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Abstract: One of the key repercussions of the desertification process in the Sahara and the Arabian
desert is increased aeolian sand drift and sand deposition. Despite its isolated location and severe
desert climate—particularly in terms of solar radiation, sand drift, and sand deposition—the region
of El-Oued Souf in the Grand Erg Oriental in the Algerian Sahara has been a key cultural and trade
center for many centuries. To resist the extreme weather conditions, the architecture of the vernacular
settlements in the region of El-Oued Souf has unique design traits. Newly constructed buildings,
on the other hand, frequently employ technologies based on models imported or imposed from
climates that bear little resemblance to the desert. As a result, the inhabitants of these structures live
more ‘in the desert’ than ‘with the desert’. This study investigates the impact and the effectiveness
of vernacular desert architecture to resist aeolian sand encroachment problems in sandy desert
areas. The sand accumulation patterns around vernacular buildings were identified and quantified
using wind tunnel experiments. The size and shape of the buildings, as well as their geometric
configuration within the settlement, were investigated in relation to the shape and dimension of
sand accumulation formations. Field observations in north Algeria and the United Arab Emirates
confirmed the accumulation patterns produced by the wind tunnel experiments. The study proposes
possible design indicators for building forms to minimize the impact of sand deposition on such
forms.

Keywords: vernacular architecture; sand encroachment; desert; wind tunnel

1. Introduction

The Sahara Desert spans one-third of Africa’s entire land area (9,200,000 km2) [1],
while the Arabian Desert, Asia’s largest desert, covers 2,330,000 square kilometers [2].
Algeria’s national borders encompass a fourth of the Sahara Desert [3].

Sand encroachment and deposition in built environments poses a major threat to
inhabitants, causing serious problems such as substantial coverage, or even complete burial,
of urban features such as buildings and roads, which then need continuous clearance and
incur continuing costs (Figure 1). In addition, the coverage of vegetation and agricultural
land by accumulating sand has led residents in some areas to abandon their houses, or
even quit entire settlements. This presents a complex problem to architects, as it requires
attention not only to certain aspects of building design, but also to planning a settlement as
a whole. However, there is evidence that the specific layout and shape of some vernacular
settlements in areas of active sand dunes, such as the region of El-Oued Souf in the
Algerian Sahara, have helped settlements to survive, and even mitigate the impact of sand
encroachment.
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Figure 1. Al-Madam town, UAE. Credit: Shutterstock.com (accessed on 8 November 2022).

The lack of knowledge and awareness by planners, architects, engineers, and devel-
opers of suitable and adaptable design principles in areas affected by sand deposition is
reflected adversely in the design of the new buildings. To control the urban spread of the
towns and the demand for new housing, many new low and medium-raised buildings and
houses have been built in areas threatened by sand encroachment (Figures 1 and 2). Some
of these new houses were designed to create a cultural image by using traditional features
such as domes or vaults, and in some cases traditional building materials were also used
(Figure 3). However, even for these buildings, the layouts and shapes were based on the
design of buildings constructed elsewhere or were designed by architects and engineers
not concerned with or unaware of the effects of sand encroachment. As a result, the rate
of sand accumulation around these buildings has substantially increased compared to the
accumulation in the traditional quarters. In some cases, sand piling up has even led to the
destruction of building walls, which in turn has led to many of these new buildings being
deserted.
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Wind tunnels in which sediment can be added to the airflow provide a good oppor-
tunity to test and investigate the effects of building design and configuration on sand
encroachment. In several scientific disciplines, wind tunnels have been used to study
the accumulation patterns of sand and dust over and around obstacles. Many of these
obstacles are topographic objects such as hills and valleys [4–6], ridges [7], craters [8–10],
vertical cliffs [11], and even complex topography [12,13]. The accumulation patterns of
aeolian sand have also been investigated for man-made constructions such as wind and
sand barriers [14–17] and railway structures [18,19]. Photos of sand encroachment pat-
terns around various civil constructions can be consulted in Raffaele and Bruno, 2019 [19].
Several of the above-mentioned studies compared the obtained wind tunnel results with
field data, usually successfully. Slaat et al., 2011 [20] performed wind tunnel experiments
in which dust deposition patterns were studied on the frontal façade of regular wooden
blocks serving as scale models of regular buildings. However, they did not verify the

Shutterstock.com
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experimentally obtained patterns with field observations. Poppema et al., 2021 [21] mea-
sured sand deposition patterns around cubic and rectangular objects on the beach in the
Netherlands and investigated the effect of their dimensions on the deposition. McKenna
Neuman and Bédart, 2015 [22] studied sand patterns around vertical cylinders in a wind
tunnel. Tominaga et al., 2018 [23] used CFD (Computational Fluid Dynamics) to calculate
wind and sand patterns around cubic elements. Zhou et al., 2016 [24] and Tsuchiya et al.,
2002 [25] studied snow drift patterns on roofs using field and wind tunnel measurements,
and Florescu et al., 1970 [26] simulated snow drift on a segment of a road. These snow drift
studies are relevant for sand encroachment because snow particles behave aerodynamically
similar to sand particles.
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To better understand the effect of building design and shape on sand accumulation,
wind tunnel experiments were carried out in this study to investigate the relationships
between alterations in building configuration and form (height, width, length) and the
sand accumulation patterns that are created around them. Field observations in Algeria
and the United Arab Emirates allowed us to evaluate the reliability of the wind tunnel
results. This paper summarizes the major results of this study.

2. Vernacular Buildings in the Northern Sahara

The region of El-Oued Souf is located in northeast Algeria (Figure 4) and lies in the
sand dunes of the Grand Erg Oriental [27]. It extends over 54,573 km2 [28]. Human
settlements such as the towns of El-Oued, Guemar, and Kouinine are situated in the middle
of the sand dunes [29]. The region of El-Oued Souf is characterized by a typical hot and
dry desert climate. Wind is the most important physical constraint on the structure of the
buildings and the lives of the settlers. The Bahari, the prevailing wind blowing from the
east to 80 degrees northeast, is quite violent, causing heavy sand storms. In the region
of El-Oued Souf, the annual average wind speed reaches values up to 9 m/s, which is
well above the critical wind erosion threshold for dry sand (around 7 m/s) [30,31]. As a
consequence, wind-blown sands frequently cover the streets and squares, in addition to
causing problems by sand encroachment around the buildings.

2.1. Structure of the Settlements and Buildings

Two types of settlement occur in the regions of Souf and Gourara: ksar and nezlah [32].
They are described below.

2.1.1. Ksar

The term ksar stands for concentrated desert villages with an urban pattern and a
sedentary farming population in the Sahara Desert. The traditional quarters cluster around
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the market place (souk) and the main mosque [33]. The main ksar-type settlements in the
region of El-Oued Souf are El-Oued, Guemar, Taghzout, and Kouinine.
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In most of the Sahara (but not in the region of El-Oued Souf), the settlements consist
of a pattern of clustered and compact courtyard houses two or three storeys high, densely
packed together and separated by narrow alleyways and cul de sacs [34]. This structure
guarantees natural shading and minimizes the impacts of extensive heat, dryness, glare,
direct radiation, and the frequent sand and dust storms that hit the area. In the region
of El-Oued Souf, the layout is a modular plan of rectangular or square-shaped courtyard
houses one storey high and connected together by a regular grid-like pattern of wide sandy
streets and narrow alleyways (Figure 5a). Houses are covered by plaster domes or vaults to
prevent windblown sand accumulating on the roofs (Figure 5b).
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Figure 5. Traditional quarter (Ksar) in El-Oued Souf, Algeria. (a) Settlement layout (photo: M.
Sherzad); (b) courtyard house (photo: M. Sherzad); (c) sand stone (photo: M. Sherzad).

The main street axes are parallel to the prevailing wind direction. The striking uniform
and regular layout of the El-Oued Souf settlements, which are located in the middle of active
sand dunes and suffer from continuous sand drift and deposition, may raise the question
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of whether this layout could have been specially designed to minimize the undesirable
consequences of sand deposition around and between the buildings.

Two main building materials—sandstone and gypsum—are available in the region,
and both were used in constructing the traditional quarters of El-Oued Souf’s settle-
ments [35]. Sandstone (sand rose) (Figure 5c) is created when gypsum becomes encrusted
with quartz sand, forming firm and resistant irregular shapes of crystallized stone in the
overlay of the sand bed [36].

2.1.2. Nezlah

In the Souf region, Nezlah means hamlet (a small village), but elsewhere it means
a settlement characterized by houses standing well apart from each other. This type of
settlement is more typical for villagers and less for the nomadic population [32]. The house-
built forms are similar to those found in the ksar settlements; however, they stand more
individually or are attached to each other in a spontaneously formed pattern. These hamlets
are located between the palm groves or Ghouts (Figure 6)—an old hydro agricultural
system [37]. They are used as summer residences by the farmers for the surveillance and
maintenance of the Ghouts. Some are one-room dwellings, usually built for storage or for a
short stay in the harvest season. Most of these hamlet buildings are rectangular in shape
(Figure 7), but they may differ in size. They are oriented perpendicular to the prevailing
wind direction. The different patterns of sand deposition created around and between the
building forms investigated in this study were all located in such hamlets.
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2.1.3. Present Situation

Although the traditional layout of settlements and buildings in the region of El-Oued
Souf survived the destructive impact of sand deposition for hundreds of years, a large
number of traditional houses are now slowly deteriorating and becoming overwhelmed
by sand deposition due to changes in the physical structure of traditional quarters. For
example, streets were widened to allow vehicular access, but this substantially increased the
rate of sand deposition in these streets. Moreover, the poor and inadequate infrastructure
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in old settlements has led to the inadequate drainage of waste water and to leaking pipes.
This has not only caused pollution of the water table, but also contributed to a local increase
in it, which has led to the erosion of gypsum, a main building material in traditional houses.
As a result, the load-bearing walls of the buildings have deteriorated and become very
vulnerable to sand accumulation and burial (Figure 8).
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3. Al Madam Town in the Arabian Desert, United Arab Emirates

Sand encroachment in urban areas represents a high risk factor for urban development
in the United Arab Emirates [38]. The UAE climate is subtropical-arid, with temperatures
reaching up to 45 ◦C in the summer. About 80% of the UAE is desert land consisting of
plains, sand sheets, and sand dunes. The prevalent wind direction is west.

The town of Al Madam, also known as the “Buried Village”, was constructed around
1970 and is located approximately 50 km southeast of Dubai [39] (Figure 9). It was part of
the government’s nationwide program to provide well-constructed and modern housing for
the nomadic population [40]. Some of these new settlements were assembled very rapidly
in locations close to active sand dunes (Figure 10). However, heavy sand encroachment and
sand deposition around and inside the dwellings finally forced the inhabitants to abandon
them (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Sand accumulations between two buildings (left) and inside a dwelling (right) in Al-
Madam, UAE (photos: M. Sherzad).

4. Experimental Design in the Wind Tunnel and Modeling Concepts
4.1. Facilities

Wind tunnel experiments were carried out in a wind tunnel at Arizona State University
(ASU), Tempe, USA. It is an open-type tunnel 12.5 m long, 1 m wide, and 0.82 m high
working at standard atmospheric conditions.

4.2. Similitude Parameters

The most important similarity criteria for the simulation of airflow over topography
and surface objects are [41]:

- Equal model and field densimetric Froude number: Fr = u/(g.L)0.5 (if there is no
temperature scaling);

- Equal model and field Reynolds number: Re = u.L/ν

where u is the wind speed, L is a characteristic length, g is the gravitational acceleration,
and ν is the kinematic viscosity. In addition, the boundary layer simulated in the wind
tunnel should be a reasonable copy of at least the lowermost part of the boundary layer
above the object in the field. This means that, in the wind tunnel, the object should be
fully immersed in the simulated boundary layer, the shape (curvature) of the wind velocity
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profile must be identical to its shape in the field, and the roughness length in the simulation
must be adequately scaled to the roughness length in the field. In addition, blockage in the
wind tunnel should remain low enough to avoid artificial flow accelerations in the tunnel’s
test section.

If sand deposition or erosion patterns are simulated adjacent to an obstacle, additional
parameters that should be considered are (see also [42,43]):

- Deposition (or erosion) depth ratio (d/D);
- Ratio of grain diameter to obstacle diameter (Dp/D);
- Ratio of wind speed (at a given reference height) to the particle’s terminal fall velocity

(u/u∞);
- Ratio of particle density to fluid density (ρp/ρf);
- Geometric similarity (scale reduction should be identical in all directions)

where d = dimension (depth or height) of the sand deposition or erosion structure. The
other symbols are defined above.

For a theoretically perfect simulation, all the above-listed conditions have to be met.
In reality, this is not possible, especially if the processes are to be simulated at a reduced
scale. For example, matching the Froude number would lead to using unrealistically small
particles, which will be transported in suspension instead of saltation. Moreover, the wind
speed would be far below the threshold speed so that no sand motion would take place. On
the other hand, a strict matching of the Reynolds number is not necessary once the airflow
is sufficiently turbulent. The most recommended way to guarantee a reliable simulation is
to ensure that a good compromise between the simulation criteria is achieved, in which the
most critical requirements are met. The next section describes how this was carried out for
the experiments reported in this study.

4.3. Experimental Setup

For the scale models of the buildings, we used wooden blocks cut to the desired shape
(combination of length, width, and height). The scale reduction compared to the field build-
ings was 1:50, which was enough to retain sufficiently large models without introducing
blockage problems to the wind tunnel. For the largest model used (8 cm × 8 cm × 24 cm)
the blockage percentage was 2.3%, which is below the critical value of 3% suggested
by [44]. No distortion of length, width, or height was applied to the models; therefore, the
requirement of geometric similarity was met.

According to Tsoar, 1983 [11], for scale model simulations of sand deposition around
objects (in air), it is recommended to use a combination of very fine sand and wind speeds
just above the erosion threshold. To meet this, we used well-sorted sand with a median
diameter of 125 µm and a free-stream wind velocity of 6.0 m/s during each experiment,
which is only slightly above the erosion threshold (5.6 m/s for the sand we used). The ratio
of particle fall velocity (for Dp = 125 µm) to friction velocity was 3.03, which is well above
the critical value of 1.25 that guarantees particle transport in saltation [45].

A 500-cm long sand bed was installed in the wind tunnel to create the boundary layer.
This produced a boundary layer about 40 cm thick, which is well above the height of the
building models. All models were, thus, fully immersed in the boundary layer. Curvature
of the velocity profile (expressed by the exponent when the profile is described by a power
function) was typical for flow over rather flat terrain (exponent of 0.14 or 1/7), similar to
the field sites in Algeria and the UAE. Roughness length was 4.2 µm, corresponding to
208 µm at full scale.

The Reynolds number during the experiments was 2.1 × 106. This is sufficiently
high to obtain Reynolds number independence for flow over surface roughness elements
higher than 3 cm [46,47]. Since the minimum height of the building models used in the
experiments was 8 cm, the simulated flow may thus be considered Reynolds number
independent.

By performing the experiments with natural sand in air, the ratio of particle density to
fluid density was identical in the wind tunnel and in the field.
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4.4. Experimental Procedure

To create the boundary layer, a 500-cm long sand bed was installed over the entire
width of the wind tunnel’s test section. As described in Section 4.3, the median diameter
of the sand was 125 µm. The bed was levelled with a wooden stick spanning the whole
tunnel width until a thickness of 2 cm was reached. A freestream wind speed of 6.0 m s−1

(measured with a Pitot tube above the tunnel’s center line) was then generated, creating a
close-to-homogeneous sand stream from the sand bed.

To measure the dimensions (length, width, and thickness) of the sand accumulation
patterns, graph paper with 2 cm × 2 cm grid lines was placed on the wind tunnel floor,
with the grid axes parallel and perpendicular to the direction of wind and sand transport.
Paper with 0.5 cm × 0.5 cm grid lines was also glued onto all sides of the building models.
The models were then installed on the graph paper, near the center line of the wind tunnel,
at a distance of 2 cm from the downwind end of the sand bed. The models’ frontal façades
were always perpendicular to the sand supply.

Photographs were taken during and after the experiments to determine the length
and width of the sand patterns that formed around the models. Both vertical and plan
view photos (taken perpendicular to the sand flow direction) were used. To monitor
the intermediate stages of sand deposition growth, stops were made at regular intervals
throughout each run (see below) and pictures taken of the buildup of sand. In addition,
video camera recordings were utilized to record the experimental procedure and process.
The topographical features of sand deposition, such as the sand ridges and the crests,
were observed or detected in the photographs by the shadows created by projecting a
horizontal beam of light from the inlet section of the wind tunnel. The thickness of the sand
accumulations was measured by using a small, gridded scale level.

The duration of the experiments depended on how long it took for the sand pattern to
stabilize. To determine this, each run was stopped at intervals of approximately five minutes
to photograph the growth of the sand accumulation. The experiment was terminated once
a stage of equilibrium had been reached; at that time, the sand patterns in the wind tunnel
were similar to those observed in the field. For most experiments, the run time was between
20 and 30 min.

4.5. Validity Tests

To check whether the experimental conditions described above (combination of wind
speed just above the erosion threshold, particle size of around 125 µm, models fully
immersed in the boundary layer, wind profile with a correct curvature, blockage percentage
less than 3%) resulted in reliable sand patterns, three tests were performed in which the
wind tunnel patterns were compared to the corresponding field patterns. The first two of
these tests were performed in the Arizona State University wind tunnel, the third in the KU
Leuven wind tunnel. The first test (Figure 12) simulated the echo dune that develops around
a cubic building with its frontal façade perpendicular to the sand transport direction. The
field pattern was adequately simulated in the wind tunnel: the crescent sand accumulation
wrapping around the building and the sand-free area just in front of and beside the building
were correctly simulated. In the second test (Figure 13), we examined the shallow sand
tail that develops directly downwind of a building. A similar tail was formed in the wind
tunnel. The third test (Figure 14) studied the sand pattern around two cubic buildings.
Here too, the pattern was adequately simulated in the wind tunnel, even in the details. The
experimental conditions described above thus lead to reliable sand patterns.
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5. Results
5.1. Single-Standing Buildings
5.1.1. Airflow and Sand Accumulation Pattern

Most buildings are geometric objects with sharp corners. When wind flows over
and around such an object, typically, a horseshoe vortex will form and a highly turbulent
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wake will develop behind the building (Figure 15). Wind arriving at the building exerts a
positive pressure on the frontal façade. Part of the wind will be deflected sideward and
flow beside the building. The other part will partly be deflected upward and flow over
the roof, whereas another part will be deflected downward, resulting in reverse flow. The
reverse flow creates a rotating vortex in front of the building [21]. When sand is carried by
the wind, this flow pattern typically results in the formation of an echo dune [11]. If the
object is a single-standing building, the sand will accumulate in a symmetrical crescentic
dune wrapping around the building (Figure 16). The windward side of this dune has
a gentle slope of approximately 10 degrees, whereas the inclination of the lee slope (or
slip face) is typically between 32 and 36 degrees, corresponding to the angle of repose for
unconsolidated dry dune sand [48]. In this study, we call the area between the slip face and
the frontal façade of the building where no sand accumulates the upwind sand scour hole,
and the areas between the dune horns and the lateral sides of the building, which are also
free from sand, the sideways sand scour holes (Figure 16).

Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  11  of  21 
 

   

(a)  (b) 

Figure 14. Sand pattern around two cubic buildings in (a) the town of Al‐Madam (photo: G. Ca‐

cace/AFP) and (b) simulated in the wind tunnel (photo: D. Goossens). 

5. Results 

5.1. Single‐Standing Buildings 

5.1.1. Airflow and Sand Accumulation Pattern 

Most buildings are geometric objects with sharp corners. When wind flows over and 

around such an object, typically, a horseshoe vortex will form and a highly turbulent wake 

will develop behind the building (Figure 15). Wind arriving at the building exerts a posi‐

tive pressure on the frontal façade. Part of the wind will be deflected sideward and flow 

beside the building. The other part will partly be deflected upward and flow over the roof, 

whereas another part will be deflected downward, resulting in reverse flow. The reverse 

flow creates a rotating vortex in front of the building [21]. When sand is carried by the 

wind, this flow pattern typically results in the formation of an echo dune [11]. If the object 

is a single‐standing building, the sand will accumulate in a symmetrical crescentic dune 

wrapping around the building (Figure 16). The windward side of this dune has a gentle 

slope of approximately 10 degrees, whereas the inclination of the lee slope (or slip face) is 

typically between 32 and 36 degrees, corresponding to the angle of repose for unconsoli‐

dated dry dune sand [48]. In this study, we call the area between the slip face and the 

frontal façade of the building where no sand accumulates the upwind sand scour hole, 

and the areas between the dune horns and the lateral sides of the building, which are also 

free from sand, the sideways sand scour holes (Figure 16). 

 

Figure 15. Airflow pattern around a building oriented perpendicular to the wind. Figure 15. Airflow pattern around a building oriented perpendicular to the wind.

Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  12  of  21 
 

 

Figure 16. Diagram illustrating the sand accumulation parameters for a single‐standing building. 

The next paragraphs describe how the characteristics of the sand accumulation body 

around the building change with the building’s configuration. 

5.1.2. Effect of Building Height 

To test the effect of building height (H), experiments were performed with five build‐

ing models, each 8 cm long (L) and 8 cm wide (W), and with heights of 8, 10, 12, 16, 20, 

and 24 cm, respectively. The following sand accumulation parameters were measured (see 

Figure 16): the upwind sand deposition distance (Ud), the sideway sand deposition dis‐

tance (Sd), the upwind sand crest height (Uch), the upwind sand crest distance (Ucd), the 

sand tail length (STL), and the sand tail height (STH). Figure 17a shows that the taller the 

building, the larger the distance between the building and the surrounding dune: Both 

Ud, Sd, and Ucd increased with the normalized building height H/L. The height of the 

dune (Uch), on the other hand, did not change with the normalized building height. The 

length of the sand accumulation tail  just downwind from the building (STL) decreased 

sharply when the building was higher (Figure 17b). 

Figure 16. Diagram illustrating the sand accumulation parameters for a single-standing building.

The next paragraphs describe how the characteristics of the sand accumulation body
around the building change with the building’s configuration.

5.1.2. Effect of Building Height

To test the effect of building height (H), experiments were performed with five building
models, each 8 cm long (L) and 8 cm wide (W), and with heights of 8, 10, 12, 16, 20, and
24 cm, respectively. The following sand accumulation parameters were measured (see
Figure 16): the upwind sand deposition distance (Ud), the sideway sand deposition distance
(Sd), the upwind sand crest height (Uch), the upwind sand crest distance (Ucd), the sand tail
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length (STL), and the sand tail height (STH). Figure 17a shows that the taller the building,
the larger the distance between the building and the surrounding dune: Both Ud, Sd, and
Ucd increased with the normalized building height H/L. The height of the dune (Uch),
on the other hand, did not change with the normalized building height. The length of the
sand accumulation tail just downwind from the building (STL) decreased sharply when
the building was higher (Figure 17b).
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5.1.3. Effect of Building Width

A total of seven building models were tested, each 8 cm long and 8 cm high, and 8,
10, 12, 14, 16, 20, and 24 cm wide, respectively. Figure 18a shows that when the building
became wider, the dune around it became less curved: Ud and Ucd decreased, whereas Sd
increased. The dune attached to the windward face of the model when W/L was about 3.
The dune height (Uch) became higher, and the sand accumulation tail downwind from the
building became longer (Figure 18b).
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Figure 18. Effect of building width on sand accumulation around single-standing buildings. (a) Effect
on Ud, Sd, Uch, and Ucd; (b) Effect on STL. (See Figure 16 for explanation of symbols).

5.1.4. Effect of Building Length

In this series of experiments, we tested the effect of building length (measured along
the flow) on the dimensions of the sand accumulation tail behind the building. A total of
12 building models were used, each 8 cm wide, 8 cm high, and 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 20, 24, 28,
32, 36, 40, and 44 cm long, respectively. The data in Figure 19 indicate that the length and
thickness of the sand accumulation tail did not substantially change as the building became
longer: only for very long buildings (L/H > 4) the sand accumulation tail became a little
thicker.

5.1.5. Recommendations for Building Design

For a building to become less likely to be buried by sand, it is important that the size
of the sand-free scour zones in front of and on the two sides of the building are large, and
that the length and thickness of the sand accumulation tail behind the building are small.
This way the building itself will remain (almost) free from sand accumulation. The wind
tunnel results indicate that this is most likely for tall buildings that are also sufficiently
narrow. The optimum combination tested in this study is for H/L ≥ 2.5 and W/L around
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1.5. For single-standing buildings, narrow two-roof buildings are, thus, less sensitive to
sand burial than wide or one-roof buildings.

Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  15  of  21 
 

 

Figure 19. Effect of building length on sand accumulation around single‐standing buildings. (See 

Figure 16 for explanation of symbols). 

5.1.5. Recommendations for Building Design 

For a building to become less likely to be buried by sand, it is important that the size 

of the sand‐free scour zones in front of and on the two sides of the building are large, and 

that the length and thickness of the sand accumulation tail behind the building are small. 

This way the building itself will remain (almost) free from sand accumulation. The wind 

tunnel results indicate that this is most likely for tall buildings that are also sufficiently 

narrow. The optimum combination tested in this study is for H/L ≥ 2.5 and W/L around 

1.5. For single‐standing buildings, narrow two‐roof buildings are, thus, less sensitive to 

sand burial than wide or one‐roof buildings. 

5.2. Two Buildings Next to Each Other 

5.2.1. Sand Accumulation Pattern 

When two buildings are closely located to each other, interaction will occur between 

the sand accumulation patterns created by the individual buildings. Figure 20 shows the 

pattern  that will  typically  occur.  Crescentic  sand  accumulations will  still  be  formed 

around the two buildings, but in addition, a long‐stretched pile of sand will form down‐

wind from the open area between the buildings. That open area may be free from sand 

(merging of the scouring zones of the two buildings), but it may also contain a narrow tail 

of sand that extends into the sand pile downwind from the buildings. A sand‐free zone 

separates  the  sand pile  from  the  sand accumulations outside  the wake  created by  the 

buildings (Figure 20). 

Figure 19. Effect of building length on sand accumulation around single-standing buildings. (See
Figure 16 for explanation of symbols).

5.2. Two Buildings Next to Each Other
5.2.1. Sand Accumulation Pattern

When two buildings are closely located to each other, interaction will occur between
the sand accumulation patterns created by the individual buildings. Figure 20 shows the
pattern that will typically occur. Crescentic sand accumulations will still be formed around
the two buildings, but in addition, a long-stretched pile of sand will form downwind from
the open area between the buildings. That open area may be free from sand (merging of
the scouring zones of the two buildings), but it may also contain a narrow tail of sand
that extends into the sand pile downwind from the buildings. A sand-free zone separates
the sand pile from the sand accumulations outside the wake created by the buildings
(Figure 20).

The next paragraphs describe how the characteristics of the sand accumulation pile
change with the size of the gap between the two buildings.

5.2.2. Two Cubic Buildings

To test the effect of gap width (G), experiments were performed with two cubic
buildings, each 8 cm long, 8 cm wide, and 8 cm high. The G-values tested were 2, 4, 6, 8,
10, 12, 14, 16, 20, 24, 28, and 34 cm. In each experiment, the following characteristics of the
sand pile were measured (see also Figure 20a): sand drift length (SDL), distance between
the sand drift’s crest and the buildings’ leeside (SDCd), and the height of the sand drift’s
crest (SDCh). The results are shown in Figure 21, where the ratio G/H in the abscissa is the
ratio of gap width to building height. Sand drift length increased as the gap between the
buildings became larger, but it reached an equilibrium from a G/H ratio of 1.75 (Figure 21a).
The distance between the sand drift’s crest and the buildings’ leeside initially increased
with increasing gap width, reached a maximum at G/L = 1, then decreased again. The
height of the sand drift’s crest, on the other hand, did not change much with gap width
(Figure 21b).

5.2.3. Two Rectangular Buildings

To check the above-mentioned results for rectangular buildings, five gap widths were
tested for two rectangular buildings, each 8 cm long, 8 cm high, and 24 cm wide and
installed perpendicular to the sand supply direction. As can be seen in Figure 21, the trends
are identical to those of cubic buildings, although the sand pile was a little shorter, and also
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a little closer to the buildings when the latter were cubic. Its height, on the other hand, was
almost identical for the two building types.
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Figure 20. (a) Diagram illustrating the sand accumulation parameters for two cubic buildings;
(b) sand accumulation pattern in the wind tunnel (photo: M. Sherzad).

5.2.4. Recommendations for Building Design

With regard to the sand pile that forms downwind from the gap between two adjacent
buildings, it is important that the accumulation occurs sufficiently downwind from the
buildings. This guarantees that sufficient space behind the buildings will be free of sand, so
that burial of the buildings by sand (for example, when the wind blows from the opposite
direction) is less likely. Moreover, the volume of the sand pile should be as small as possible.
The wind tunnel results indicate that both requirements are best met once the ratio G/H is
smaller than 1, both in the case of cubic buildings and in the case of rectangular buildings.
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Constructing the buildings sufficiently close to each other (perpendicular to the direction
of sand transport) is, therefore, recommended.
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6. Discussion

Buildings in vernacular settlements in a desert often have complex geometrical shapes.
In the El-Oued Souf in Algeria, the vernacular architecture created a harmony between
the natural environment and the man-made environment. It integrated the elements of
climate, landscape, and culture. The overall geometry of the buildings (square, rectangu-
lar), the distance between adjacent buildings, and the shape of the roof (dome, vaulting)
substantially affected the patterns of sand erosion and deposition between and around the
buildings and prevented sand accumulation on the roof. That the vernacular settlements
in El-Oued Souf, which are located in the middle of active sand dunes and suffer from
continuous sand drift and deposition, have survived for centuries, raises the question of
whether their layout could have been specially designed to minimize sand encroachment.
This study shows that wind tunnel experiments designed to simulate the patterns of sand
erosion and deposition over and around scale models of buildings are a very useful tool to
find building shapes and configurations that guarantee a minimum of sand encroachment.
Computational Fluid Dynamics (CFD) offers an additional tool to study the wind-flow
patterns over and around buildings. However, at the time of writing, CFD simulations
of sand encroachment patterns have not yet been very successful, although the air flow
patterns themselves can be accurately reproduced. Further developments in the field of
CFD will hopefully fill this gap.

This study also shows that when careful attention is paid to fulfilling the simulation
requirements related to sand dynamics, wind tunnel experiments with scale models can lead
to correct predictions of the erosion and deposition patterns. Previous studies have shown
that this is also true for dust patterns, as well as for snow (see, for example, [4–6,9,11,13]).
This makes the wind tunnel a very useful tool for developing optimum designs for buildings
to be erected in a desert environment where sediment dynamics is very high, due to the
dry climate and the absence of a continuous vegetation cover.

This study hopes to increase the awareness and knowledge of the topic; moreover,
it shows that more collaboration is needed between experts in the field of aeolian sand
studies, on one hand, and planners and architects in the field of desert architecture on
the other. This way, clear design guidelines can be developed and applied, leading to
sustainable buildings constructed in harmony with the natural environment and with
minimal encroachment problems.

7. Conclusions

This study provides a better understanding of the relationships between building size,
shape, and configuration, on one hand, and aeolian sand depositional patterns on the other,
from which some design guidance could be derived. By using wind tunnel simulations,
optimum ratios of built form were suggested to help control the sand features around
buildings by minimizing the piling up of sand and enlarging the sand-free areas around the
buildings. The presented method can be applied in many areas affected by sand deposition.

For single-standing buildings, to guarantee that the size of the sand-free scour zones in
front of and on the two sides of the building are large and that the length and thickness of
the sand accumulation tail behind the building are small, it is recommended that buildings
are tall enough (two-floor buildings are better than one-floor buildings), and they should
also remain sufficiently narrow. The optimum combination tested in this study was for
H/L ≥ 2.5 and W/L around 1.5, where H, L, and W are the height, length, and width
of the building, respectively. Single-standing buildings constructed this way will remain
reasonably free from sand accumulation.

For buildings constructed next to each other, it is important that the distance between
them remains sufficiently small. This way, the sand pile that forms downwind from the
gap between the buildings does not reach the buildings themselves, which guarantees that
sufficient space behind the buildings will be free of sand, so that burial of the buildings
by sand (for example, when the wind blows from the opposite direction) is less likely.
Constructing buildings sufficiently close to each other also ensures that the volume of the
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sand pile will remain small. The wind tunnel results indicate that the ratio G/H, where G
is the space between the buildings and H is building height, should be preferably smaller
than 1, both in the case of cubic buildings and rectangular buildings.

It is important to point out some limitations of the current study:

- Only a selection of geometric building shapes were tested;
- Only a selection of building parameters were tested (height, width, and length);
- No configurations were tested with buildings behind each other: only single-standing

buildings and buildings next to each other were tested;
- No multiple rows of buildings (a common situation in a larger settlement) were tested.

Future studies are recommended to provide a better understanding of the sand en-
croachment patterns under conditions not tested in this study.
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