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Abstract: Connections between Plio-Pleistocenic tectonic activity and geomorphological evolution
were studied in the Pardu Valley and Quirra Valley (Ogliastra, East Sardinia). The intensive Qua-
ternary tectonic activity in Sardinia linked to the opening of the Tyrrhenian Basin is known. In
Eastern Sardinia, it manifests with an uplift that is recorded by geomorphological indicators, such
as deep-seated gravitational slope deformation, fluvial captures, engraved valleys, waterfalls, and
heterogeneous water drainage. The Pardu River flows from the NW toward the SE and then abruptly
changes direction toward the NE. At this point, a capture elbow adjacent to the current head of the
Quirra River is well developed. The Quirra River, in its upstream part, flows at altitudes approxi-
mately 200 m higher than the Pardu River. It also shows an oversized and over-flooded valley with
respect to the catchment area upstream. This setting indicates that the Pardu River, which previously
flowed south along the Quirra River, was captured by the Pelau River. We analyzed long-term
landslides with lateral spreading and sackung characteristics, which involve giant carbonate blocks
and underlying foliated metamorphites in both valleys. The use of LiDAR, high-resolution uncrewed
aerial vehicle digital photogrammetry (UAV-DP), and geological, structural, and geomorphological
surveys enabled a depth morphometric analysis and the creation of interpretative 3D models of
DGSDs. Space-borne interferometric synthetic aperture radar (InSAR) data using ERS and Sentinel-1
satellites identified downslope movement of up to 20 mm per year in both Pardu Valley flanks.
Multi-source and multi-scale data showed that the state of activity of the DGSDs is closely linked to
the geomorphological evolution of the catchment areas of the Rio Pardu and Rio Quirra. The intense
post-capture erosion acted in the Rio Pardu Valley, giving it morphometric characteristics that were
favorable to the current evolution of the DGSDs, while the Rio Quirra Valley presents paleo-DGSDs
that have been fossilized by pre-capture terraced alluvial deposits.

Keywords: morphotectonic; morphostratigraphy; DGSDs; river capture; fluvial terraces; Sardinia; Italy

1. Introduction

The Pliocene and Quaternary geodynamic processes related to the Tyrrhenian basin
opening led an uplift in Sardinia [1–3]. This is evidenced by a morphotectonic setting
linked to fluvial and gravitative morphologies [4,5]. Therefore, the hydrographic basins
of the Rio Quirra and the Rio Pardu have been studied in detail in order to analyze their
evolutionary scenarios in relation to a river capture.

Rio Pardu and Rio Quirra are two of the most important rivers in central eastern
Sardinia. The two basins are separated by a river capture caused by the Rio Pelau, which
isolated Rio Pardu, the catchment area of Rio Quirra. Rio Pardu flows from northwest to
southeast and then flows towards the northeast through a river capture elbow with the
name of Rio Pelau. Rio Quirra flows from the north to the south parallel to the coast and
then abruptly bends towards the Tyrrhenian Sea near the mouth. The flow directions are
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closely related to the structural conditioning of the main alpine structural setting and are
linked to the opening of the Tyrrhenian basin [6,7] (Figure 1).
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River drainage systems are very dynamic features of the landscape. Geological
changes can cause fluvial captures, leading to abnormal large-scale river networks [7,9–16].
The main geological changes that cause river captures are glaciation and tectonic move-
ments associated with earthquakes and faults [17]. Tectonic movements, especially land-
scape uplift, are much slower than glacial processes. Therefore, the development of
tectonic river capture normally requires hundreds of thousands of years, or even millions
of years [18,19].

The particular evolutionary characteristics of the Pardu and Quirra valleys in rela-
tion to slope instability dynamics have been the subject of various studies [4–7]. This
sector of Sardinia represents one of the most susceptible areas to landslides in the region.
This high hazard is closely linked to the particular vulnerability to important weather
events, especially rainstorms. Rainfall-induced landslides represent a relevant threat to
the population, infrastructure, buildings, and cultural heritage [20–24]. Among the most
important catastrophic geological events in Sardinia are those that occurred in the Rio
Pardu valley, which involved the inhabited centers of Gairo, Osini, Ulassai, and Jerzu.
Between 15 and 17 October, 1951, extreme rainfall of about 1000 mm involved this area,
triggering mudflows and landslides. This catastrophic event caused abandonment of the
villages of Osini and Gairo [5,7,25]. These settlements have been rebuilt at least in part,
sometimes with transfer to another area on the same slope. However, these measures
proved useless, as the new sites present the same geo-hydrological risks as the previous
ones [26,27]. Landslides affected schistose Paleozoic metamorphites on the left slope, while
on the right, there was also widespread rockfall. Recent studies have highlighted the
presence of deep-seated gravitational slope deformations with sacking [28–32] and lateral
spread [33–35] characteristics that affect the sub-horizontal carbonate succession and the
underlying metamorphites [6].

Deep-seated gravitational slope deformation (DGSD, [36]) is a complex type of rock
slope failure characterized by large dimensions generated in stone rocks [37]. DGSDs are
characterized by slow movements that can suddenly accelerate and cause catastrophic
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collapse of sections of the deformed slopes [30,38–41]. Therefore, this phenomenon rep-
resents an important geo-hazard in relation to the deformation of large infrastructures
and secondary collateral landslides. Although DGSDs play an important role in slope
evolution and geo-hydrological risk, knowledge about them was scarce for a long time [42].
They are characterized by very slow deformation rates [34], landform assemblages (such as
double-crested ridges, trenches, synthetic and antithetic scarps, tension cracks, and convex
bulged toes), and deep basal shear zones [43–47]. Often, shear zones present characteris-
tics of cataclastic breccias with an abundant fine matrix [48] and thicknesses up to tens
of meters [41]. DGSD is a common phenomenon in the relief of the Mediterranean Sea
in relation to the particular geodynamic context that characterizes the region and to the
widespread orogenetic chains. In this context, DGSDs play an important role in slope relief
evolution, showing at least geometric analogies with gravity-accommodated structural
wedges. Often, DGSD phenomena are influenced by the scale structural context of the
slope and use pre-existing tectonic structures (fault and thrust) to guide their evolution,
which is also in relation to a reactivation linked to a slope stress field variation [49,50].

In Sardinia, the studies and evidence of DGSDs are quite scarce, but the distensive
tectonics and the Plio-Quaternary uplift could justify the favorable conditions for the devel-
opment of DGSDs, which could also be due to local reactivation of Hercynian and Alpine
tectonic structures. In this context, the slope evolutionary characteristics are analyzed—in
particular, the DGSDs and the evolution of watercourses in relation to the uplift. The aim
is to correlate these different aspects through geomorphological analysis with both field
surveys and remote sensing techniques. Furthermore, the choice to analyze these basins
takes on a particular characteristic due to the economic and social repercussions that the
conditions of instability of the slopes determine in the populations of the towns of Ulassai,
Osini, Jerzu, and Gairo. In fact, as is well known, these inhabited centers are continually
threatened by disasters. Different types of interventions were carried out to protect in-
habited centers and infrastructures, but they were carried out without a global study of
the problem and, therefore, without real knowledge of the evolutionary modalities of the
valley and the real gravitational dynamics of the slopes. Understanding the kinematics
and temporal behavior of DGSDs and landslides is important for designing monitoring
systems based on strong process knowledge. In some cases, continuous monitoring is the
only way to reduce risk [51–55].

We hypothesize that the Plio-Quaternary tectonics and uplift in the Ogliastra area are
the main forcing mechanisms for sustaining the necessary gravitational forces of DGSDs.

Here, we present an innovative approach for analysis of DGSDs and fluvial dynam-
ics by using morphotectonic, morphostratigraphic, and geomorphic data and time-series
InSAR data in the Pardu and Quirra rivers. We also integrated stratigraphic and morpho-
tectonic data of the drainage basin scale to support our observations and analyses about
the relation between DGSD activity and fluvial capture.

2. Geological Setting

East-central Sardinia (Italy) is characterized by widespread Jurassic dolomitic plateaus—
called “Tacchi” in Sardinia—overlying a Paleozoic basement (Figures 2 and 3a,b) [56,57].

The area is characterized by the Pardu River Valley in the north, the Quirra River
Valley in the south, and the Rio Pelau toward the east (Figure 2). The geological basement
primarily comprises low-grade Paleozoic metamorphites affected by complex plicative
structures, while in the coastal sector, there are widespread outcrops of carboniferous
granites placed in the terminal phases of the Hercynian orogeny [1,59–61]. The major
metamorphic Paleozoic units are the Filladi del Gennargentu Formation and Monte Santa
Vittoria Formation, which are constituted by metasandstones, quartzites, phyllites, and
metavolcanites (Middle Cambrian–Middle Ordovician) [57,62,63]. The summit of the
metamorphic basement has suffered chemical alteration associated with a warm humid
climate during the Permian and Triassic periods [64,65].
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The marine and transitional Mesozoic sedimentary succession rests on the metamor-
phic basement in angular unconformity. These Mesozoic deposits are extensive and deci-
pherable from their plateau morphology and are clearly visible along the right slope of the
Rio Pardu and the Rio Quirra (Figure 2). The basal layers are primarily fluvial sediments of
the Genna Selole Formation (Middle Jurassic) (Figure 3d), which are overlain by dolomitic
limestones of the Dorgali Formation (Middle–Upper Jurassic) (Figure 3e). [57,64,66,67].
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Figure 3. Lithostratigraphic sketch of lithological units: Low-grade metamorphic rocks: (a) Monte
Santa Vittoria Fm; (b) Filladi del Gennargentu Formation; (c) granitic plutonic complex and dikes;
marine and transitional Mesozoic sedimentary succession; (d) gluvial and deltaic conglomerates,
sandstones, and mudstones (Genna SeloleFormation); (e) dolostone (Dorgali Formation); (f) cemented
paleo-rockfall deposits; (g) paleo-rockfall deposits; (h) active rockfall; (i) slope deposits; (l) terraced
alluvial deposits; (m) alluvial deposits (modified after Demurtas et al. [6]).

The Genna Selole Formation [67,68] represents a mixed succession of siliciclastic to
siliciclastic–carbonate deposits. The presence of clay layers is important as a predisposing
factor for lateral spread. The Dorgali Formation is represented by dolomitic sequences
with thicknesses of up to tens of meters. The lower part, with a thickness of approximately
30 m, is affected by marl intercalations, whereas the upper part is typically massive. The
attitude of the strata of the Mesozoic units is sub-horizontal with a dip of approximately
N90/0–5◦, while at the plateau edges, it can reach a dip of up to 40◦ and a direction parallel
to the slope owing to the DGSDs. Quaternary covers, which are represented by continental
deposits, are primarily gravitative and alluvial deposits. The most extensive outcrops are
represented by landslide deposits, including rockfalls, toppling, and collapsed DGSDs, and
are abundant in the lower part on the right slopes of the Pardu Valley and Quirra Valley
(eastern slope of Monte Arbu). Downslope, actual and terraced alluvial deposits have also
been identified, and they are well developed and hierarchized in the Rio Quirra [57].

The deposits of the rockfalls and toppling landslides have been characterized by
their different sedimentological features based on age (Figure 3f–h). These deposits are
associated with rockfalls affecting the plateau edge wall and the collapse of some parts of
the DGSDs [6].
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3. Geodynamic Setting

The river networks’ geometry and gravity processes show a young conformation
of the landscape, which is typical of a recent tectonic setting. The geodynamic setting
is associated with the collisional dynamics between the African and European plates [2]
(Figure 1). The structural setting is associated with the Alpine cycle, which first appeared
with a strike-slip fault in the Oligo–Miocene, and then in the Pliocene and Quaternary with
an extensional component [1–3,56,69–72].

The major features in the study area are the NW–SE and N–S faults on which, respec-
tively, the Pardu Valley and Quirra River are engraved, and the secondary fault directions
include ENE–WSW and NNE–SSW [57].

The Plio-Quaternary tectonic phase is associated with conspicuous N–S faults [73].
These rectilinear and normal faults are also evident in the continental margin and control
its morphology (Figure 2). In the continental region, these N–S faults are associated with al-
kaline basalts with an age of approximately 3.9 Ma—Pleistocene [74]. Especially during the
upper Pliocene, a general areal elevation occurred throughout the island, highlighted by the
traces of the paleo-surfaces and by the numerous and superimposed paleo-hydrographies;
moreover, the Neogenic sediments, which were already affected by Oligo-Miocene Tec-
tonics, are currently also found at altitudes of 700 m, such as on the Tacco di Laconi, and
are widely found above 500 m of altitude in various locations on the island. The reasons
for these events are related to the more general distensive tectonics that affect the whole
Tyrrhenian area [75].

Based on preliminary geodetic data from the Peri-Tyrrhenian Geodetic Array network,
Ferranti et al. (2008) [76] revealed the presence of low internal deformation in Sardinia.
In Sardinia, seismicity is typically scattered and sporadic, except for the dozen tremors
detected following the ML4.7 earthquake of 7 July 2011 in the Corsican Sea, which pri-
marily characterized the edges of the continental lithosphere block. Significant seismic
events also occurred in the eastern sector—in particular, three events with a magnitude > 4
(26 April 2000, magnitudes ML 4.2 and 4.7, and 18 December 2004, magnitude ML 4.3)—
located in the central Tyrrhenian Sea, approximately 60 km east of Olbia in the Comino
depression [77].The most recent low-magnitude earthquake events were ML 1.8 (Escala-
plano, 4 April 2019) and ML 1.6 (Perdasdefogu, 14 October 2020) [78].

Along the Ogliastra coast, recent movements have acted by conditioning the trend of
the hydrographic network and the morphological evolution. The basaltic plateau of the
Teccu in Barisardo can be related to these movements along an N–S line.

The Sardinian continental margin started from around 9 Ma, following the opening of
the Tyrrhenian Sea, which caused the thinning of the continental crust and the formation
of tectonic depressions, which are now sites of deep intra-slope basins.

The continental margin off the Ogliastra is represented by the continental shelf, the
continental slope, and the plain called the Ogliastra basin, which reaches the deepest point
of the whole Sardinian margin at 1750 m depth. The continental shelf is very narrow with
less than 10 km of width, and it is indented by several submarine canyons [58,70].

4. Geomorphological Setting

The landscape, which is characterized by sub-horizontal carbonate plateaus, represents
the result of the paleogeographic evolution of the region. The current dolomitic plateaus
represent the extensive carbonate sedimentation due to the Jurassic marine transgression
on the peneplanated Paleozoic metamorphites during the Permian and the Triassic. The
continental phase following the post-Mesozoic emergence determined the setting of a
tectonic control hydrographic network represented by deep rectilinear valleys engraved in
the Paleozoic basement for several hundreds of meters [4,5] (Figure 4). Erosion primarily
acted on the Oligo-Miocene strike-slip faults with an increase in the erosive rate during the
Plio-Pleistocene uplift phases [25]. The presence of major regional faults has influenced the
watercourses, which maintain a prevalent N–S direction in the Pardu and Quirra Rivers
(set on the main fault).
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The evolution of the Pardu River is closely associated with that of the Quirra River [7,57,79].
The Pardu River flows from the NW toward the SE and then abruptly changes direction
toward the NE. At this point, a capture elbow adjacent to the present head of the Quirra
River is well developed. The upstream part of the Quirra River flows at an altitude of
approximately 200 m higher than the Pardu River. It also presents an over-sized and
over-flooded valley with respect to the upstream catchment area. Moreover, there are
various orders of river terraces and slope deposits of the Pleistocene. This setting indicates
that the Pardu River, previously flowing south along the Quirra River, was captured by the
Pelau River [7,79]. Considering the descriptive parameters, longitudinal profile, and the
evolutionary conditions, the Pardu Valley is associated with a cycle of underdeveloped
fluvial erosion, suggesting a relatively young age of engraving [4,5,25].

DGSDs are present in both river basins and cause collateral landslides. In particular,
rockfalls and toppling occur along carbonate cornices, while rotational slide occurs in the
metamorphic rocks [6]. We focused on the DGSDs in this study, as they are important in
the morphological evolution of the slopes.

A significant karstic process has acted on plateau surfaces, comprising ancient paleo-
forms and, currently, hypogeal and superficial morphologies [6,7,80]. Karst paleoforms
represented by complex cockpit doline types have been characterized, and they belong in
a humid and warm paleo-morphoclimatic setting [6,81–83]. These dolines are separated
by residual reliefs called Fengcong, which are sorted among the major structural features.
The hypogean karst enabled the development of sinkholes, karst springs, cavities, and
caves (e.g., Su Marmuri Cave and Is lianas Cave). The combined action of karst, uplift,
river erosion, and gravity has led to the formation and evolution of hanging valleys on the
plateau surfaces [5]. The geomorphological analysis of the continental margin off the coast
shows that the area occupied by the shelf is rather narrow and is engraved with numerous
submarine canyons [58,84,85] (Figure 2). The structural lines coincide with those of the
continental part that has emerged—mainly N–S, accompanied by normal tectonic lines in
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the E–W direction. The shelf break is about −130 m; however, locally, it is at about −60 m
due to the erosion of retrogressive canyons. The submerged and emerged morphologies
highlight the extremely young landscape conformation, which is associated with the Neo-
gene and Quaternary geodynamic events, implying a series of problems related to the
slope process. The control factors of the DGSDs are associated with the geo-structural
characteristics and the Neogene and Quaternary geomorphological evolution of the river
valley, which is associated with the recent uplift [6].

We can summarize the events that dominated the valleys’ evolution [4,6,79]:

• The first stage preceding the capture of the Rio Pardu by the Rio Pelau associated with
the uplift and the Plio-Quaternary tectonics. This phase involves a general incision of
the valleys and erosion of the slopes, and it led to a new hydrographic setting, causing
river capture (Middle-Lower Pleistocene).

• The second phase was associated with major erosive activity in the Pardu Valley
following the capture, which led to complete erosion of the valley (Upper Pleistocene).

• The present evolution of the slopes through widespread landslides and DGSDs.

5. Materials and Methods

A morphotectonic analysis of the River Pardu and River Quirra was carried out
based on an integrated approach that incorporated a cartographic and morphometric
analysis [86–88]. Remote sensing analysis and geological and geomorphological field map-
ping in slopes and the valley floor of the Rio Quirra and Rio Pardu were performed from
the head to the mouth on a scale of 1:10,000. The field surveys were based on the inter-
pretation of data from remote sensing on a large scale. Particular attention was paid to
the study of morphologies related to river dynamics (fluvial and orographic terraces) and
slope gravitational process (DGSDs and collateral landslides).

Multi-scale field surveys were carried out to analyze the geological and structural
setting of the slopes—in particular, the plateaus’ edges and the left slope of the Pardu
Valley [89–94].

The DGSDs were surveyed in detail by reconstructing the structural setting and
analyzing the relationships with the surrounding collateral landslide and alluvial deposits.
The study areas were often not accessible due to their steep slopes; therefore, they required
remote sensing survey systems to complete the field investigations. Uncrewed aerial
vehicle digital photogrammetry (UAV-DP) is a robust methodology for the investigation of
DGSDs and large landslides. In particular, it was used for the recognition of large lateral
spreads in Malta and Tunisia [95,96]. We used UAV-DF and light detection and ranging
(LiDAR) to extract high-resolution topographic 3D DGSD models and perform detailed
morphometric analyses.

DGSD displacement and rate were evaluated using space-borne interferometric syn-
thetic aperture radar (InSAR). Over the last 30 years, InSAR techniques have been widely
used to investigate geological (e.g., volcano activity, earthquakes’ ground effects, etc.) and
geomorphological processes—in particular, DGSD. In different geological and climatic
contexts, this technique allows one to analyze extremely slow DGSDs and to identify
displacements of about 1–2 mm in favorable conditions [95–103].

Based on previous studies on the fluvial deposits of Rio Quirra and Rio Pardu [5,6,79],
the geological analysis was implemented by using high-resolution topographies based on
UAV-DP and LiDAR. Detail-scale field surveys were carried out in the alluvial quaternary
deposits with the aim of the identification and mapping of various terraced orders and the
reconstruction of the relative chronology among morphostratigraphy and sedimentolog-
ical indicators. Stratigraphic profiles relating to the various orders of river terraces and
landslide deposits were surveyed in the natural outcrops of the alluvial plains.

5.1. Aerial and Uncrewed Aerial Vehicle Remote Sensing

LiDAR and aerial photogrammetric data produced by the Autonomous Region of
Sardinia were used to perform visual and morphometric analysis of DGSDs and fluvial
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morphologies. A detailed orthophoto dating from 2016 was used together with LiDAR
data with a cell size of 1 × 1 m and vertical resolution of 30 cm.

The aerial surveys were performed using UAVs (DJI Phantom 4 and DJI Matrix
200) flying at altitudes of 50–60 m above ground level. The acquired images were ana-
lyzed and processed using the photogrammetric Agisoft MetaShape software and con-
strained by 10–12 ground control points using GEODETIC LEICA GNSS for each area.
The resulting orthorectified mosaic and DEM (WGS 84 datum and UTM 32N projection)
had a cell size of 5 cm/pixel and were considered sufficiently precise to be used for the
geomorphological analysis.

To analyze the DGSDs at the local scale, we used high-resolution digital elevation
models (DEMs) acquired via structure from motion from a UAV-DF [8,103–106].

The 3D high-resolution UAV-DF models were used to develop interpretative superfi-
cial models by using geomorphological evidence and stratigraphic and structural data of
the DGSDs. Geological interpretative cross-sections of geologic features crossing the major
DGSDs were also generated to define the movement kinematics, deformative style, and
deep geometries of the DGSDs.

The DTMs were used to analyze the morphometric parameters of the hydrographic
basins under analysis. The longitudinal and transversal profiles of the valleys were ex-
tracted in such a way as to highlight different erosive structures in relation to river capture
and to analyze the different altitudes of the various river terraces.

5.2. InSAR Analysis

Space-borne interferometric synthetic aperture radar (InSAR) data were used to ana-
lyze the slope deformation [107–110]. Interferometric permanent scatters (PSs) are used
to investigate the temporal and spatial superficial slope deformation. To detect ground
displacement, we used only high-PS coherence (0.6–1) located on built dolomitic blocks
and the metamorphic rock outcrops. Low-coherence PSs, which are not useful, are located
on rockfall deposits and in vegetated areas. We used the Sentinel-1 and European Remote
Sensing (ERS) satellites (Table 1) and took into account the line-of-sight (LOS) velocities. We
used a dataset from 1992 to 2000 from the ERS satellite and a dataset from 2014 to 2020 from
Sentinel 1. The processed data from ERS and Sentinel 1 were provided, respectively, by
Ministero dell’Ambiente e della Tutela del Territorio e del Mare (Italy) and the Geological
Survey of Norway. The total area analyzed covered the entire Pardu Valley and Quirra
Valley. Four focus areas (Table 1) that showed interesting results were analyzed by using
time series of PSs to understand the landslides’ temporal evolution.

Table 1. Parameters of the InSAR data on the sectors in focus.

Area Satellite Acquisition
Geometry

Acquisition
Interval TrackAngle Inc Angle

Ulassai Sentinel 1 Ascending Oct 2014–Feb 2020 −9.6 42.4
Osini Sentinel 1 Ascending Oct 2014–Feb 2020 −9.6 42.4

San Giorgio Sentinel 1 Ascending Oct 2014–Feb 2020 −9.6 42.4

Gairo Sentinel 1
ERS Descending Oct 2014–Feb 2020

May 1992–Dec 2000
−169.6
- - - - -

36.3
- - - - -

6. Results
6.1. InSAR, PS, and Time Series Analysis

The results of the large-scale InSAR analysis showed that most PSs were located in
stable areas, while high deformation rates were recorded in the slopes of Pardu Valley,
where slope-failure processes—in particular, rockfalls and DGSDs—were widespread. All
four focus areas were analyzed in detail with the Sentinel 1 data (from 2014 to 2020). For
the left flank of Rio Pardu, the ERS data (from 1992 to 2000) were also used in descending
order of acquisition. The data from the periods 1992–2000 and 2014–2020 indicated areas
with large slopes that were identified as DGSDs that were active in Pardu Valley. We used
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only PSs with high coherence (0.6–1) that were located in the rocky outcrops and in the
urban structures, while low-coherence points located in rockfall deposits and in vegetated
areas were not considered. The PS analysis allowed the recognition of active DGSDs and
the measurement of their movement rates, which turned out to be extremely slow, ranging
from 6 to 20 mm/year (Figures 5 and 6). We identified a downslope movement of up to
1 cm/y in the right slope of the Pardu Valley and a movement of up to 2 cm/y in the left
slope. Continuous movements that did not change over years with both linear and seasonal
trends were observed (Figure 6). The InSAR analysis showed no perceptible movements
on the slopes of Rio Quirra.

In the Ulassai area, the PS analyses showed a stable surface in the urban area and on
the west slope of the main extensional trench of Pranedda Canyon (Figures 5a and 6a).
However, in accordance with the geomorphological evidence, downstream from the main
trench, the speeds of the PSs showed LOS displacements of up to 1 mm/y. In this sector,
the PSs were located in rocky dolomitic outcrops on the top edge of the plateau, in the total
absence of vegetation and in excellent exposure conditions. No movements were detected
in the DGSD downstream from Bruncu Pranedda due to the low PS coherence due to dense
vegetation. Using Sentinel data from 2014 to 2020, we measured a total of 5 cm (orange
star in Figure 5). It was possible to observe seasonal deformation trends with an excellent
correlation among all of the PSs analyzed. Generally, no movement was observed during
the winter and spring, but an acceleration was observed during the summer and autumn.

In Osini, a cluster of PSs were well defined within the inhabited center, particularly in
the northwest and southeast sectors, where there was a speed of between 4 and 6 mm/y,
with a maximum of 8 mm/y (Figures 5c and 6b) with a seasonal trend. Spotlights were
located on the roofs of the buildings. In the surroundings of the inhabited center, the dense
vegetation resulted in a low coherence of the PSs; therefore, they were not considered.

In the Gairo sector, the InSAR data showed a large area that was greater than 1 km2

with a high diffusion of PSs. Based on the high-resolution field surveys, the PSs are located
on rocky metamorphic outcrops. The speeds were, on average, greater than 8 mm/y, with
a maximum of 2 cm/y. The cluster identified a well-defined area with a circular shape that
was delimited by PSs with zero or negligible speed (Figures 5b and 6d1,d2). The higher
speeds were located in the central and basal part of the DGSD, while towards the top and
lateral flanks, the speeds decreased. In the lateral and top parts, the DGSD was delimited
by stable PSs (speeds of 0–2 mm/y), which allowed the deformed area to be circumscribed
in detail. in the PSs on the foot slope with a low coherence due to the continuous movement
of slope deposits and the vegetation were not considered. The deformation’s progression
was continuous and linear, and an excellent correlation was found between the Sentinel 1
and ERS data. In the southern part of the DGSD, a high concentration of PSs were located in
the abandoned village of Old Gairo with speeds that were sometimes greater than 1 cm/y.
The town of New Gairo, which was built after the 1951 catastrophe, showed displacements
limited to 2–4 mm/y.

In the San Giorgio sector, scattered PSs were identified with speeds greater than
10 mm/y on the large blocks of the rock avalanche on the slope (Figures 5d and 6c). These
blocks, with dimensions of up to 30 m per side, were collateral landslides related to the
collapsed DGSD located at the edge of the plateau above. All of the PSs showed a linear
trend with a slowdown in the winter and spring between 2016 and 2017. This slowdown,
which was observed in all of the PSs, indicates that the causes of the movement are to be
found in processes that involve a greater portion of the slope, and not only in the large
blocks. The surrounding area did not allow a PS analysis due to the importance of the
wooded vegetation, but evidence of deformation was visible in the road infrastructure.

6.2. Deep-Seated Gravitational Slope Deformation

Various areas affected by DGSDs and landslides that were located of the slopes of
Pardu Valley and on the slope of Monte Arbu of Tertenia were identified (Table 2).
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Figure 5. Analysis of the focus areas with InSAR data. The points represent high-coherence perma-
nent scatters located on buildings, rocky outcrops, and blocks of large rock avalanches. The stars
represent the PSs used to analyze the time series shown in Figure 6. (a) Bruncu Pranedda lateral
spread. (b) Gairo DGSD. (c) Osini landslide. (d) San Giorgio paleo-rock avalanche.

On the east side of Tacco di Ulassai and Tisiddu Mountain, three DGSDs were ana-
lyzed (Figure 7). The main structures that indicated deep gravitational phenomena were
large and deep extensional trenches that were evident in the dolomitic lithotypes. The
extensional trenches had lengths of several hundreds of meters and a decametric opening
and depth. This slope was characterized by the Mesozoic marine deposits resting on the
Paleozoic metamorphites.

The Bruncu Pranedda DGSD (Figure 7b2,c1) is constituted by two regions with differ-
ent settings located on the top and middle slopes. On the top slope, toward the east of the
largest extensional trenches in the area called the Pranedda Canyon, the rock mass fractur-
ing increased, and the attitude of the Dorgali Formation was toward the east, with a dip of
up to 40◦. In this area, both facies of the Dorgali Formation were visible, with the summit
comprising dolomitic banks and the lower part being characterized by an alternation of
well-stratified dolomites and marls. This subdivision was not observed in the middle slope,
where basal marly levels did not appear on the surface. This indicates that the basal facies
(approximately 30 m) were partially covered by slope deposits; however, they also sank a
few meters inside the fractured and altered Paleozoic metamorphic basement. This could
be correlated with the field observations at the same altitude, as well as with the basement
and the massive facies of the Dorgali Formation [6].
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Figure 6. Time series extracted with the representative permanent scatters. The vertical axes represent the cumulative
LOS displacement; the horizontal axes represent the time. (a) Bruncu Pranedda lateral spread—seasonal displacement
trend, maximum displacement of 5 cm from 2014 to 2020; (b) Osini landslide—seasonal displacement trend, maximum
displacement of 6 cm from 2014 to 2020; (c) San Giorgio paleo-rock avalanche—constant movement trend of the large blocks,
maximum displacement of 6 cm from 2014 to 2020; (d) Gairo DGSD; (d1) the ERS data show a constant deformation trend,
with a maximum displacement o f23 cm from 1992 to 2000; (d2) the Sentinel 1 data show a constant deformation trend that
is correlated with the ERS data, with a maximum displacement of 10 cm from 2014 to 2020. The colors of the points agree
with the colors of the stars that identifies the location of the PS in Figure 5.
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Table 2. Main characteristics of the DGSDs and landslides analyzed.

Location Landslide Geology Landslide
Kinematic

Displacement
Speed
mm/y

Displacement
Trend

Area
Km2

North Ulassai
Bruncu

Pranedda
Lateral spread

Dolomitic limestone set
on altered and

fractured phillites

Lateral spread top
slope; sackung
middle slope

6–10 mm/y Seasonal 0.2

South Ulassai Monte Tisiddu
Sackung

Dolomitic limestone set
on altered and

fractured phillites
Sackung No movement —— 0.2

North Osini
(San Giorgio)

San Giorgio
Lateral spread

Dolomitic limestone set
on altered and

fractured phillites
Lateral spread No movement —— 0.03

North Osini
San Giorgio
paleo-rock
avalanche

Megablock rock
avalanche deposits set

on paleo-rockfalls
Sliding 6–>10 Linear ≈0.1

Osini Osini Landslide
Cemented

paleo-rockfalls
set on phillites

Sliding 4–8 Seasonal ≈0.3

Gairo Gairo DGSD

Phillites on
metavolcanites.

Slope involved in
Hercinical thrust

Sackung 6–20 Linear 1.2

South
Tertenia Tertenia DGSD

Dolomitic limestone set
on altered and

fractured phillites.
Slope involved in
Hercinical thrust

Sackung No movement —— 1.5

North
Tertenia Paleo-DGSD

Dolomitic limestone set
on altered and

fractured phillites
Sackung

No movement
Fossilized by
Pleistocenic

alluvium

—— 1.5

The Scala San Giorgio DGSD (Figure 7b1,c2,d1) is located north of Osini Village
and is characterized by two major extensional trenches that are parallel to the slope
affecting the Dorgali Formation with a dip amount of up to 20◦. All of the sequences
of the Dorgali Formation are exposed; however, the Genna Selole Formation is covered by
rockfall deposits.

The Tisiddu Mountain DGSD (Figure 7b3,d2) to the south of Ulassai Village is char-
acterized by a highly fractured segment of the Dorgali Formation located tens of meters
downstream. Only the tops of the massive banks of dolostones are visible. The basal level
partially sank into the metamorphic basement.

In all cases, the shear zones are located in different geological units that represent
structural weaknesses (Figure 7d1,d2). (I) The top of the metamorphites was affected by
sub-horizontal foliation and advanced weathering, which was highlighted by the reddish
or whitish color of the rocks. This type of alteration could be linked to the pre-transgressive
Mesozoic period [65]. (II) The Genna Selole Formation was characterized by plastic clay
layers; (III) basal levels of the Dorgali Formation were characterized by the alternation of
marl and dolomite.

A large landslide that affected the town of Osini and the northernmost slope down-
stream of the San Giorgio DGSD was identified by using InSAR data. The inhabited center
of Osini is built over an extensive cemented paleo-rockfall deposit that rests on the Pale-
ozoic basement. Geomorphological evidence is difficult to observe due to the extensive
vegetation around the village.
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Figure 7. DGSD on the right slope of the Pardu River. (a) Orthophoto of the area of Ulassai, Osini,
and Jerzu. The Jurassic dolostone plateaus on the metamorphic basement are shown in blue. The
yellow square represents the analyzed DGSD. (b) UAV images of the DGSD showing the major
geomorphological and structural features. The white dashed lines represent the major extensional
trenches. (b1) San Giorgio lateral spread, (b2) Bruncu Pranedda lateral spread, (b3) Monte Tisiddu
sackung. (c) Three-dimensional LiDAR model of the DGSDs with a colored elevation scale. The black
dashed lines represent the major extensional trenches. The white dashed lines represent the major
stratigraphic discontinuity between the marine Mesozoic sequence and the metamorphic basement.
(c1) Bruncu Pranedda lateral spread. (c2) San Giorgio lateral spread. (d) Interpretative geological
cross-sections passing through the DGSD in the study area. The hypothetical basal shear zone is
highlighted with black dotted lines. (d1) San Giorgio lateral spread. (d2) Monte Tisiddu sackung.
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The left side of the Rio Pardu is characterized by a different geological and structural
context compared to the opposite side (Figure 8a). There are metamorphic lithologies
belonging to the formation of Monte Santa Vittoria and the Filladi del Gennargentu. The
slope is affected by a dip-slope Hercynian thrust that brings the two formations belonging
to two different tectonic units into contact. This structure plays a fundamental role in
the deep gravitational processes, as it is marked by intense fracturing and alteration of
the lithotypes. Based on the geomorphological evidence and the analysis of the InSAR
data, a large landslide with a DGSD character was identified in the northwest sector with
respect to the town of Gairo (Figure 8b–f). The DGSD extends from the top slope to the
middle-lower part of the slope and is about 1 km wide. The crown is circular (Figure 8c,d)
and joins laterally rectilinear structural flanks (Figure 8e). Analyzing the profile of the
slope along the DGSD, the concave upstream part and the convex downstream part are
clearly evident. The foot of the landslide is covered by landslide and slope deposits that
reach the valley floor, where lateral erosion by the Rio Pardu is affected (Figure 8).

On the right side of the Rio Quirra, in correspondence with the Tacco di Tertenia,
complex gravitational morphologies linked to paleo-DGSDs are evident (Figure 9). The
morphology of Mount Arbu is also affected by the complex tectonic structure, which
is characterized by a sub-horizontal thrust that brings the Pyllades del Gennargentu
Formation into contact with the Metavolcanites of the Monte Santa Vittoria Formation
(Figure 9a). The morphological analysis of the slope shows convexity and concavity linked
to different DGSDs that are distributed at various altitudes of the slope. The DGSDs
consist of portions of the Dorgali Formation, which is tilted up to 30–40◦ and is translated
along the slope. The most complex and evolved movement was identified in the NE
sector (Figure 9b,c1,c2). The area extends for a length of about 1800 m from the top of
the plateau to the valley floor. The fan-shaped landslide body has a foot with a length of
2 km. The crown is located in the plateau edge, which is affected by faults and distension
trenches. The latter delimit mega-blocks of the Dorgali Formation With a prismatic shape
and inclination of up to 40◦. The foot of the DGSD, which is represented by the Dorgali
Formation, is marked by dolomitic outcrops with vertical heights of up to 40 m with
sometimes sub-horizontal attitudes of the strata. On these walls, terraced alluvial deposits
rest in onlap. Paleo-DGSDs are widespread in the upper part of the slope, with greater
diffusion in the southern part of Mount Arbu, but they do not evolve until reaching the
valley floor (Figure 9b,d).

6.3. River Capture Analysis

The area has a deep cut made by the Rio Pardu Valley and Rio Quirra Valley, which
extend in an NNW–SSE direction, following a major Tertiary fault. For most of the Pardu
River’s course, the talweg is set on rock, indicating its predominantly erosive nature.
Downstream, the river is captured, turning in an eastward direction, and its name changes
to Rio Pelau; then, it flows into the Tyrrhenian Sea. South of the capture, the abandoned
Rio Pardu Valley continues southward as Rio Quirra. This valley is characterized by a
bottom filled with Pleistocene and Holocene terraced alluvial deposits and slope deposits,
which are currently undergoing erosion. It is clear that in the past, Rio Pardu was captured
by Rio Pelau (Figure 10), causing a rapid incision upstream. Longitudinal profiles were
constructed for Rio Pardu, Rio Quirra, and Rio Pelau. Rio Pardu flows up to 750 m below
the dolostone near Ulassai, where the main active DGSDs are located. The evolutionary
hypotheses are related to the Pliocene and Quaternary uplift, which led to an important
erosive phase.

The triggering process can be justified in the following ways:

• An erosive increase caused by a generalized uplift that led to the retreat towards the
inland by the head of the Rio Pelau until it connected with the Rio Pardu.

• Another hypothesis foresees the presence of a direct fault with an east–west course
along which the Rio Pelau is set. In this case, the differential uplift of the block on
which the Rio Quirra is currently set could justify the capture process as tectonogenic.
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Figure 8. (a) Geological map of the Gairo slope with the DGSD localization. (b) Orthophoto with the main geomorphological
feature of the DGSD. (c) Photo of the DGSD head. (1) Crown; (2) right slope of the Pardu River; (d) photo showing a 3D
view with the DGSD border marked in red; (e) linear flank of the DGSD; (f) interpretative geological cross-section of the
DGSD showing it (in transparent orange) sliding on the highly fractured rock due the underlying dip-slope Paleozoic thrust.
Geolithological legend: MSV—Monte Santa Vittoria Formation; GEN—Filladi del Gennargentu Formation; ald—current
alluvial deposits; sld—slope deposits.
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Figure 9. (a) Geological map of the eastern slope of Monte Arbu (Tertenia). Geolithological legend: MSV—Monte Santa
Vittoria Formation; GEN—Filladi Del Gennargentu Formation; GNS—Genna Selole Formation; DOR—Dorgali Formation;
al—terraced and current alluvial deposits; sl—slope deposits. [57]. (b) LiDAR hillshade with the main geomorphological
feature of the DGSD. (c1) Photographic 3D view with the DGSD border marked in red and the terraced alluvial deposit in
blue. (c2) Three-dimensional LiDAR of the Tertenia paleo-DGSD with the border marked in red and the terraced alluvial
deposit in blue. (d) Interpretative geological cross-section of the DGSD showing it sliding on highly fractured rock due the
underlying Paleozoic thrust.
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Figure 10. Three-dimensional LiDAR model of the river capture sector. In the north, the Pardu River flows eastwards,
taking the name of Rio Pelau. The blue and light blue show the Holocene alluvial deposit of the Pardu River. South of Genna
and Crexia is the head of the Rio Quirra. In red is shown the paleo-slope and paleo-alluvial deposits of the Quirra River.

6.4. Fluvial Morphostratigraphic Analysis

A morphostratigraphic analysis was performed first on Rio Quirra and later on Rio
Pardu, which isolated it following the capture (Table 3).

Table 3. Morphostratigraphic synthesis.

Deposits Characteristic Elevation from Talweg Distribution

T0 Pebbles and clastosustained gravels with a
scarce sandy matrix 0 Actual embrided riverbed

T1 Heterometric and polygenic pebbles with a
scarce dark matrix 0.20/0.30–1.5 Pardu-Quirra

T2 The matrix is decidedly prevalent in the
coarse fraction 2–5/6 Quirra

T3 Non-constant matrix–skeleton relationship.
Reddish matrix (Fe oxides) 6/7–10 Quirra

Paleo-conoid C1 Clastosustained pebbles up to 40–50 cm in
size. Scarce matrix 30 Pardu

Paleo-conoid C2 Reddish pebbles and gravels in sandy, silty,
reddish matrix 15 Quirra

Paleo-slope deposits 20–40 Quirra

In the valley of the Rio Quirra, above the current riverbed, the following were identi-
fied (Figure 11):

T0—Actual flood surface consisting of pebbles and clastosustained gravels with a
scarce sandy matrix (Holocene).

T1—Sub-current Holocene terrace with a maximum height on the riverbed of about
20–30 cm up to 1.5–2 m. The dark brown matrix is subordinate to the coarse fraction, which
is represented by heterometric and polygenic pebbles. This terrace often forms alluvial
islands in the upstream part of the river; they reach a good stability due to the dense
vegetation that has settled there (Upper Pleistocene–Holocene).

T2—In this terrace, the matrix, which is decidedly prevalent in the coarse fraction,
has a dark brown color. There is no evidence of prolonged chemical alterations due
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to climatic conditions other than the current ones. The pebbles are less varied: mainly
quartz with, subordinately, granite and schistose. On average, the height of T1 with
respect to the riverbed is about 2 m, with a maximum of 5–6 m and a minimum of 50 cm.
The deposits that form this terrace show forms of erosion linked to secondary climatic
pulsations (Upper Pleistocene).
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Figure 11. (a) Morphostratigraphic profiles of the Quirra River. (b) UAV photo in the river alluvial plain. (c) Outcrop
of Terrace T3. Lithological legend: (1) Filladi Grigie del Gennargentu Formation; (2) Monte Santa Vittoria Formation;
(3) paleo-DGSD; (C1) paleo-conoid; (4) T3; (5) T2; (6) T1; (7) T0.

T3—This is the oldest terrace, with an average height of 6–7 m and a maximum of
10 m (Figure 10c). The matrix–skeleton relationship is not constant. The depository is
made up of alternations of fine and large sediments that testify to the variations in the
river’s energy. The matrix is red and sometimes whitish. In the first case, the color derives
from Fe oxides, indicating a warm, humid climate typical of tropical and sub-tropical
regions; in the second case, the oxides have been leached and for an eluviation horizon.
The pebbly fraction does not have a varied lithological composition. It is mainly schistose
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and, subordinately, quartz. The deposit is well cemented. This terrace rests directly on the
slope. The frame of erosion along the riverbed is clear, and the lower terraces rest on it
(Middle Pleistocene).

In Rio Pardu, the alluvial deposits cover a valley floor characterized by a well-defined
flood bed, which is limited by banks that are intensely affected by landslides. Two orders of
alluvial terraces up to 2 m above the current level were detected (Figure 12). The maturity of
the flood clasts is very low due to the continuous supply of material from the slopes, while
the grain size distribution along the longitudinal profile reflects the trend characterized by
the high slope. By analyzing the longitudinal profile of the Rio Pardu, it can be observed
that it is divided into two well-defined parts separated by the knickpoint in Ponti Mannu.
In the initial part, near the steeply sloping trunk, there is the head of the valley, which
continues until an area with a low slope where alluvial deposits appear. Downstream of
the Ponte Mannu, after a section of the river in which the waters flow on the rock, the river
becomes slightly sloped and establishes an alluvial plain with anastomotic channels and
river islands.

Active and quiescent dejection cones are distributed over the Quirra and Pardu
Valleys. The active conoids are well highlighted by the morphology, and they have a poorly
elaborated clastic component and an uncemented dark brown matrix. In the terminal
part of the Quirra, a terraced dejection cone (C1) assumes a certain importance due to its
size and evolutionary stage (Inner–Middle Pleistocene). The often large pebbles are very
elaborate and have blackish patinas of Mn oxides on their surfaces. Oxides also accumulate
inside the matrix, which presents an intense redness. In the upper part of the Rio Pardu,
a paleo-conoid (C2) with large pebbles and a brown matrix is currently engraved by the
current course of the river (Upper Pleistocene and Holocene).

The paleo-slope deposits are characterized by coarse, elaborate, and sharp-edged
components. The matrix is very abundant, strongly cemented, and bright red in color
due to the accumulation of pockets of Mn oxides. These deposits are located at the same
altitude as that of T3 or sometimes at higher altitudes, and they are connected to the base
of the slope (Inner-Middle Pleistocene).
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7. Discussion
7.1. River Analysis

The hydrographic network engraved by torrential watercourses possesses a tectonic
control linked to the Cenozoic structural features. The main incisions that cross the basin
of the Rio Pardu give rise to deep valleys with a mainly erosive and only locally depo-
sitional character. The Pardu Valley has a transverse “V” profile, which is more or less
open depending on the evolutionary stage, the distance from the point of origin, and the
competence of the lithotypes in which the river incision takes place. Sometimes, the pro-
files show marked asymmetries due to the different positions of the layers or the different
exposure, which influences the vegetation. A lower steepness can be observed on the left
side, which probably due to a lower vegetation cover, which favors erosion. The valley has
developed in the formation of the Filladi grigie del Gennargentu. Only in the southeast is
the formation of Monte Santa Vittoria affected.

As regards the evolutionary conditions of the Pardu Valley, considering the descriptive
parameters, the geometric conditions, and the hypsometric curve, it is noted that was not
able to develop to the point of acquiring characteristics that are attributable to a cycle of river
erosion in an evolved phase, which suggests a relatively young age for engraving [4,5,25].

The longitudinal profile of the Rio Quirra differs from the normal profile of a river; it
has an initial concave part with a strong steepness within the first kilometer from the head
and a regular decrease in the slope along the rest of the watercourse. The evolutionary stage
of the Quirra appears to have advanced; however, it must be considered that it represents
the middle and final parts of the original Rio Pardu–Quirra, which are divided in two by
the capture of the Rio Pelau. Currently, the Rio Quirra does not have a catchment basin at
the head, and its feeding is mainly given by certain tributaries. The valley is oversized and
over-flooded with respect to the current basin (Figure 13).

7.2. DGSD Dynamics

The Rio Pardu and Quirra River represent two of the most susceptible areas to
landslides in Sardinia, as well as to rockfalls and rainstorm-induced superficial land-
slides [4,5,26]. This sector is also interesting due to the fact that extreme rainfall over
the last centuries has led to the evacuation and reconstruction of the towns of Osini and
Gairo [5,7]. Recent studies have highlighted the presence of deep landslides with sackung-
type kinematics and lateral spreads on the right side of the Rio Pardu [6].

In this paper, by analyzing integrated geomorphological, geo-structural, high-resolution
topography and InSAR displacement data, we identified diffuse DGSDs on both sides of the
valleys of the Pardu River and Quirra River, which are characterized by different kinematics.

DGSDs are commonly found in orogenetic environments with high tectonic and
seismic activity and in areas affected by slope decompression due to post-deglaciation.
The present work aimed to contribute to the knowledge on the influence of evolution of
valleys—in particular, with high incision—on the triggering of large landslides or DGSDs
in relation the Quaternary uplift.

Lateral spreads were developed at the edge of the plateau in relation to the favorable
stratigraphy (dolostone on clays and altered metamorphites). The slope deformation
generates vertical fractures in the carbonate and a zone of ductile basal deformation that
affects the Genna Selole Formation and the summit, which thus altered the metamorphites
(Bruncu Pranedda and San Giorgio DGSD). DGSDs with a higher vertical shift represent a
more advanced stage with sackung features (Tisiddu Mountain and Tertenia DGSDs). The
latter evolves in relation to the thrust that affects the median part of the slope. A large part
of the deformation affects the Paleozoic basement, which was evidenced by the sinking of
the carbonate sequence into the metamorphites.

On the left side of Rio Pardu, Gairo’s DGSD shows a different behavior in relation to
the different stratigraphic and structural setup. The DGSD has sackung-type kinematics
with an important translational component linked to the thrust.
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From the structural viewpoint, the major faults in the NW–SE and NE–SW directions
were in concordance with the main trenches and back-scarps in all sectors, indicating an
important structural control. The secondary trenches and the joints did not exhibit a good
correlation with the large-scale structures because they were associated with the features
inside the deformation rock mass.

The Rio Pardu shows a straight valley with steep slopes, a valley bottom with a mainly
erosive character, and two orders of terraces. This is linked to the intense erosive phase
following the capture by the Rio Pelau. The valley of Rio Quirra shows a flat-bottomed
valley with an actual riverbed of the braided channel type. The valley is over-sized and
over-flooded with four orders of terraces, the result of an evolution prior to the capture
of the Rio Pardu. The T3 terrace shows sedimentological characteristics related to a sub-
tropical climate, which is probably linked to the warm climatic phase of MIS 5. The InSAR
and morphostratigraphic analyses made it possible to define the state of activity of the
DGSDs in the two hydrographic basins. In the valley of Rio Pardu, various areas of the
slope that are affected by movements that can be classified as active DGSDs were identified,
with movements of up to 2 cm/y on the left slope and up to 1 cm/y on the right slope.
However, in the Quirra River, paleo-DGSD bodies are fossilized by the alluvial deposits of
the T3 terrace. This indicates that the river capture led to an intense erosive phase in the
Rio Pardu, leading to the recent instability of the slopes, thus justifying the active DGSD
(Figure 14).
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These DGSDs were associated with numerous large collateral rockfalls and toppling
landslides that affected the slopes. Dolomitic blocks with sizes of up to 30 m on each side
were identified; these moved up to 900 m away from the detachment points, which were
linked to mega-rockfall events with rock avalanche features. We also identified paleo-
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DGSDs on the downslope that were associated with the collapsed slope side. Currently,
a reactivation of quiescent DGSDs or an acceleration of movements can be triggered by
extreme weather events or earthquakes.

Therefore, an acceleration of slope movements leading to a potential catastrophic
failure poses a threat to communities, and the monitoring of these slopes is important for
early warning and risk reduction. So, we studied the DGSDs and landslides in the inhab-
ited areas of Pardu Valley in detail by using integrated remote sensing techniques, field
mapping, and InSAR in order to understand the temporal evolution. The historical InSAR
deformation rate supports our model of rock slope deformation. However, for risk reduc-
tion in a populated area, a 24/7 monitoring system could become an essential component
of an early-warning system that is aimed at preparing evacuation protocols [55,111–118].

8. Conclusions

The connection between Plio-Pleistocenic tectonic activity and geomorphological
evolution in the Pardu Valley and Quirra Valley (Ogliastra, East Sardinia) was studied. The
evolutionary conditions of the Pardu Valley are associated with a cycle of undeveloped
fluvial erosion, which suggests a relatively young age of the engraving in relation to the
capture by the Rio Pelau and the isolation of the Rio Quirra. The intense post-capture
erosion has given the Rio Pardu Valley morphometric features that are favorable for the
evolution of DGSDs. However, the Rio Quirra Valley presents paleo-DGSDs that have been
fossilized by pre-capture terraced alluvial deposits.

The DGSDs’ movements are linked to the recent tectonic evolution (areal uplift). The
two valleys analyzed are controlled by transcurrent faults that have recently recorded
low-magnitude seismic events. Therefore, it is possible that the constant movement of the
DGSDs (between about 1 and 2 cm/y) may be susceptible to accelerations due to seismic
triggering, causing the partial collapse of the slopes.

In particular, this research highlighted the following:

• The geomorphological and structural setting of Ogliastra is closely linked to the
genesis of the east Sardinian continental margin due the opening of the Tyrrhenian
basin (Miocene–Pliocene)

• Distensive Pliocene tectonics accompanied by widespread volcanism resulted in a
general uplift in Sardinia. The Quaternary uplift rebound manifested itself with
an important erosive phase and variations in the hydrographic network. We have
evidence of this phase in the Rio Quirra Valley, which is represented by paleo-DGSDs
fossilized by pre-Tyrrhenian alluvial deposits (Lower Pleistocene).

• The river capture of Rio Pardu is associated with this important erosive phase and
caused an erosive increase that led to a complete emptying of the valley (Upper-
Middle Pleistocene).

• The post-capture decompression of the slopes of the Rio Pardu triggered DGSDs in
both flanks in the current state of activity.

• Using InSAR data, it was possible to identify and assign displacement rates to the
Ulassai, Osini, and Gairo DGSDs.
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