (a) scenario 1; (b) scenario 2; (c) scenario 3.

4.3.2. Dam-Break Flood Simulation under Different Scenarios

In the analysis of the risk of a barrier dam failure, it is very important to evaluate
whether the resultant flood would pose a threat to local residents. The three different
scenarios in this study were designed to evaluate the hazards of dam-break floods under
different upstream inflow conditions. Figure 10 presents the flow curves of floods formed
after the barrier dam breaks under the three scenarios. Table 5 shows the main data of the
dam-break flood under the three scenarios.

Figure 10. Dam-break flood flow curve under scenarios 1, 2, and 3.
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Table 5. Main simulation results of scenarios 1, 2, and 3.

Scenarios Peak Flow of Dam-Break Flood (m3/s) Flood Peak Arrival Time (h)

Scenario 1 297.85 1.51
Scenario 2 1020.67 1.04
Scenario 3 1339.52 0.75

By comparing scenarios 1 and 2, it can be seen that when the inflow of the barrier
lake increased by 506%, the peak discharge of the dam-break flood increased by 243%,
while the arrival time of the flood peak reduced by 31%. A comparison of scenarios 1 and
3 reveals that, when the inflow of the barrier lake increased by 707%, the peak flow of
the dam break flood increased by 350%, while the arrival time of the flood peak reduced
by 50%. With the increase in the inflow of the barrier lake, the peak discharge increased,
but the peak arrival time decreased. In scenarios 2 and 3, the flood peak discharge of the
dam break flood exceeded the flood control standard of the Zhouqu area at that time (i.e.,
897 m3/s) [43]. Considering that August is the main flood season in the Zhouqu area,
there is the possibility of heavy rainfall; hence, the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow dam would
present a flood disaster risk after breaking. Therefore, it is necessary to construct a spillway
to drain the barrier lake to remove the danger in time.

In order to explore the effects that different spillways can achieve, we attempted to
determine the best spillway design based on three spillway sizes in scenarios 4, 5, and 6
(Table 3). The designed inflow and water level of the barrier lake under these three scenarios
were consistent with the actual flood discharge situation for the purpose of comparison.
A comparison of the flood flow process lines produced by scenarios 4, 5, and 6 is shown in
Figure 11. Table 6 lists the peak flow of the discharge under the three scenarios and the
actual situation.

Figure 11. Flow curve of scenarios 4, 5, and 6, and the actual scenario (S0).

Table 6. Peak discharges of scenarios 4, 5, and 6, and the actual situation (S0).

Scenarios Peak Discharge Flood (m3/s)

Scenario 4 340.11
Scenario 5 297.13
Scenario 6 276.77

Actual scenario (S0) 317.15

The simulation results of four different spillway sizes indicate that the shallower the
spillway of the same width, the greater the peak discharge and the longer the discharge
time. Similarly, the narrower the spillway of the same depth, the greater the peak flood
discharge and the longer the discharge time.



Water 2021, 13, 639 14 of 20

4.3.3. Flood Evolution Simulation under Different Scenarios

The flow curve of the dam-break flood obtained from the DB-IWHR was input to the
HEC-RAS model to simulate the evolution of the downstream flood. The Zhouqu “8.8”
debris flow barrier dam formed near a densely populated area. When the dam breaks,
it will have a huge impact on the residents downstream of the dam.

For the simulation of scenarios 1, 2, and 3, the impact range of the flood caused by
the failure of the barrier dam under different upstream inflow conditions was obtained
to determine the potential disaster area in order to evacuate residents in the risk area in
advance. The results are shown in Figure 12 and Table 7.

Figure 12. Flooding range map for scenarios 1, 2, and 3.

Table 7. Submerged area of scenarios 1, 2, and 3.

Scenarios Submerged Area Within 5 Kilometers
Downstream of the Barrier Dam (km2)

Scenario 1 0.3932
Scenario 2 0.8100
Scenario 3 0.8974

It can be seen from the results (Figure 12 and Table 7) that, under scenarios 2 and 3,
all residential areas near the lower reaches of Zhouqu County would be affected. Even in
scenario 1, some residential areas would be flooded. When the upstream inflow increased
by 506%, the flooded area within 5 km downstream of the barrier dam increased by 106%,
whereas this was 128% when the upstream inflow increased by 707%. Thus, it can be
inferred that when the barrier dam breaks, the outburst flood will pose great danger to the
people of Zhouqu, and the risk of flooding will increase rapidly with an increase discharge
of upstream water.
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For the simulations of scenarios 4, 5, and 6, we obtained the influence range of the
discharge flood downstream under different spillway sizes. Consequently, the simulation
results can guide the design of the spillway size, which is helpful for evacuating residents
in risk areas before flood discharge. The results are shown in Figure 13 and Table 8.

Figure 13. Inundation range of floods under different spillways.

Table 8. Submerged area of scenarios 0, 4, 5, and 6.

Scenarios Submerged Area Within 5 Kilometers
Downstream of the Barrier Dam (km2)

Scenario 0 0.4267
Scenario 4 0.4416
Scenario 5 0.4005
Scenario 6 0.4065

The results (Figure 13 and Table 8) indicate that man-made damage to the dam and
the spillway construction will inevitably cause floods, thus causing the inundation of parts
of the downstream area. A comparison of the results reveals that, if the size of the spillway
is increased appropriately within a certain range, the downstream flooding area would
be reduced.

4.4. Disaster-Affected Population and Economic Losses under Different Scenarios

Taking the 5 km downstream of the barrier dam as an example, the inundation area
is within the scope of Chengguan Town in Zhouqu County. Therefore, the total number
of people in the simulation area is the total number of people in Chengguan Town in
2011, and the economic production capacity is taken as the gross product of Chengguan
Town in 2011, that is, the total number of people is 23,858, and the production capacity is
31,158 million yuan. The calculated results are shown in Table 9.
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Table 9. Disaster-affected population and economic losses under different scenarios.

Scenarios
The Affected Population in the

Submerged Area 5 km
Downstream of the Barrier Dam

The Economic Losses in the
Submerged Area 5 km

Downstream of the Barrier Dam
(Thousand Yuan)

1 432 564
2 716 935
3 822 1073

The results show that under Scenarios 1, 2, and 3, as the upstream inflow of water
increases, the impact of the dam break on the downstream area will also increase. When the
upstream inflow increases by 506%, the affected population and indirect economic losses
within 5 km downstream of the barrier dam will increase by 65.7%; when the upstream
inflow increases by 707%, the affected population and indirect economic losses within 5 km
downstream of the barrier dam will increase by 90.2%.

5. Discussion

The results presented an analysis of the stability of the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow
dam and reconstructed the entire process of the dam break and outburst flood disaster.
According to the evaluation results of the three geomorphological indices, the Zhouqu
“8.8” debris flow dam was inferred to be an unstable dam with a high risk of failure.
This result has been verified by the existing safety factor. However, compared with the
safety factor method, the geomorphology index requires fewer parameters and is easier
to obtain, so the geomorphology index method is more suitable for emergency situations.
In order to evaluate the possible disasters caused by dam failure under different situations,
we simulated different scenarios and formulated a complete debris flow blocking river-
outburst flood disaster chain simulation process for the development of the breach, dam-
break flood, and flood evolution. By simulating the flood caused by the dam break and
the inundation range of the flood under different upstream water conditions, the range of
the possible impact of the dam break was estimated. These findings are useful for decision
makers to formulate personnel evacuation routes and determine the method of property
transfer. In the design of the spillway for the “8.8” debris flow dam, it is necessary not
only to ensure that the peak discharge during the flood discharge process is within the
flood control standard, but also to gradually expand the flow cross section by using the
hydraulic scour ability to accelerate the discharge [43]. The simulation results of different
spillway sizes can provide a reference for the relevant departments responsible for the
spillway design.

A comparison of the simulation results under different scenarios showed that, as the
upstream water inflow increased, the erosion rate of the dam body accelerated, the flow
of the dam break flood gradually increased, and the arrival time of the flood peak was
gradually reduced. When the inflow of the barrier lake increased by 506%, the peak
discharge of the dam-break flood increased by 243%, while the arrival time of the flood
peak reduced by 31%. When the inflow of the barrier lake increased by 707%, the peak
discharge of the dam-break flood increased by 350%, while the arrival time of the flood peak
reduced by 50%. The increase in the peak discharge and shortening of the peak arrival time
would increase the flood risk. Hence, if the inflow of the barrier lake increases, the flood
that would form after the dam break would be larger and more urgent, thereby greatly
increasing the flood risk. The simulation of the flood inundation range quantitatively
revealed the danger of flooding. When the inflow of the barrier lake increased by 506%,
the inundation area of the flood within 5 km downstream of the barrier dam increased
by 106%, whereas this was 128% when the inflow of the barrier lake increased by 707%.
Combining the inundation area of the flood and the population economic data of Zhouqu
can intuitively express the impact of the dam-break flood disaster on the downstream
residents, and evaluate the potential risks. When the inflow of the barrier lake increases
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by 506%, the affected population and indirect economic loss within 5 km downstream of
the barrier dam will increase by 65.7%, and when the upstream inflow increases by 707%,
the affected population and indirect economic loss within 5 km downstream of the barrier
dam will increase by 90.2%. Therefore, the results indicate that the hazard of a dam-break
flood would increase rapidly with an increased inflow.

For the simulation of different spillway sizes, under the same upstream inflow, in-
creasing the spillway size appropriately could reduce the peak flood discharge and reduce
the submerged area downstream. However, increasing the spillway size would mean that
it would not be conducive to narrowing the river bed to form a scouring along the way.
Therefore, the design of the spillway size is very important for flood discharge and river
channel dredging. According to the flood evolution simulation results of different spillway
sizes, suitable discharge channels can be determined.

The key to the dam failure risk analysis system established in this study is to use the
combined geomorphological index method to judge dam stability, and to simulate and
predict the possible impact of disasters through multi-model coupling. The advantage
of the geomorphological index method is that it can quickly determine the stability of a
barrier dam. In addition, the multi-model coupling method can quickly reconstruct the
entire process of debris flow barrier dam failure and the resultant flood disaster. DBS-
IWHR simulates the failure expansion process caused by slope instability. The accurate
simulation of failure development is a very difficult to achieve, and the simplified Bishop
method adopted by DBS-IWHR is the widely accepted sliding surface analysis method in
geotechnical engineering. In practical applications, DBS-IWHR simplifies the circular slip
surface to the straight slip surface, which makes the calculations more convenient and faster
under the condition of less influence on accuracy [35]. Moreover, DB-IWHR has a high
accuracy for simulating the actual spillway discharge flood. The flood evolution simulation
of HEC-RAS offers an intuitive display of the disaster area caused by a dam-break flood.
The advantage of the failure risk analysis system used in this study is that the calculation is
simple, the simulation accuracy is high, and the results can be obtained relatively quickly
in an emergency state, which is very important.

6. Conclusions

The Zhouqu debris flow was used as an example in this work to assess dam stability
based on the geomorphological index method. Different models (DBS-IWHR, DB-IWHR,
and HEC-RAS) were coupled to simulate dam failure, and to quantitatively analyze the
influences of river discharge and spillway size on the dam failure process and scope of the
flood disaster. A comprehensive analysis of the failure risk of the Zhouqu “8.8” debris flow
dam was realized. The main conclusions are as follows:

(1) The results of the three geomorphological indices indicated that the Zhouqu “8.8”
debris flow dam is unstable.

(2) The simulated peak discharge flow of the actual spillway was 317.15 m3/s,
which was basically consistent with the actual discharge of 316 m3/s. The model coupling
system revealed that, when the inflow of the barrier lake increased by 506% and 707%, the
dam-break peak discharge increased by 243% and 350%, respectively, the peak arrival time
decreased by 31% and 50%, respectively, and the submerged area increased by 106% and
128%, respectively, and the affected population and indirect economic losses increased by
65.7% and 90.2%, respectively. Under the same upstream inflow, increasing the spillway
size appropriately could reduce the peak flood discharge and reduce the submerged area
downstream; however, it is not conducive to dredging and restoring the river channel.

(3) This study comprehensively reconstructed the entire process of the failure of
debris flow dam-outburst floods disaster chain from the evolution process of barrier dam
failure and outburst flooding, and established a rapid quantitative evaluation and analysis
system for the risk of such disasters. Taking Zhouqu as an example, the results indicated
the instability of the dam body and the magnitude of the impact of an outburst flood.
The established risk analysis system for barrier dam failure and flooding provide reference
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for emergency response, decision making, and risk management relating to the disaster
chain of debris flows blocking rivers in the Bailong River basin and similar areas.
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