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Abstract: The reservoir landslide in the Three Gorges Reservoir Area (TGRA) often suffers from local
cyclic loading scenarios produced by surge waves, groundwater level fluctuation, traffic loading, and
seismic activity. However, the effects of local cyclic loading on the shear resistance of the shear-zone
of the reservoir landslide are poorly understood. This study experimentally investigates the effects of
local cyclic loading on the shear strength and the deformation of shear-zone material using cyclic
direct shear tests. A series of cyclic direct shear tests are performed with different normal stresses,
cyclic periods, and numbers of cycles. The experimental results indicate that: (1) Compared with
monotonic loading, local cyclic loading can significantly decrease the shear stress of shear-zone
soil. (2) Shear-zone soil exhibits greater volumetric contraction under local cyclic loading conditions
than that under monotonic loading. (3) Under different vertical stresses, the differentiation of shear
deformation after 40 cycles of loading was slight and virtually insignificant. The research results
reveal the weakening law of the mechanical strength of shear-zone soil under local cyclic loading,
which provides a foundation for investigating the mechanism of the reservoir landslide under the
fluctuation of water levels.
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1. Introduction

Despite extensive investigations having been carried out in the recent decades to in-
vestigate the static shear strength of the sliding zone in landslides, only a few studies have
been performed on the effects of local cyclic loading, i.e., surge waves, groundwater level
fluctuation, traffic loading, precipitation, or seismic loading, which are often encountered
periodically in reservoir landslides but do not last long. One of the reasons for this dis-
crepancy is that in general, local cyclic loading cannot trigger large-scale rapid landslides.
However, the phenomenon of cyclic loading-induced landslides has been noticed in much
of the recent research. For example, Gratchev et al. [1] noted that under every stress loading
process, the pore pressure raised until it increased to the vertical stress. Sassa et al. [2] found
that cyclic loading could trigger a liquefaction effect near the slip zone. Nakamura et al. [3]
observed that shear strength can be reduced under cyclic loading and may eventually
make the materials behave like high mobility materials. Moreover, effective cell pressure
and deviatoric stress had a great effect on pore pressure in triaxial tests [4,5]. In saturated
sliding-zone soils, pore pressure may increase to cell pressure under cyclic loading, leading
to soil liquefaction [6].

Reservoir bank landslides and the surge waves they generate are a calamitous disaster
that can cause massive property damage and fatalities [7]. For example, the impulse
water waves generated by the Vajont landslide tsunami in Italy (1963) swept away several
villages and caused nearly 2000 fatalities [8]. During the 2004 Mid-Niigata earthquake,
cyclic loading triggered numerous landslides and a barrier dam in front of the landslide [2].
Since the impounding of the Three Gorges Reservoir (TGR), reservoir landslides have
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been arousing wide public concern as they can generate dynamic loading [9,10]. The
current situation is that many reservoir landslides have not been reinforced and remain in
a state of continuous deformation under local cyclic loading in the TRGA, for example, the
Huangtupo landslide [11] and the Outang landslide [12]. Hence, it is of great significance
to study the stress—strain characteristics of reservoir landslides under local cyclic loading.

Understanding the deformation evolution of shear-zone soil under the condition
of monotonic loading and cyclic loading is essential for calculating the stability and de-
signing the prevention structure of reservoir landslides [13,14]. Monotonic loading and
cyclic loading will cause permanent and fatigue deformation in specimens under differ-
ent stress levels [15,16]. Under these deformations, as a slope is damaged, it generates
tensile cracks at the trailing edge [9,17]. The main study methods involve computer simula-
tion, model testing, indoor testing, and in situ surveys [18-21]. In addition, some linear
and nonlinear methods were used to predict the shear strength parameters from soils’
physical properties [22-24].

Monitoring data from reservoir landslides has shown that reservoir level variation is
amongst the most significant elements governing the stability and deformation features
since the impoundment of the TGR [25]. The cyclic loading effect on the displacement be-
haviors has become more and more obvious [26]. Detailed deformation and strength studies
are necessary to explain how reservoir level changes influence the stability of a landslide.

In this paper, the shear-zone soil of the Huangtupo landslide was taken as the research
object, and a cyclic direct shearing test system was used to perform a special dynamic test.
Then, the shear strength characteristics of the shear-zone soil under various stress states
and the stress-deformation behavior of the shear-zone soil with local cyclic direct shear
testing were obtained to simulate the stress—strain evolution law of reservoir landslides
under the fluctuation of the water level. Eventually, the effects of the cyclic period and
the cycle number on the stress—strain behaviors of the shear-zone soil were studied. The
research results reveal the weakening law of the mechanical strength of the shear-zone soil
under local cyclic loading, which provides a foundation for investigating the mechanism of
reservoir landslides under the fluctuation of the water level.

2. Landslide Overview

The Huangtupo landslide is in the south band of the Yangtze River in Badong County
(Figure 1a) and is an ancient large-scale landslide, which seriously threatens life and
property in its vicinity [27]. Given the instability of the deformation, the migrant relocation
project of Huangtupo landslide dated from February 2009 and was finished in May 2017,
altogether 16,000 people relocated from the landslide (Figure 1b). Because a highway on the
landslide is connected with the provincial highway, there are always cars and wagons using
the road throughout the year, which generates very low-frequency traffic cyclic loading on
the shear-zone of the landslide (Figure 1c).

The Huangtupo landslide consist of mudstone, sandstone, and limestone strata of the
Badong Formation of the Triassic period (T3b) and is a multi-stage landslide accumulation.
The landslide is made up of No. 1 and No. 2 sliding accumulation near the Yangtze
River. At the end of 2021, the China University of Geosciences (Wuhan) built the Badong
National Observation and Research Station of Geohazards on the No. 1 riverside sliding
accumulation to study the deformation evolution of the landslide under fluctuations of the
reservoir level.
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Figure 1. Maps of the Huangtupo landslide (a) the location of the Huangtupo landslide; (b) the scope
of landslide and relocation project; and (c) shear-zone of 3 test tunnel.

According to the monitoring data from the ground, slip body, and slip bed, there is fa-
tigue loading on the shear-zone soil because of the variation in reservoir level (145 m-175 m),
as well as dynamic stress by earthquakes. Therefore, it is quite important to reveal the
stress—strain relationship under various vertical loads, cycle periods, and cycle numbers. A
flowchart for the whole work process is provided in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Flowchart for the whole work process.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Soil Properties

The shear-zone soil used in the cyclic direct shear test was from the third test tunnel
of the No. 1 riverside landslide accumulation of the Huangtupo landslide. Laboratory
tests were performed to determine the basic physical and mechanical properties of the
shear-zone soil (Table 1). The particle size distribution curve of the shear-zone soil is shown
in Figure 3. According to a plasticity chart of the unified soil classification system of ASTM
D-2487, because the plasticity index and liquid limit are 18.51 and 36.02%, respectively,
the soil classification of the shear-zone soil is CL. Based on the particle size distribution
curve, the sizes dg, ds, and dqg are 4.96 mm, 1.54 mm, and 0.03 mm, respectively. As the
coefficient of uniformity C, is 146.93, the shear-zone soil is poorly graded.

Table 1. Basic physical and mechanical properties of the shear-zone soil.

Natural Moisture Natural Density Specific Liquid Limit  Plastic Limit Plasticity Deformation
Content w/% pl(g-cm—3) Gravity Gs wi/% wpl% Index Modulus E/MPa
13.85 2.15 2.67 36.02 17.51 18.51 25.66
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Figure 3. Particle size distribution curve of shear-zone soil from the Huangtupo landslide.
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3.2. Testing Methodology

The cyclic direct shear tests were performed using an automated direct shear apparatus
(Figure 4) from GDS Instruments (Hook, UK), which could perform standard/cyclic direct
shear testing with full automation (ASTM D-3080). In cyclic direct shear tests, horizontal
shearing could be applied at an (i) assigned rate of horizontal deformation, (ii) assigned
rate of horizontal force change, or (iii) assigned cyclic loading. The system had a shear
actuator, internal load cell, and data acquisition box. The system also had horizontal travel
of £25 mm and displacement accuracy of 0.1% FSO.

! Data acquisition box

=T

Figure 4. The GDS direct shear test equipment. (a) Components of shear test system; (b) mounting
the specimen.

The specimen assessed with the cyclic direct shear test apparatus was approximately
75 mm X 75 mm X 30 mm. The remolded specimens were prepared to match the dry
density and water content of the undisturbed specimens. To prevent material loss at the
clearance between the two halves of the direct shear box, the clearance size was fixed to
0.2 mm using the gap screws.

The samples in the cyclic direct shear test were loaded to 100 kPa, 200 kPa, and 400 kPa
vertical stresses according to the buried depth and elevation of the shear-zone soil. For
monotonic loading tests, the specimens were sheared at a steady rate of 0.02 mm/min
throughout the test. The Huangtupo landslide is a revived landslide after the impoundment
of the TGR, and the shear strength of the shear-zone soil falls to the residual value, about
60~70% of the maximum shear stress (7y) [28]. Thus, for the cyclic loading test when the
shear stress increased to 65% of the maximum shear stress or specified shear strength under
monotonic loading (stage I), cyclic loading (stage II) was applied. According to the water
level fluctuation data [20], the stress amplitude of the cyclic loading was 5% of the shear
strength, the cyclic frequencies were 0.011 Hz (90 s), 0.017 Hz (60 s), and 0.100 Hz (10 s), and
the number of cycles were 10, 20, 100, and 1000. The dynamic stress ratios were 0.577, 0.540,
and 0.368 for normal consolidation stress of 100 kPa, 200 kPa, and 400 kPa, respectively.
After cyclic loading, the specimen was sheared monotonically (stage III) until the specific
termination to reveal the effect of local cyclic loading on the shear stress of the shear-zone
soil. A schematic diagram of monotonic loading (stage I), cyclic loading (stage II), and
monotonic loading (stage III) is shown in Figure 5. In the absence of a peak strength, the
shear stress at 10 percent relative lateral displacement is taken as a failure (ASTM D-3080).
Table 2 shows the detailed cyclic direct shear test conditions for the shear-zone soil of the
Huangtupo landslide.

The shear strength ratio f.m, which is expressed as the ratio of the shear strength T,
in a cyclic direct shear test to the peak strength 7, in a monotonic direct shear test on
shear-zone soil under the same vertical stress is proposed as follows:

fcm = ch/Tfm (1)
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Figure 5. Schematic diagram of monotonic loading and cyclic loading.

Table 2. Test conditions for all direct shear tests.

Test (No.) Test Type Normal Stress (kPa)  Cyclic Period (s) Number of Cycles

A-0 MDS 100 0 0
A-1-1 CDS 100 90 10
A-1-2 CDS 100 90 20
A-1-3 CDS 100 90 100
A-1-4 CDS 100 90 1000
A-2-1 CDS 100 60 10
A-2-2 CDS 100 60 20
A-2-3 CDS 100 60 100
A-2-4 CDS 100 60 1000
A-3-1 CDS 100 10 10
A-3-2 CDS 100 10 20
A-3-3 CDS 100 10 100
A-3-4 CDS 100 10 1000

B-0 MDS 200 0 0

B-1 CDS 200 90 100

B-2 CDS 200 60 100

B-3 CDS 200 10 100

C-0 MDS 400 0 0

C-1 CDS 400 90 100

C-2 CDS 400 60 100

C-3 CDS 400 10 100

Note: MDS-Monotonic direct shear test. CDS-Cyclic direct shear test.

4. Results
4.1. Monotonic Direct Shear Test Characteristics

The evolutions of the horizontal shear stress and the vertical deformation as func-
tions of the shear displacement of the shear-zone soil are shown in Figure 6. The shear
stress—shear displacement curves, plotted in Figure 6a, show a strain-hardening charac-
teristic with different normal stress. For the shear-zone soil, an increase in the normal
stress enhanced the initial stiffness of the stress-displacement curve. As there was no peak
strength in the stress-deformation curves, the shear stress at 7.50 mm shear displacement
(10 percent relative lateral displacement) was taken as a failure. At the same time, the
shear-zone soil exhibited a shear-contraction property as an increase in shear displacement
under different normal stress (Figure 6b). In addition, an increase in the normal pressure
enhanced the vertical deformation at the end of each stress level.
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Figure 6. Monotonic direct shear tests of shear-zone soil under different normal stresses: (a) shear
stress versus shear displacement; (b) vertical displacement versus shear displacement.

Figure 7 presents the shear stress and normal stress relationships for three values of
normal stress, as well as the corresponding linear best fit. Following the Mohr-Coulomb
failure criterion, the shear strength parameters of shear-zone soil showed an adhesion
¢ =52.87 kPa and a friction angle ¢ = 20.13° under monotonic loading.

250 T T T T
[ |
200 —
©
o
= 150 |- .
[]
%]
o
5 1=0.40480,+54.49
& 100 | R?=0.9323 T
< [ ]
(2]
50 |- -
0 1 1 1 1
0 100 200 300 400

Normal stress (kPa)
Figure 7. Shear stress as a function of the applied normal stress under monotonic loading.

4.2. Studying the Effect of Normal Stress

The cyclic direct shear tests exhibited in this section were carried out with the normal
stresses of 100 kPa, 200 kPa, and 400 kPa, and shear stresses of sinusoidal waveforms.
A total of 100 cycles were imposed to the shear-zone soil for each stress level. For the
load-controlled local cyclic direct shear tests, the applied shear stress amplitude, T4, was 5%
of the shear strength reached under monotonic loading (7¢y,). The applied normal stress,
the vertical displacement, the shear displacement, and the horizontal shear stress were
recorded automatically during the direct shearing process.

Figure 8 shows the shear stress plotted against shear displacement for shear-zone soil at a
normal stress of 100 kPa, 200 kPa, and 400 kPa. It indicates that an increase in the normal stress
enhanced the initial slope of the curves and the stiffness of the shear-zone soil. Compared with
the monotonic direct shear test, local cyclic loading did not change the stress-displacement
tendency but decreased shear strength, which could be attributed mainly to the different
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cyclic loading [29]. After 100 cycles the specimens were subjected to more accumulated plastic

deformation and fatigue damage, leading to lower shear strength.
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Figure 8. Shear stress versus shear displacement curves under different normal stress (N = 100).

(@)T=10s;(b) T=60s;(c) T=90s.
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Figure 9 presents the dimensionless normalized shear strength ratio (fom) as a function
of the normal stress for the shear-zone soil under monotonic and cyclic loading. Apparently,
the shear strength ratio of the shear-zone soil increases with increasing normal stress
because of shearing contraction due to the rearrangement of soil particles. In addition,
longer cyclic periods (T = 90 s) implies that the specimen is weaker and less resistant to
the shear stress, due to the fatigue deteriorating effect of the cyclic stress. For example,
the shear strength parameters of the shear-zone soil are ¢ = 45.715 kPa, ¢ = 43.185 kPa,
¢ =39.55kPa, ¢ =20.35°, ¢ =20.00°, and ¢ = 20.06° under 10 s, 60 s, and 90 s, respectively.
The shear strength ratio is in the range of 0.79-0.94 for shear-zone soil under different
normal stress and cyclic loading periods.

1.00 T T T T

0.95

0.90

0.85

Shear strength ratio

0.80

0.75 L—L : ' : ' : '
100 200 300 400

Normal stress (kPa)

Figure 9. Shear strength ratio against normal stress for shear-zone soil with different cyclic periods.

4.3. Studying the Effect of Number of Cycles

The shear-stress response of the shear-zone soil to a local stress-controlled cyclic direct
shear test is illustrated in Figure 10. In this test, the shear-zone soil was applied to 0, 10,
20, 100, and 1000 cycles with the vertical pressure of 100 kPa and cyclic period of 10 s,
60 s, and 90 s. Figure 10a exhibits shear stress for steady loading and local cyclic loading
as a function of shear displacement and illustrates the fact that increasing the number
of cycles decreased the shear strength of the shear-zone soil under different numbers of
cycles. With a cyclic loading application, the shear-zone soil hardened gradually, and then
smaller displacements were produced by the same load amplitude. It is especially evident
in Figure 10b that the maximum data of deformation were only 0.1 mm for the first cycle.
This increased to 3.31 mm after 1000 cycles and was kept approximately constant.

Figure 11 exhibits that the shear strength ratio decreased as the number of cycles
increased because the plastic deformation and fatigue damage of the specimen increased
with the number of cycles. In other words, the plastic deformation did not disappear until
a great number of cycles had been completed.
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Figure 10. Shear stress versus shear displacement curves with different number of cycles (¢ = 100 kPa).
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4.4. Studying the Effect of Cyclic Period

Figure 12 exhibits the relationship between shear stress and shear displacement after
different numbers of cycles at different cyclic periods of 10 s, 60 s, and 90 s. It is apparent
that the shear stress was lower for local cyclic loading under different cyclic periods than
that for monotonic loading because of fatigue deterioration. It is also found that the cyclic
shear stress decreased with a decrease in the cyclic period due to faster plastic deformation.
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Figure 12. Cont.
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Figure 12. Curves showing shear stress versus shear displacement under different cyclic periods
(0 = 100 kPa). (a) N = 10; (b) N = 20; (¢) N = 100; and (d) N = 1000.

The cumulative shear displacement of the specimen under different cyclic periods
increases nonlinearly with time, from the large to the small. Under vertical stress of 100 kPa,
the change of shear deformation after 40 cycles of loading was virtually insignificant at
cyclic periods of 90 s, 60 s, and 10 s, respectively.

Figure 13 shows the shear strength ratio in relation to the cyclic period for shear-zone
soil with different numbers of cycles. The shear strength ratio decreases with the increasing
cyclic period. After 1000 cycles, the cyclic strength attained was 18.27%, 15.04%, and 12.73%
smaller than the shear strength under monotonic loading, with cyclic periods of 90 s, 60's,
and 10 s, respectively.
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Figure 13. Shear strength ratio against cyclic period for shear-zone soil with different numbers of cycles.
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5. Discussion
5.1. Effect of Cyclic Loading on Shear Displacement

Figure 14 compares the shear displacement obtained by local load-controlled cyclic
loading tests with the same cyclic period (90 s) but different normal stresses. Under different
vertical stresses, the differentiation of shear deformation after 40 cycles of loading was
slight and virtually insignificant. Obviously, the shear displacement—cyclic number curve
can be separated into two parts. The first part is from the beginning to the 40th cycle,
regarded as the initial stage of shear displacement. At this stage, the accumulative shear
displacement increases evidently with an increase in the cyclic number, especially in the
initial cycles. The second part is from the 40th cycle to the end, regarded as the steady stage.
Moreover, the shear displacement increases very slowly at this stage.

1.0 : : , : . . | .
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Figure 14. Shear displacement versus the number of cycles with different normal stress (T = 90 s).

However, each shear displacement responded differently to the number of cycles
during the local cyclic loading of the second part. The slopes of the mean cyclic path
(5100, S200, and Saqp) increased slightly from 4.6686 x 10~% t0 9.88797 x 10~%, but the cyclic
displacement amplitudes (d1¢9, 4200, and d4qp) increased near two times, from 0.022 mm
to 0.043 mm, with an increase in normal stresses. At a given cyclic period and number
of cycles, the imposed normal stress plays a major role in local cyclic displacement, as
previously noted by Pra-ai and Boulon [30].

Figure 15 presents the cyclic shear stress behavior of the shear-zone soil with varying
normal stress and cyclic periods. As shown in Figure 15a, the increasing vertical stress
increases the amplitude of the cyclic shear stress, T,. At vertical stress of 100 kPa, the shear
stress of the mean position is 7o'’ = 54 kPa and the amplitude of the cyclic shear stress is
7,'% = 7.88 kPa, whereas the shear stress of the mean position and the stress amplitude
increase to 7% = 135 kPa and 7,'% = 19.52 kPa under normal stress of 400 kPa.

Figure 15b shows the samples manifest diverse shear response patterns at varying
cyclic periods under vertical stress of 100 kPa. The shear displacement increases with the
increasing cyclic period and is composed of two different parts: elastic displacement de
and plastic displacement dp. In the first cycle, the plastic displacement d);; increases from
0.023 mm to 0.066 mm as the cyclic period increases from 10 s to 90 s. However, in the last
cycle, the plastic displacement drops to zero and the elastic displacement tends to become
a stable constant d. = 0.02 mm. Even though the specimen is sheared under cyclic periods
of 10 s, 60 s, and 90 s, the elastic displacements of the shear-zone soil finally approach the
same value under a stable mean position and amplitude of the cyclic shear stress.
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Figure 15. Shear stress versus shear displacement curves with (a) different normal stress and
(b) different cyclic periods.

5.2. Effect of Cyclic Loading on Volume change

The vertical displacement—shear displacement curves of shear-zone soil under mono-
tonic and cyclic loading, plotted in Figure 16, show a contraction characteristic that in-
creased with increasing normal stress from 100 to 400 kPa. However, for lower vertical
stress (100 kPa) under monotonic loading, the shear-zone soil initially presented a contrac-
tile behavior at 0.84 mm, such as that examined at the higher stress (200 kPa and 400 kPa),
and then reversed to show a dilation until the end of the test. During shearing of the
shear-zone soil, the macroscopic shear surface is horizontal, but sliding between single
particles happens on multiple microscopic surfaces inclined at different angles near the
horizontal, showing dilation or contraction. These observations were consistent with those
of the sand interface under a direct shear test [31], which also reveals that the specimen
exhibited a contraction phase followed by a dilation phase.

030 | — o-n=l10(|) kFl’a, ;nonlotolnic Iloacliingl L 1
| —®— ¢,=100 kPa, cyclic loading
Eoo2s| 0,=200 kPa, monotonic loading i
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Figure 16. Vertical displacement versus shear displacement under monotonic and cyclic loading
(N =100,T=90s).

The volume change induced by a cyclic shear test increased with increasing shear dis-
placement [32]. For the cyclic loading curves with 100 cycles at a cyclic period of 90 s under
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different normal stress, the volume change initially increased slightly at near 1 mm horizon-
tal displacement but increased sharply under local cyclic loading from 0.05 mm to 0.116 mm
(circle A), 0.121 mm (circle B), and 0.141 mm (circle C). However, at the second monotonic
direct shear stage (Il stage), the variation of the volume change was almost insignificant.
Thus, for slow-moving reservoir landslides in the TGR, the horizontal displacements are
more sensitive than the vertical ones after suffering local cyclic loading [33].

6. Conclusions

In this paper, the stress—strain behaviors of shear-zone soil obtained from the Huang-
tupo landslide in the TGR area were characterized through monotonic and local cyclic
direct shear tests under different normal stress, cyclic periods, and numbers of cycles. Based
on the detailed analysis and interpretation of the cyclic shear test results, the following
conclusions can be drawn:

1. The shear strength ratio fm of shear-zone soil from monotonic and local cyclic direct
shear testing depends on the normal stress and cyclic shear stress. As the normal
stress increases, the shear strength ratio fon grows almost linearly with different
cyclic periods. The shear strength of shear-zone soil after applying local cyclic load-
ing is smaller than that of monotonic loading because of ratcheting behavior and
fatigue deterioration.

2. Inalocal cyclic loading direct shear test, the shear failure stress of shear-zone soil
decreases with an increase in the number of cycles and a decrease in the cyclic periods.
In a local load-controlled cyclic loading test (stage II), the shear displacement of
specimens in each cycle initially increases dramatically, and then increases slightly
to steady stage, exhibiting a ratcheting effect. If loading persists after cyclic loading,
the shear-zone soil hardens continuously, resulting in an elastic hysteresis loop with a
larger number of cycles.

3.  Compared with monotonic loading, an increase in the cyclic period of cyclic load-
ing on a specimen causes a decrease in the shear strength ratio fom. The shear
stress—displacement curves of the shear-zone soil with different numbers of cycles are
quite similar, showing two individual parts: initially a plastic displacement stage and
then elastic displacement stage.

4.  For slow-moving reservoir landslides in the TGR, the horizontal displacements are
more sensitive than vertical ones after suffering local cyclic loadings.

During the dynamic evolution of the Huangtupo landslide, the shear strength of the
shear-zone soil will gradually decrease with cyclic reservoir water fluctuations. Therefore,
there is a need to monitor the deformation, especially the horizontal displacement of the
widespread reservoir landslide in the Three Gorges Reservoir area, and pertinent prevention
measures should be taken to avert serious fatigue deterioration of the shear-zone soil, which
may even induce a catastrophic reservoir landslide disaster.
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