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Abstract
In Switzerland, degrading or thawing permafrost has been identified as being an
issue of national importance with respect to its potential for causing severe dam-
age or even loss of life in densely populated Alpine regions due to climate
change. On this basis, a joint project was initiated between three Institutes of the
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, Zurich: Institute for Geotechnical Engi-
neering, Institute for Geophysics and the Laboratory for Hydraulics, Hydrology
and Glaciology. This thesis deals with the variations of the geotechnical behav-
iour of Alpine permafrost with time and temperature. However, input from several
other sub-projects have been used in order to interpret and analyse the geotech-
nical results.

Permafrost may be found in Alpine regions at elevations from about 2500 m
above sea level, depending on the location and the exposure. A special geomor-
phological feature within permafrost is called a rock glacier. Active rock glaciers
are composed of ice, solids, water and air. They tend to be covered with boul-
ders and to creep down-slope due to gravitational forces. Six boreholes were
drilled within two active rock glaciers in the Engadin, Swiss Alps, in order to
study the behaviour of this special type of frozen soil. Cores were analysed and
tested in the laboratory, and several field investigations were carried out in the
boreholes.

The stratigraphy of the two rock glaciers could be determined from the drill-
ings and additional geophysical investigations in the boreholes and from the sur-
face. Both rock glaciers show high volumetric ice content, or even pure ice,
underneath the 2 – 4 m thick active layer that consists mainly of large boulders.
Volumetric air content in the frozen soil was found to be more than 20% within
some layers and during the drilling, the flushing air completely disappeared into
the ground. These observations corroborate evidence that several open chan-
nels have to be expected within the rock glaciers, allowing air and water circula-
tion through the frozen body. Temperature measurements confirm the existence
of a thermal disturbance within the permafrost at the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock gla-
cier. Underneath the permafrost base, there is a highly permeable layer, which
facilitates the drainage of melt water from the permafrost layer. Furthermore,
seasonal temperature changes were observed at the Muragl rock glacier in the
permafrost, indicating that this layer must be connected to the atmosphere. Air
v
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circulation underneath the permafrost may result in an acceleration of the per-
mafrost degradation. The deformation measurements within the rock glaciers
reveal that a distinct shear zone exists, where more than 60% of the total defor-
mation was observed. This shear zone was determined to correspond with the
permafrost base for the Muragl rock glacier, indicating that the frozen soil at the
location of the drillings only exists because it has been carried down-slope within
the rock glacier. The shear zone within the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier is situ-
ated at a depth in-between the ice-rich part and layers with frozen boulders, cob-
bles and gravel. Seasonal changes were observed in the deformation for the
Muragl rock glacier, whereas the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier creeps about
nine times slower at a rate that is more or less constant throughout the year.

Triaxial creep and shear tests at temperatures between -4.5 and -1.0°C on
artificially frozen and natural permafrost samples from the two rock glaciers
resulted in new insight into the behaviour of frozen soils. A Glen type creep law
was used in order to describe the steady state creep conditions. The creep
parameters are strongly dependent on the structure and the temperature. Close
to the melting point of the ice, an exponential increase of the unfrozen water
results in a rapid change of the activation energy and therefore, large creep
strains. Low volumetric ice content increases structural hindrance between the
solid particles, resulting in a decreasing creep susceptibility. However, even
though samples with low volumetric ice content creep generally less than sam-
ples with high volumetric ice content, the increase of creep deformation with an
increasing load is much more significant for the first composition. No tertiary
creep, i.e. creep failure, may be expected under the stress conditions that are
anticipated within the two rock glaciers under investigation. The sample
response during shear tests allowed interpretation on a micro-structural level. It
seems, that depending on the volumetric air, solid and ice content, and the
applied strain rate, the behaviour changes from brittle to dilatant (or ductile).
Compression of the sample resulting in a ductile response occurs due to air cav-
ities, whereas the existence of solid particles increases structural hindrance and
dilatant behaviour has to be expected. Volume changes were recorded during
the test due to the compression of air voids, even though the tests were per-
formed without permitting drainage to take place.

The experimental work in the laboratory and the field investigations have
allowed statements concerning the stability of the two rock glaciers to be made.
Permafrost degradation is a gradual process and therefore, sudden failure of the
whole rock glacier may not be expected. However, in combination with increas-
ing active layer thickness and water run-off on the permafrost table, debris flows
can be triggered at the tongue and within the top layer. Depending on the envi-
ronment of the rock glacier forefield, these debris flows could be enlarged. Due
to the air and water permeability through cavities within the rock glacier, thermal
disturbances can occur that result in faster movements and accelerate the deg-
radation of the permafrost.

However, further investigations are necessary into the volumetric behaviour
of frozen soils during creep and shear, as well as a better knowledge about the
hydrology within rock glaciers is required. This awareness might help for future
numerical modelling of rock glacier response on climate change with a method
that allows to model the interaction between the different phases.



Zusammenfassung
Aufgrund des Gefährdungspotentiales im dicht besiedelten alpinen Raum in der
Schweiz, wurde im Zusammenhang mit einer Klimaveränderung, degradieren-
der, d.h. auftauender Permafrost als ein Problem von nationaler Bedeutung
angesehen. Drei Institute der Eidgenössischen Technischen Hochschule in
Zürich (Institut für Geotechnik, Institut für Geophysik und die Versuchsanstalt für
Wasserbau, Hydrologie und Glaziologie) haben im Anschluss daran ein gemein-
sames Projekt injiziert. Die vorliegende Arbeit befasst sich mit der Veränderung
des geotechnischen Verhaltens von alpinem Permafrost über die Zeit und verän-
derlichen Temperaturen. Für die Interpretation dieser geotechnischen Ergeb-
nisse wurden aber auch die Resultate der Partnerprojekte miteinbezogen.

Je nach Lage und Exposition können Dauerfrostböden (Permafrost) im alpi-
nen Raum in Höhenlagen ab etwa 2500 m über Meer vorgefunden werden. Eine
geomorphologisch spezielle Vorkommensart von Permafrost ist ein sogenannter
Blockgletscher. Aktive Blockgletscher bestehen aus Eis, Feststoffen, Wasser
und Luft, sind meist mit Geröll bedeckt und kriechen aufgrund der Schwerkraft
talwärts. Um das Verhalten von Blockgletschern zu untersuchen, wurden insge-
samt sechs Bohrlöcher in zwei aktive Blockgletscher im Oberengadin, Schweiz,
abgetäuft. Die gewonnenen Bohrkerne wurden im Labor analysiert und mecha-
nisch getestet. In den Bohrlöchern wurden zusätzlich verschiedene Untersu-
chungen durchgeführt und mit den Laborergebnissen verglichen.

Der Schichtaufbau der Blockgletscher konnte aufgrund der Bohrungen,
sowie geophysikalischen Messungen in den Bohrlöchern aber auch von der
Oberfläche aus bestimmt werden. Beide Blockgletscher zeigen sehr hohe Eisge-
halte und reines Eis unterhalb einer 2 – 4 m dicken aktiven Zone, welche aus
groben Blöcken besteht und im Sommer jeweils auftaut. Es wurde ein volumetri-
scher Luftgehalt von teilweise mehr als 20% gemessen und während den Boh-
rungen ging die Spülluft teilweise komplett im Untergrund verloren. Diese
Beobachtungen erhärten die Vermutung, dass verschiedene offene Verbindun-
gen in einem Blockgletscher vorhanden sein können, in welchen Wasser und
Luft zirkulieren kann. Zusätzlich Temperaturmessungen bestätigen diese Vermu-
tung und zeigen thermische Unregelmässigkeiten im Blockgletscher Murtèl-Cor-
vatsch. Unterhalb der Permafrostbasis wurde eine sehr durchlässige Schicht
festgestellt, welche eine gute Drainage des geschmolzenen Wassers aus der
vii
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Permafrostschicht zulässt. Im Muragl Blockgletscher sind in dieser Schicht sai-
sonale Schwankungen in der Temperatur gemessen worden, welche auf eine
Verbindung zur Atmosphäre hindeuten und zu einem beschleunigten Auftauen
des Permafrostes führen können. Die Deformationsmessungen in den Blockglet-
schern zeigen, dass mehr als 60% der gesamten Verformung in einer konzent-
rierten Scherschicht stattfindet. Im Blockgletscher Muragl lag diese Scherschicht
direkt über der Permafrostbasis, während sie im Blockgletscher Murtèl-Corvat-
sch in einer Schicht zwischen dem eisreichen Teil und den Schichten mit mehr
Blöcken, Steinen und Kies zu finden ist. Für den ersten Fall bedeutet dies, dass
dort der Permafrost nur existiert, weil er innerhalb des Blockgletschers von wei-
ter oben nach unten transportiert wurde. Im Blockgletscher Muragl wurden auf-
grund der höher gelegenen Scherschicht saisonale Schwanken in den
Deformationen gemessen, während der Blockgletscher Murtèl-Corvatsch etwa
neunmal langsamer, aber konstant talwärts kriecht.

Triaxiale Kriech- und Scherversuche an künstlichen und original Permafrost-
proben der beiden Blockgletscher bei Temperaturen zwischen -4.5°C und -1.0°C
ergaben neue Einsichten in das Verhalten von gefrorenen Böden. Das Kriechen
kann mit einer Glen’schen Kriechfunktion beschrieben werden, wobei die Para-
meter sowohl temperatur-, als auch eisgehaltsabhängig sind. Nahe dem
Schmelzpunkt nimmt die Aktivierungsenergie aufgrund des hohen Anteils an
Wasser exponentiell zu, und dies führt zu erhöhten Kriechdehnraten. Ein niedri-
ger Eisgehalt fördert eine gegenseitige Verkeilung der festen Körner und des-
halb ist die Kriechempfindlichkeit geringer. Mit einer Beschleunigung der
Kriechdeformationen, d.h. Kriechversagen, muss für die untersuchten Span-
nungszustände, welche in den Blockgletschern angenommen wurden, nicht
gerechnet werden. Das Verhalten der Proben während den Scherversuchen
lässt zudem Interpretationen auf der Ebene der Mikrostruktur zu. Je nach Verfor-
mungsgeschwindigkeit, Eis- und Luftgehalt, tritt ein sprödes, duktiles oder dila-
tantes Verhalten ein. Eine grosse Anzahl von Luftporen erlauben ein
Zusammendrücken der Probe, so dass diese sich duktil verhält. Demgegenüber
führt eine grosse Anzahl an Bodenkörnern zu einer Dilatanz, da die Körner sich
gegenseitig behindern. Obwohl die Versuche undrainiert durchgeführt wurden,
wurde ein Volumenveränderung während dem Abscheren gemessen.

Aufgrund der Feld- und Laborexperimente können Aussagen über die Stabi-
lität der beiden Blockgletscher gemacht werden. Da das Auftauen ein sehr lang-
samer aber stetiger Prozess ist, muss nicht mit einem dramatischen Versagen
eines Blockgletschers gerechnet werden. Durch eine Vergrösserung der aktiven
Zone an der Oberfläche, können durch Starkniederschläge oder Schmelzwasser
Murgänge ausgelöst werden, welche sich je nach Umgebung, im Vorfeld stark
vergrössern können. Wasser- und Luftzirkulationen unterhalb und im Blockglet-
scher führen durch die thermische Störung zu einem beschleunigten Schmelzen
des Permafrostes und zu einer Zunahme der Kriechdeformationen.

Um das Verhalten der Blockgletscher besser zu verstehen, sind jedoch noch
weitere Untersuchungen bezüglich deren Hydrologie, aber auch in Bezug auf
das Volumenverhalten von gefrorenen Böden unter Belastung erforderlich.
Diese Erkenntnisse sollten dazu helfen in Zukunft Blockgletscher numerisch zu
modellieren. Am erfolgversprechendsten dürften Methoden sein, welche die
Interaktion zwischen den einzelnen Phasen richtig erfassen können. 
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Research on Geocryology, as defined below, began with early reports on perma-
frost in the USSR at the beginning of the 20th century. The term Geocryology is
highly generalised and was defined by Brown and Kupsch (1974) as ‘The study
of earth materials having a temperature below 0°C’. This definition is entirely
based on the temperature and is therefore independent of the water and the ice
content of the soil or the rock. Beside the temperature, the definition of Perma-
frost contains a boundary condition relating to the time. According to Brown and
Kupsch (1974), the ground must have temperatures below zero degrees centi-
grade over at least two consecutive winters and the intervening summer.
Depending on the source, between 20% (Brown, 1997) and 25% (Yershov,
1998) of the Earth’s surface is underlain by permafrost or perennially frozen
ground.

Scientifically based permafrost research in Switzerland started only about 30
years ago and has focused primarily on permafrost evolution, geomorphological
mapping, photogrammetrical studies, and borehole temperatures as well as
deformation monitoring of soils containing ice. This relatively short research his-
tory is more astonishing, since the risk potential of permafrost has been men-
tioned already in the fifties by Jäckli (1957): ‘In der Permafrostzone ist auch der
klüftigste Fels kompakt, zähe, wasserdicht und im Stollenbau standfest. …Das
seit 100 Jahren beobachtete Ansteigen der Klimagrenze hat ein Auftauen des
Permafrostes in seinen tiefsten Lagen zur Folge, wodurch sich Steine und Fel-
spartien, die früher durch Permafrost zusammengehalten wurden, loslösen und
abstürzen: ein Grund zu Steinschlag und Felsstürzen an warmen Sommerta-
gen.’1

Degradation of permafrost in thickness and geographic extent might have
different significance depending on the location and stratigraphy. Warming of
rocks may lead to rockfalls as mentioned by Jäckli. Within areas where the per-
mafrost contains ice, major damage to engineering structures may be expected

1. ‘Within permafrost, even a very jointed rock is compact, tough, impermeable and self-
supporting within gallery construction. ...The noted rise in the climate boundary, which is
observed since 100 years, results in melting of permafrost within the lower regions and
stones as well as parts of rocks, that had previously been held together by permafrost,
may detach and fall down: a reason for rockfall on warm summer days.’
1
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as a consequence of long-term temperature increase at the surface. This might
be of particular importance when the ice content by volume is larger than the
theoretically available pore space within the soil matrix (ice-rich permafrost). The
permafrost is usually covered by an active layer, which is delineated by annual
freezing and thawing above the permafrost table. This layer may undergo hydro-
logical, geomorphological and environmental changes, affecting the stability of
steep mountain slopes (Lewkowicz, 1992). Potential hazards related to perma-
frost degradation as a function of the slope inclination have been assessed by
Harris et al. (2001a). Johnson (1984a) states that the periglacial landscape is
dominated by mass movement phenomena, the majority of which do not con-
form to steady or dynamic equilibrium models of a landscape evolution. The
potential threat posed by global warming to man made structures across north-
ern regions associated with thawing permafrost, on the other hand, has recently
been highlighted by Nelson et al. (2001).

Engineering approaches are demanded in order to solve these geomechani-
cal problems, since geomorphological models (e.g. Olyphant, 1983; Konrad et
al., 1999) have failed to answer some of the important questions posed in
periglacial mountain environments.

1.1 Objectives of the Project

On the basis of some catastrophic events, such as those occurring within Alpine
environments in 1987 (Haeberli et al., 1990a; Zimmermann, 1990; Haeberli,
1992; Zimmermann and Haeberli, 1992; Dramis et al., 1995) potential instabili-
ties of Alpine permafrost in Switzerland have been identified as being an issue of
national importance (Haeberli et al., 1997; Haeberli, 1999). The melting of per-
mafrost slopes at elevations above 2500 metres above sea level (m asl) induced
by climate change might cause massive damage in the valleys below, due to trig-
gering of debris flow slides.

In order to establish plans for protecting populated mountain areas, it is nec-
essary to understand the mechanical behaviour of frozen soils and their
response with time to changing temperatures. Constitutive models with the req-
uisite physical parameters are therefore necessary. Within an ETH mini-poly-
project, the following three institutes of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology,
Zurich (ETH) have been working together:

• Institute for Geotechnical Engineering (IGT),

• Institute of Geophysics (IG),

• Laboratory for Hydraulics, Hydrology and Glaciology (VAW).

The principal goals of this project are:

• to understand the mechanical behaviour of Alpine permafrost by
determining

- the structure (content, origin and extent),

- the physical properties and state (density, stiffness, strength, in situ
stress),
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- a representative constitutive model,

- the deformation (creep) mechanisms,

• to delineate how physical parameters vary with time and temperature,
and

• to carry out preliminary numerical modelling of glaciological features.

Generally, three main thrusts have been made in order to reach these goals,
which are not only suitable for the individual sub projects, but also for the mini-
poly-project as a whole. Details are illustrated in Figure 1-1.

The different responsibilities and contributions to this mini-poly project are sum-
marised in Table 1-1.

Multi disciplinary
project      IGT      IG      VAW

jointly shared six 
boreholes drilled 
through two rock gla-
ciers, some into bed-
rock

two doctoral theses, 
follow up project was 
funded to deliver a 
third doctoral thesis

undisturbed 
core sampling

surface
geophysics

borehole
geophysics

in situ and labo-
ratory testing

deformation 
measurements

crosshole
geophysics

temperature
measurements

constitutive
modelling

joint data
inversion

preliminary numer-
ical modelling

Table 1-1: Outline of the ETH mini-poly-project: ‘Unstable Alpine Permafrost: a 
potentially important natural hazard’.

MODELLING
• constitutive

• numerical

LABORATORY 
TESTINGCOMPARING

RESULT

Figure 1-1: Approach in solving the problem within the ETH Mini-Poly-Project
‘Unstable Alpine Permafrost: a potentially important natural hazard’.

FIELD INVESTIGATIONS
MONITORING
3
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The specific goals for the geotechnical part within this ETH mini-poly-project,
which is described herein, are:

• to investigate frozen soils in the laboratory to understand the influ-
ences of the soil-ice content, particle size, confining pressure, strain
rate and temperature on the creep, strength and stiffness response,

• to obtain equivalent creep, strength and stiffness data from in situ field
tests and cored, soil samples and to compare these with those from
artificially frozen soils,

• to establish a mechanical relationship between key parameters for
both artificial and real permafrost,

• to obtain relevant parameters for future input to a coupled constitutive
model and subsequent numerical analysis,

• to test existing constitutive equations that may represent the thermo-
mechanical behaviour of Alpine permafrost,

• to judge the stability of active rock glaciers based on the laboratory
and field investigations.

1.2 Organisation of the Thesis

The thesis is organised as a series of eight main chapters with an additional ref-
erence section and several minor chapters, such as the abstract, list of symbols,
etc. Every chapter is formed as a unit so that it can be read individually with a
brief abstract at the beginning. Cross references will guide the reader directly to
important sections, tables or figures within cited chapters. 

The thesis starts with an introduction that outlines the framework, goals and
objectives of the project, which is reported in the current work.

An extensive literature review within chapter two introduces the state of the
art on permafrost and frozen soil research. This chapter is divided into two main
sections and presents general features as well as aspects from engineering and
natural sciences. At the beginning, literature concerning permafrost research is
presented. This literature has been based mainly on field investigations and
monitoring, and explains the natural phenomena and interpretations thereof. The
second part focuses more on the stress-strain response of frozen and unfrozen
soils, as well as of ice. Several constitutive equations for creep and shear are
presented, together with some ideas from fracture mechanics. The literature
chapter ends with a judgement of the content in terms of suitability for the prob-
lems presented by the current project.

The field investigations and subsequent monitoring of rock glacier tempera-
tures and deformations are summarised and discussed briefly within chapter
three. The two locations chosen in the Swiss Alps form the two main sections of
this chapter, following an introduction that focuses on the drilling techniques for
undisturbed core extraction in Alpine permafrost.



1.2 Organisation of the Thesis
The laboratory tests are presented within chapter four. Constant stress
(creep) tests and constant strain rate tests on samples from the two rock glaciers
as well as from artificially frozen samples are described including the varying
boundary conditions. In addition, the specifications of the purpose built triaxial
testing equipment are given.

Chapter four focuses mainly on the test procedures and the presentation of
test results, but without further analysis. Chapter five, however, gives interpreta-
tions of the results and cross-comparisons between the various samples and
test conditions. A constitutive equation for creep is presented that accounts for
temperature, stress and volumetric ice content. Strength and volumetric behav-
iour during shearing is also discussed and analysed.

The results of the laboratory tests are then compared with the results of the
field investigations and monitoring programmes within chapter six. The solution
presented in chapter five will be used for the description of phenomena observed
in the field.

The subsequent discussion within chapter seven focuses on the deformation
mechanisms at a microstructural level. The main processes that are responsible
for the creep and strength response of ice-rich frozen soils are presented with
regard to rock glacier behaviour. Possible instability processes of rock glaciers
that arise from this are discussed within a sub-chapter. The two locations under
investigation are compared with each other and extraneous rock glacier sites
that are also presented in the literature review. The limitations of the testing
equipment and the constitutive approach adopted are also discussed with
respect to their very different relevance to the general problem.

The main results of the thesis are presented in a dense form in chapter eight.
Furthermore, a final view regarding general rock glacier deformation processes
is given, as well as recommendations for future investigations in the field of per-
mafrost and rock glacier research. These recommendations are divided into field
and laboratory examinations.

All references used within the thesis are summarised in an individual chapter
at the end of this thesis.
5





Chapter 2
Literature Review
There is an extensive body of literature available in the field
of permafrost and frozen soil research. Many attempts can be
found to describe the phenomenon, to discuss the environ-
mental impact, in particular of climate change, or to examine
how this material can be used in construction. Its morphology,
distribution, past and future evolution has also been a source
for many investigations. Much of this work has been pub-
lished by scientists of the former USSR and China, some of
which has been translated and published. Since this review is
confined to publications in English or German and therefore
the contributions that have not been translated may be miss-
ing.

The most important publications are summarised in this
chapter with respect to their origins. General permafrost
research is presented first. In the second part, the focus lies
on Alpine permafrost, and in particular on rock glaciers. Since
this geomorphological phenomenon is not restricted to the
Alpine region, some research is also included from other per-
mafrost sites. In the third part, research on frozen ground is
explored. Some aspects concerning mechanisms of unfrozen
soils, as well as mechanisms of ice, are also covered.

2.1 Permafrost

Natives from the northern regions probably have known of the existence of per-
mafrost since they settled there. The first data and publications, however, appear
in the beginning of the sixteenth century. It was Michail Vasilievic Lomonosov
(1711 - 1765) who offered the first known scientific explanation, which was
based on the heat exchange between the ground and the environment (Yershov,
1998). Large expeditions studied the northern hemisphere during the eighteenth
and first half of the nineteenth century. At that time, a 116 m deep shaft was dug,
allowing the first hypothesis to be made about the thickness of permafrost. Dur-
7
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ing the next hundred years, the industrial revolution brought many scientists into
the region of perennially frozen soils, and in 1895, a committee of four people
published a first work on the problems of engineering geocryology: ‘The instruc-
tions for studying the soil permafrost of Siberia’. Climatological, soil science and
agricultural studies began at the beginning of the twentieth century. A landmark
publication was published by M.I. Sumgin in 1927, who accumulated the knowl-
edge of geocryology by that time and presented it in a book. Within the next dec-
ades, institutes were founded and research was carried out, covering many
aspects of frozen ground resulting in a rapid increase in number of publications.

Some milestone publications are mentioned from the early days, but the
main focus is on recent research. 

2.1.1 Definition

The term permafrost, also known as pergelisol and perennially frozen ground,
was first defined by Muller (1947): ‘Permanently frozen ground or permafrost is
defined as a thickness of soil or other superficial deposit, or even of bedrock, at a
variable depth beneath the surface of the earth, in which a temperature below
freezing has existed continually for a long time (from two [years] to tens of thou-
sands of years). Permanently frozen ground is defined exclusively on the basis
of temperature, irrespective of texture, degree of induration, water content or
lithological character’. Further definitions, which are illustrated in Figure 2-1, can
be based on this crucial statement.

0 °C

permafrost table

permafrost base

unfrozen

active layer

permafrost 
layer

depth: z

thermal gradient: dT/dz
dz

dT

TmTmin Tmax

depth of zero 
annual amplitude 

(ZAA)

range of annual 
ground tempera-

ture variations

Figure 2-1: Temperature profile in permafrost.
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2.1 Permafrost
The thermal gradient is a function of the mean annual surface temperature TM
and the heat flow from the earth’s interior, and it varies from 1°C per 22 m to 1°C
per 160 m (Brown et al., 1981). Since the definition is just based on temperature
and time, moisture, in the form of frozen and unfrozen water may or may not be
present. If there is no ice in the permafrost body, it is called dry permafrost.

The temperature within the frozen ground, and in particular the geothermal
gradient, reveals useful information concerning past climatic conditions (e.g.
French, 1999). Temperature anomalies can be determined following for example
analysis of Lachenbruch et al. (1988).

2.1.2 Distribution

About one fifth to one fourth of the Earth’s land area is currently underlaid by per-
mafrost, according to the Circum-Arctic Map of Permafrost and Ground Ice Con-
ditions, which was prepared under the auspices of the International Permafrost
Association (IPA) (Heginbottom et al., 1993; Brown et al., 1998). Depending on
the model applied, a 25–44% reduction in total area is expected for the next cen-
tury (Anisimov and Nelson, 1996) assuming a 2°C increase in mean global tem-
perature. In particular, this retreat happens in regions with small permafrost
thicknesses and areas of discontinuous permafrost. As a consequence, the
lower limit of permafrost will move up to higher altitudes in regions of high-eleva-
tion or to more extreme latitudes mainly around the northern hemisphere.

Awareness of the presence of perennially frozen grounds is mainly limited to
the northern hemisphere, where large areas are covered by it. Some permafrost
can be found also in the southern circumpolar regions, even though further
investigations are necessary (Bockheim, 1995). In contrast to this so called arc-
tic, antarctic or polar permafrost, mountain permafrost can be found under mod-
erate climatic conditions at higher elevations. According to Stearns (1966), about
6–7% of the permafrost is mountain permafrost. Of that, however, only about
0.2% is in the European Alps, whereas the main part (80.4%) can be found in
Asia. Another 19.4% are in the American mountains (after Fujii and Higuchi,
1972). Those figures have to be applied with caution since they may change with
the ongoing trend of global warming.

In Switzerland, permafrost may be present from elevations of about
2100 m asl1, depending on the exposure of the location (Haeberli, 1975). Recent
modelling of the permafrost distribution, using the PERMAKART approach (Kel-
ler, 1992), estimates that 4–6% of the Swiss territory is covered by permafrost
(Keller et al., 1998; Vonder Mühll, 1999), which is significantly higher than the
estimated area of Switzerland covered by glaciers in 1960 (3.5%).

The occurrence of the permafrost distribution was determined for 33 glacier
regions in the Swiss Alps, indicating also larger permafrost occurrences in the
Alpine regions of the three cantons Berne, Wallis and Graubünden (Figure 2-3,
Maisch et al., 1998).

1. m asl: metres above sea level
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Figure 2-2: Permafrost map of Switzerland (Keller et al., 1998).
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Figure 2-3: Permafrost distribution for glacier forefronts in the Swiss Alps
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2.1 Permafrost
Special geomorphological features can be found, which are only present due to
the steep environment within mountain permafrost regions, such as rock glaciers
(cf. Chapter 2.2), solifluction (cf. Chapter 2.1.3) or ice core moraines (e.g. Wash-
burn, 1979; Guodong and Dramis, 1992).

2.1.3 Interactions

Since permafrost is a thermal state, determination of the energy balance to the
ground is very important for its modelling and prediction of future changes. Many
different factors and effects have major influence on the thermal regime in the
ground. The heat transfer between the ground and the surface can be summa-
rised as shown in Figure 2-4.

Hoelzle et al. (2001) outline the typology of models for European mountain per-
mafrost, which are currently available and involve various levels of sophistication
at different spatio-temporal scales, with special emphasis on aspects of energy
exchange at the surface and within the active layer. The complexity of the inter-
actions between the atmosphere and the active layer, and their influences on the
permafrost are shown in Figure 2-5. A central factor in high mountain permafrost
is the effect between the snow cover and the active layer, which has already
been described by Keller and Gubler (1993). Furthermore, attempts have been

Figure 2-4: Heat transfer between ground surface and air on a sunny day (after
Aldrich, 1956).
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made to model the influence of the snow cover on soil freezing (Osokin et al.,
2000) as well as analysing the effect on the soil temperature and the energy bal-
ance (Sokratov and Barry, 2001).

However, several processes are important for the thermal regime of Alpine per-
mafrost (after Vonder Mühll et al., 1998):

• First major snowfall: a thin snow cover at the beginning of the winter
allows the cold air to penetrate into the ground, and rapid heat loss
from the ground can be observed. On the other hand, thick snow
cover acts as an insulating layer and the heat will be retained.
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Figure 2-5: Schematic representation of the complex interaction of the active
layer and the permafrost with the atmosphere including biological,
hydrological and geomorphic processes (after Koster and
Nieuwenhuijzen, 1992).
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2.1 Permafrost
• Duration of positive or negative temperatures: as long as snow covers
the ground, the temperature at the ground surface is below or at zero
centigrade and the heat penetration is impeded.

• Zero-curtain effect (Outcalt et al., 1990): A zero curtain in autumn
shortens the duration, in which temperatures are negative in the fol-
lowing winter, and in spring, the zero curtain causes a shorter period
of positive temperatures in the following summer.

The effect of avalanche-defence snow supporting structures on the ground tem-
perature has been studied related to steep Alpine slopes, focusing on the tem-
perature penetration through the structure and the influence of the accumulated
snow above, and less snow below, the construction (Phillips et al., 2000; Thal-
parpan, 2000). They concluded that no significant geotechnical problems have to
be expected due to artificial modification of the snow cover.

In addition, there are effects of unfrozen water on the active layer and the
permafrost, which have to be considered when modelling thermal effects
(Romanovsky and Osterkamp, 2000). The unfrozen water brings in a spatially
distributed latent heat and therefore changes the thermal properties of the active
layer and, if the water has the possibility to flow through the permafrost body
(e.g. Vonder Mühll et al., submitted), also of the frozen soil. Due to the formation
of a strong thermal gradient at the permafrost table, the heat flux out of the
ground increases. Despite the heat flux, effective stresses within the active layer
are reduced due to an increase in the porewater pressure and therefore, stability
problems of the thawing slope, usually known as gelifluction or solifluction, occur
(Bennett and French, 1991; Harris et al., 1995; Harris and Davies, 2000; Harris
and Lewkowicz, 2000). Centrifuge modelling showed (Harris et al., 2002) that
gelifluction reflects elasto-plastic soil behaviour and not viscosity-controlled flow.

Another interaction was noted by Wegmann et al. (1998) between glaciers
and permafrost in adjacent rock walls. Numerical calculations showed that per-
mafrost is penetrating into the rock wall as a consequence of glacier retreat. The
response at the permafrost base, however, may be delayed by the order of mil-
lennia.

2.1.4 Permafrost and Climate Change

Concern over the sensitivity of perennially frozen ground to climate changes has
instigated many research programmes (e.g. Koster and Nieuwenhuijzen, 1992;
Guodong and Dramis, 1992; Haeberli et al., 1993; Harris et al., 2001a). This is of
particular interest in the context of the predicted rise of the mean annual air tem-
perature as a consequence of global warming (e.g. Deque et al., 1998; Hulme et
al., 1999; Knutti et al., 2002). Due to the retarded response of permafrost to
cycles of air temperature, permafrost temperatures have been used to examine
past climate changes. An overview can be found in Lunardini (2000). 

Osterkamp and Romanovsky (1999) compared the air temperature and the
snow cover with the permafrost temperatures for permafrost in Alaska and found
that permafrost will persist at depth a long time after thawing begins, with time
scales of centuries to millennia required to thaw even relatively thin discontinu-
ous permafrost. The thickness of the active layer, however, will increase and
may cause problems, in particular related to nearby structures (Williams, 1995).
13
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In addition, climate change may result in new different ground freezing condi-
tions, thereby influencing the surface velocity and the maximum depth of solifluc-
tion processes (Matsuoka, 2001).

A rise in elevation of the lower permafrost boundary has to be expected
within mountain permafrost areas, causing local degradation of frozen slopes
(Haeberli et al., 1993) and loss of stability within ice-filled rock discontinuities,
even at temperatures still below the freezing point (Davies et al., 2001). A wide-
spread loss of permafrost will trigger erosion or subsidence of ice-rich land-
scapes and in addition, the thawing will have a severe impact on infrastructure
due to excessive settlements and exploration, and will result in rapid coastal ero-
sion (IPCC, 2001).

2.1.5 Alpine Permafrost Research

Due to the steep slopes, weathered rocks and warmer mean annual air tempera-
tures, mountain permafrost shows different geomorphological features to arctic
permafrost. In particular, gravity driven forms, such as (creeping) rock glaciers or
solifluction processes are much more common for this environment. 

Ice found during the construction of dams, power or cable car stations in
Alpine regions, was often attributed to remains from the frost during the winter
(Keller, 1990; Haeberli, 1992), and the existence of permafrost was usually
denied.

Permafrost research was initiated in Switzerland by Prof. Dietrich Barsch,
who worked at the University of Basle at the beginning of the seventies. In those
beginnings, refraction seismic and geoelectric methods were used for the deter-
mination of permafrost (Barsch, 1973; Fisch et al., 1977). These methods
allowed an estimation of the horizontal and vertical spread of a frozen body due
to differing geophysical properties between frozen and unfrozen ground. At that
time, the BTS-method (BTS: Bottom Temperature of the Snow cover) was devel-
oped (Haeberli, 1973; 1975). In contrast with the classical geophysical methods,
the thermal characteristics of the soil are used while measuring the temperature
under the winter snow cover during spring. Since the snow cover acts as an
insulating layer, assuming that it is thick enough, the temperature at the bottom
of the snow cover is generated by the temperatures within the ground. BTS-val-
ues cooler than -3°C indicate that permafrost is possible. This relatively easy,
fast, empirical method allowed large areas in the Swiss Alps to be mapped for
permafrost.

In the meantime, many other institutes and scientists have worked in the field
of permafrost, with sensitivity to climatic changes forming a major focus (Cheng
and Dramis, 1992; Haeberli et al., 1993). It must be assumed that the lower
boundary of the permafrost in Alpine regions may shift in altitude as a conse-
quence of the warming during the twentieth century. Formally frozen slopes will
thaw and cause local degradation. With an ongoing trend of global warming, it
must be further assumed that the degradation of the frozen ground within high
mountain regions might even accelerate.

However, only since the dramatic events during summer 1987, where sev-
eral debris flows caused severe damage and even loss of life (Haeberli et al.,
1990a; Zimmermann, 1990; Zimmermann and Haeberli, 1992; Dramis et al.,
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1995), the risk potential of Alpine permafrost had been obvious to the public.
Several research projects investigated the causes of the events and concluded
that the melting of permafrost at elevations above 2500 m asl represent the most
severe consequences of global warming for Switzerland, since the resulting
debris flow slides are likely to cause massive damage in the valleys below (Hae-
berli et al., 1999a).

In December 1997, a European EU-funded project called PACE (Permafrost
and Climate in Europe) started to enhance understanding of permafrost in the
context of global warming (Harris et al., 2001b). The project was divided into six
work packages: 

• geothermal monitoring of mountain permafrost (e.g. Sollid et al.,
2000; Isaksen et al., 2001),

• mapping of permafrost distribution, depth and character using geo-
physical techniques (e.g. Hauck, 2001; Hauck et al., 2001; Vonder
Mühll et al., 2001a),

• mapping and monitoring of temporal and spatial changes in mountain
permafrost (e.g. Etzelmüller et al., 2001),

• energy balance measurements and numerical modelling of perma-
frost distribution (e.g. Mittaz et al., 2000; Gruber and Hoelzle, 2001;
Hoelzle et al., 2001),

• thermally-controlled geotechnical centrifuge modelling of permafrost
degradation (e.g. Davies et al., 2000; Harris et al., 2000a; Davies et
al., 2001), and

• process-based geotechnical hazard prediction in the context of global
warming (Harris et al., 2001b).

In addition, progress has been made in photogrammetrical investigations due to
digital image analyses (e.g. Kääb and Vollmer, 2000) and higher resolutions of
various geophysical techniques. New tomographic inversion methods have been
applied as well (Musil et al., submitted, a; b).

2.2 Rock Glaciers

Rock glaciers are special geomorphological phenomena of mountain permafrost.
The term rock glacier may be attributed to Capps (1910). He described the fun-
damental behaviour of rock glaciers:

• which have neither a real accumulation or an ablation region, in con-
trast to ‘ice’ glaciers,

• which cannot retreat, even if the ice melts out and movements cease,

• for which the ice content must be high, or even massive ice must be
present, and

• that water must have an important influence on the morphology of the
rock glacier.
15
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However, seven years earlier, Cross and Howe (1903) described the phenome-
non as: ‘The larger rock streams, however, must owe their origin to glaciers; no
other agencies could transport such vast quantities of rock waste so far from
their sources.’ They also recognised the transport mechanisms of rock glaciers,
but they connected it directly to glaciers.

More than fifty years later, Jäckli (1957) in Switzerland and Wahrhaftig and
Cox (1959) in Alaska, stated, that rock glaciers are down-hill creeping frozen soil
masses, and compared them to lava streams.

About a 1000 active rock glaciers are known to exist in the Swiss Alps (Hae-
berli, 1985). Even though no figures are available, it must be assumed that sev-
eral millions of rock glaciers exists world wide, which explains why they have
been described extensively in the literature. The term rock glacier has caused
confusion ever since and different authors have tried to include more details
relating to morphology or genesis in the name: talus rockglacier, debris rockgla-
cier, lobate rock glacier, tongue-shaped rock glacier, moraine rock glacier, pro-
talus lobe, just to name a few (Hamilton and Whalley, 1995). Details of the
historical development of the term rock glacier and various definitions can be
found in Barsch (1996). Milestones in the rock glacier research were the work by
Fisch et al. (1977), who performed geoelectrical measurements on rock glacier
and moraine material for the Grande Dixence hydro-power station in the Swiss
Alps, and the seismic studies on various rock glaciers in Switzerland done by
Barsch (1969; 1973).

In contrast to temperate glaciers, ice cores from rock glaciers may represent
much larger time spans and therefore have been recognised as important
sources of ice at temperate latitudes (Clarke et al., 1996, Haeberli et al., 1999b).
The age of the rock glaciers could be estimated from organic remains within the
ice cores, and it was discovered that the rock glaciers are relatively old (Haeberli
et al., 1999b, Konrad et al., 1999), in that most of the larger rock glacier date
from times before the Little Ice Age, the period between about 1450 and 1890
A.D., in which many regions of the world experienced cooling.

The deformation behaviour of rock glaciers has always been of particular
interest (Wahrhaftig and Cox, 1959). Since measurements of internal deforma-
tion are expensive, only limited studies are available. With the exception of the
study by Johnson and Nickling (1979), these few measurements showed that in
contrast to temperate glaciers, the investigated rock glaciers have a shear hori-
zon, where most of the deformation takes place (Wagner, 1992; Hoelzle et al.,
1998, Arenson et al., 2002).

A detailed overview of rock glacier literature, rock glacier formation models
and internal structure studies is given in Burger et al. (1999). However, some
important contributions are summarised in Table 2-1.
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Ackert, 1998 x x x x
Arenson et al., 2002 x x
Barsch, 1977 x x
Barsch, 1996 x
Berthling et al., 1998; 2000 x x x x
Burger et al., 1999 x x x x
Calkin et al., 1998 x x x
Elconin and LaChapelle, 1997 x x
Giardino, 1979 x x
Giardino and Vick, 1985 x x x
Giardino et al., 1987 x
Haeberli and Vonder Mühll, 1996 x x x
Haeberli, 1985 x
Haeberli et al., 1998 x x x
Haeberli et al., 1999 x
Haeberli, 2000 x
Harris et al., 2001a x x x
Humlum, 1982 x
Humlum, 1998 x x
Ikeda and Matsuoka, 2002 x x
Isaksen et al., 2000 x x
Johnson and Nickling, 1979 x
Johnson, 1984a, b x x
Kääb et al., 1997 x x
Kääb et al., 1998 x
Kääb et al., 2002 x x x
Kääb and Vollmer, 2000 x
King et al., 1987 x x
Konrad et al., 1999 x x x x
Martin and Whalley, 1987 x x x
Musil et al., submitted, a; b x x
Nicholas and Butler, 1996 x x x
Sollid and Sørbel, 1992 x x
Vonder Mühll and Holub, 1992 x x
Vonder Mühll and Klingelé, 1994 x x
Wagner, 1992 x x
Wagner, 1996a; b x x
Wahrhaftig and Cox, 1959 x x x
Whalley and Martin, 1992 x x x x x

Table 2-1: Summary of ‘recent’ important rock glacier literature.
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One of the main problems with permafrost research, and in particular with rock
glacier research, is that the frozen soil is not exposed. Therefore, direct observa-
tions are very rare. There are a few sites, where large rock glacier exposures
were recorded and described (Fisch et al., 1977; Moore and Friedman, 1991;
Elconin and LaChapelle, 1997). In addition to exposures, some observations
could be made within a tunnel through the Hurricane Basin rock glacier (Brown,
1925) and from cores, which were obtained from various drillings. Further details
about drilling in rock glaciers can be found in Chapter 3.1.2.

One of the central goals of all this research is the description of this very
obscure phenomenon rock glacier. Even though many investigations add a tiny
stone to the whole mosaic, the genesis of rock glaciers is still being debated and
allows ongoing speculations to be made (e.g. Konrad et al., 1999). The claim
that rock glaciers represent a landform continuum, for example, has originally
been presented by Wahrhaftig and Cox (1959) and was further developed by
Giardino and Vitek (1988) (Figure 2-6), Johnson (1978) and Corte (1987) on the
basis of different classification schemes (continuum, dynamic, form). Johnson
(1984a; b) presented possible rock glacier origins and movement processes that
can be summarised schematically (Figure 2-7). Rock glaciers with glacial ori-
gins, i.e. rock covered glaciers consist of massive ice and behave also like gla-
ciers, whereas different movement mechanisms have to expected for rock
glaciers with a non-glacial origin depending on the ice content. Primary move-
ments are mainly controlled by current climate conditions resulting in steady
state creep for icy rock glaciers and sudden or catastrophic movements, such as
mud flows for environments without ice. Continuous flow mechanisms (‘concrete’
flow) can also be expected, in particular for icy rock glaciers due to gravity, but
can, depending on the internal soil composition and the slope angle, also occur
for dry rock glaciers.

 Haeberli et al. (1998) focus more on a process oriented characterisation of
the problem and describe initial condition that are necessary for the evolution of
layered rock glaciers and their further advance. Possible origins of the ice within
rock glacier permafrost is presented in Haeberli and Vonder Mühll (1996).
Depending on the ice resistivity, two origins were determined: i) sedimentary ice
from temperate firn zones of mountain glaciers, and ii) meteoric water during
percolation/circulation in ground material and refreezing at the permafrost table,
the permafrost base or within the permafrost (secondary frost heave).

However, clear concepts about rock glacier dynamics, origin and develop-
ment are still lacking. Despite the major challenge of modelling the inhomogene-
ity of a rock glacier, such knowledge of past geomorphological processes may
help in better predicting their future behaviour.
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Figure 2-7: Chart of possible rock glacier origins (after Martin and Whalley, 1987;
Johnson, 1984a; b).
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils

2.3.1 Unfrozen ‘Normal’ Soils

Some important aspects of unfrozen soils are presented within this first sub-
chapter in order to understand the stress-strain-time-temperature response of
frozen materials. 

In general, there are two different types of time dependent deformations of a
soil under a constant load: (i) the deformation of soils, which have a small per-
meability, due to the time dependent reduction of excess porewater pressures
caused by a sudden load, following Darcy’s law and known as consolidation, and
(ii) the viscous deformation of the soil within the microscopic structure of the
material, known as creep, relaxation, rate sensitivity or secondary compression.

Different approaches have been used in order to model this phenomenon. In
addition to the rate process theory, three other approaches for the modelling of
time dependent behaviour from a microscopic point of view are well known: the
empirical approach, the visco-elastic approach and the viscoplastic approach.

Rate Process Theory

Time dependent creep of soils, mainly clays, has been described since the six-
ties (e.g. Murayama and Shibata, 1961; Mitchell, 1964) using the theory of abso-
lute reaction rates (Glasstone et al., 1941). The basis of this theory is that so
called flow units (particles, molecules, atoms, etc.) are constrained from move-
ments relative to each other by virtue of energy barriers separating adjacent
equilibrium positions. The displacement of a flow unit from one equilibrium to
another equilibrium position requires an activation energy ∆F. This value
depends on the material and on the type of process. The effect of a shear force
on the energy barriers is shown in Figure 2-8. 
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A strain rate equation can be derived based on this theory, if the rate of move-
ment is expressed as a function of a unit length:

[2-1]

where X is a parameter relating activation frequency to strain rate and may be
both time and structure dependent, k is the Boltzmann’s constant
(1.380·10-23 J K-1), T is the absolute temperature in °K, h is the Planck’s con-
stant (6.624·10-34 J s-1), N is the Avogadro’s number (6.022·1023 mole-1),
whereas R (the universal gas constant) is equal to N·k (= 8.314 J·K-1 mole-1), λ
is the distance between two equilibrium positions (see Figure 2-8) and τ is the
acting shear force.

If  < 1, then , and the rate is directly propor-
tional to τ.

This is the case for a Newtonian fluid.

However, this is not the case for most soil deformation problems (Mitchell
and Campanella, 1968), and therefore with

 equation [2-1] changes to [2-2]

. [2-3]

Figure 2-8: The effect of a shear force acting on the energy balance.
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The equation [2-3] may be written as

, [2-4]

where

[2-5]

is termed the experimental activation energy. For conditions, in which everything
is constant except for the temperature T ( ), the Arrhenius
equation can be written, which was proposed by Arrhenius around 1900:

, [2-6]

for which the material parameter

. [2-7]

Some values for the experimental activation energy Q are given in Table 2-2
(from Mitchell, 1976, Tab. 14.1).

Material activation energy*

[kJ/mole]

1 remoulded illite, saturated, water contents of 30-40% 104 – 167

2 dried illite: sample air-dried from saturation, then evac-
uated

155

3 San Francisco Bay mud, undisturbed 104 – 134

4 Dry Sacramento River sand ~104

5 Water 16 – 21

6 Montmorillonite-water paste, dilute 84 – 109

7 Lake clay, undisturbed and remoulded 96 – 113

8 Osaka clay, overconsolidated 121 – 134

9 Concrete 121 – 134

10 Metals > 209

11 Frozen soils 394

12 Sault Ste. Marie clay, suspensions, discontinuous 
structures

17 – 21

13 Sault Ste. Marie clay, Li+, Na+, K+ forms, in H2O and 
CCl4, consolidated

117

* The first four values are experimental activation energies Q. Whether the remainder are 
values of effective (∆F) or experimental (Q) activation energies is not always clear from the 
reference.

Table 2-2: Activation energies for creep of several materials (after Mitchell, 
1976).
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A statistical model that embodies the changes in the structure of the material
during creep, by applying the concept of a time-dependent spectrum of energy
barriers to shear, has been presented by Pusch and Feltham (1980).

Empirical Approach

In order to determine the creep potential, the strain rate  can be expressed for
any time t with

   (Singh and Mitchell, 1968; 1969) [2-8]

where

A = strain rate at time t1 and q = 0 (projected value)

α = value of the slope of the mid-range linear portion of a plot of
logarithmic strain rate versus deviator stress, all points corre-
sponding to the same time after load application

q = deviator stress (σ1 - σ3)

t0 = unit time

m = slope of a straight line representing logarithmic strain rate ver-
sus logarithmic time

The parameter m in [2-8] is the key factor in defining the creep potential of the
soil. The lower the value of m the larger are the creep strains and the greater is
the probability of creep rupture. According to Singh and Mitchell (1969), creep
rupture appears only with values of .

This type of relation is only relevant to states of one-dimensional deformation
and is not applicable to general loading conditions.

Viscoelastic Approach

This approach, which has also been called the method of rheological models
(Feda, 1992), has been widely applied to many materials, not only soils. Three
different rheological models are usually used: the Maxwell model, the Kelvin
model and the combined Burger model. All these models use springs and dash-
pots, which represent the elementary constitutive relationship. The ideally elastic
(Hookean) behaviour can be modelled by

, [2-9]

with E as the Young’s modulus of the material, and the ideally viscous (Newto-
nian) behaviour is modelled by

. [2-10]

where µσ is the viscosity of the material.

ε·

ε· A αq( )
t0
t
---- 

 
m

exp=

m 1≤

σ E ε⋅=

σ µσ ε·⋅=
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• Maxwell’s model

For a Maxwell material (Figure 2-9), these two equations can be combined. The
strain rate is assumed to be constant and a simple equation (eq. 2-11) can be
formulated for the strain rate.

. [2-11]

• Kelvin’s / Voigt’s model

For a Kelvin or a Voigt material (Figure 2-10), the stress can be expressed as

. [2-12]

•  Poynting-Thompson model (standard model)

If Maxwell’s model truly reflects the stress relaxation effects, and Kelvin’s model
represents the creep behaviour reasonably well then a combination of the two
models should be able to model the soil response. The Poynting-Thompson
model (Figure 2-11) is formed by placing a spring element in series with a Kelvin
/ Voigt element. The stress and strain for the spring and the Kelvin / Voigt

ε· σ
µσ
------ σ·

E
----+=

σ

H
E

N µσ

σ

M = H - N

H Hookean material

N Newtonian material

M Maxwell material: M = H - N

E Young’s modulus

µσ normal viscosity

Figure 2-9: Rheological model of a Maxwell material.
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K Kelvin material: K = H ¦ N

E Young’s modulus

µσ normal viscosity

Figure 2-10: Rheological model of a Kelvin / Voigt material.
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element is shown in Figure 2-11 on the right. The upper spring (EH1) responds
immediately to a load σ0 whereas retarded response occurs in the spring and the
dashpot of the Kelvin / Voigt element.

The constitutive relationship for a Poynting-Thompson model is

[2-13]

and then the strain ε and the stress σ can be calculated as (see also Figure 2-11)

, and [2-14]

, respectively. [2-15]

• Burger’s model

Burger’s model is an extension of the Poynting-Thompson model, adding an
extra viscosity term (dashpot) (Figure 2-12). The general equation for this model
is given in Equation [2-16] so that this represents a Maxwell element in series
with a Kelvin / Voigt element. 
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Figure 2-11: Rheological model of a standard (Poynting-Thompson) material.
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[2-16]

Some attempts have been made to model non-linear material response, which
can be classified as follows:

• geometrical non-linearity

• physical non-linearity

- magnitude or parametric non-linearity

- interaction or deformation non-linearity

- inter-mode or tensorial non-linearity.

Only the isochronic non-linearity can be described by the method of rheological
models (Feda, 1992). The non-linearity can also be introduced for the Hookean
material (eq. 2-17) and/or the Newtonian material (eq. 2-18: Eyring rate-process
theory; Joly, 1970).

[2-17]

[2-18]

m, a and b are soil parameters.

Plastic and viscous features of the material behaviour are important and
therefore viscoplastic solutions are often more appropriate for larger strains.
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Figure 2-12: Rheological model of Burger material.
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Viscoplastic Approach

An important assumption for the viscoplastic approach is that the viscous effects
become pronounced only after the material undergoes yielding, and that the vis-
cous effects are assumed not to be significant in the elastic domain. As a conse-
quence, the strain rate is composed of an elastic (e) and a viscoplastic (vp) part
(Perzyna, 1963):

[2-19]

Different models have been developed during the last decades in order to deter-
mine the viscoplastic strain rate . Adachi et al. (1996) offers a review of
these, such as the Adachi and Oka model, the modified overstress model, Yin
and Graham model or the Liang and Ma model. It is clear that only a combination
of the viscoelastic and the viscoplastic models results in effective modelling of
the time-dependent behaviour of a soil. However, the experimental identification
of the viscoplastic and the viscoelastic strain, which is necessary in order to
determine all the parameters for these models, is very difficult. In addition, the
temperature dependency has to be taken into account and therefore a thermo-
viscoplastic model might be necessary for the future.

2.3.2 Frozen Soil Composites

Frozen soil is a very complex geomaterial, whose mechanical and thermal prop-
erties are coupled and dependent on numerous factors. Generally, it is a com-
posite of four different constituents: (i) solid grains (mineral or organic) of
different size and shape, (ii) ice, of different grain size and orientation, (iii) unfro-
zen water (e.g. Williams, 1967a) and (iv) gas or air (Figure 2-13). 
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Figure 2-13: Mass-Volume relationship for frozen soils (after Andersland and
Ladanyi, 1994).
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Different phase relationships can be defined using the notation of Figure 2-13.
The voids ratio e is defined as

, [2-20]

with Vv and Vs as the volume of voids (filled with air, water and ice) and solids,
respectively. The voids ratio can also be expressed as a function of the specific
density ρs and the dry density ρd. The porosity n, which is usually expressed in
percentages, compares the volume of the voids with the total volume V.

[2-21]

In ice and permafrost research, the ice content is usually defined by the vol-
umes:

[2-22]

The soil is ice-rich, sometimes also called ice oversaturated, when the volumet-
ric ice content wi is larger than the maximum possible voids ratio in the unfrozen
state: Vi > Vv and Vext > 0, respectively (Figure 2-14).

Combining masses M and volumes V, the density ρ of the samples can be deter-
mined:

,  ,  [2-23]

ρ is the bulk density (frozen or unfrozen), ρi is the ice density and ρs is the den-
sity of the solids.
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Figure 2-14: Definition of ice-rich soils.
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Structure of Ice

There are different forms of stable ice, which differ in the crystal structure and
their orientation depending on the temperature and the pressure. A detailed
description of all the known forms can be found in Petrenko and Whitworth
(1999). The ice phase Ih is the form of ice that is usually found in frozen soils.
This ice phase is formed under normal conditions, with temperatures above
-100°C and atmospheric pressure. The number ‘I’ is attributed to Tammann
(1900) and the ‘h’ represents the hexagonal rings of the crystals (Figure 2-15). 

The particles within the soil are also influencing the growth of the crystals,
irrespective of temperature, temperature gradient or pressure. Usually, the crys-
tals start freezing from a solid particle until reaching the next ice crystal. There-
fore, crystals within a frozen soil are usually smaller than in a pure ice sample. In
addition, the freezing process attracts free water from below the ice fringe and
therefore also additional water freezes within the soil matrix, resulting in a vol-
ume increase in Vi, which can be larger than 9% caused by the phase change of
the water. This segregation is also the reason for the formation of ice lenses.

hydrogenoxygen

Figure 2-15: Crystal structure of ice Ih. There is actually only one hydrogen atom
between the oxygen atom, but it may change its position in-between
the two hydrogen atoms shown in the figure (ice coordinates:
Madura, 1994).
a) hexagonal rings along c-axis.
b) close-up of the tetrahedral structure.

(a) (b)c-axis
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The density of ice depends on the temperature. An ice density of 0.9168 g/cm3

can be assumed fractionally below zero centigrade.

The melting point of the ice can be
expressed by the Simon equation as a
function of the pressure (Wagner et al.,
1994):

[2-24]

pm melting pressure in kPa

pt pressure at the triple point in kPa
(for ice Ih–ice III–L: pt = 209.9 kPa,
Bridgman, 1912)

a adjustable coefficient (dimension-
less)

T absolute temperature in °K

Tt temperature at triple point in °K
(for ice Ih–ice III–L: Tt = 251.165°K,
Bridgman, 1912)

n exponent

Figure 2-16: Density variation of water and ice as a function of temperature (after
Andersland and Ladanyi, 1994).
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
Another approach is shown in Equation (2-25), which is based on numerous
experimental data (for more detail, see Wagner et al., 1994):

[2-25]

The parameters for ice Ih within a temperature range from 273.16°K to
251.165°K and a pressure range from 0.000611657 MPa to 209.9 MPa are:

pn normalised pressure: pn = 0.000611657 MPa

Tn normalised temperature: Tn = 273.16°K

Unfrozen Water

Frozen soil is a composite material containing solid particles, ice, air and unfro-
zen water. There are two states in which unfrozen water exists: as strongly
bonded and as weakly bonded water. The former is the water film around the
solid particles and is held to it by high intermolecular forces that suppress freez-
ing, even at low temperatures. As a result of this strongly adsorbed water film,
probably no direct ice – sand grain contact exists (Ting et al., 1983). The rest of
the water is weakly bonded to the particles and can freeze more easily. The
amount of unfrozen water is dependent on the temperature, stress, the size and
shape of the grains, i.e. the specific grain surface within the frozen soil (e.g. Wil-
liams, 1967b) and of the solute in the water. Even though many studies have
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Figure 2-18: Schematic diagram of the phase change of ice Ih, not to scale (after
Wagner et al., 1994; Petrenko and Whitworth, 1999).
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been performed on the presence of unfrozen water in a frozen soil at tempera-
tures below the phase equilibrium, there is still a need for research into the inter-
action between these components (e.g. Watanabe and Mizoguchi, 2002).

A possible composite structure of a frozen soil is shown in Figure 2-19 (after
Ting et al., 1983).

In order to calculate the unfrozen water content wu, a simple power law was first
introduced by Lovell (1957), and is often used in the form proposed by Anderson
et al. (1973):

, [2-26]

with α and β representing soil parameters, which are found to relate to the spe-
cific surface area S of the frozen soil and are determined experimentally, and T is
the temperature below zero centigrade in °C. A general water phase composition
equation emerged from regression analyses (Anderson et al., 1973):

, where [2-27]

a, b, c and d are regression parameters to be determined from laboratory tests.
Usually the volumetric unfrozen water content θu is measured in the field, which
depends on the bulk density of the soil ρb and the density of the water ρw:

[2-28]

Figure 2-19: Two dimensional schematic of the structure of frozen soils (after Ting
et al., 1983).
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Anderson and Morgenstern (1973) showed the dependency of the particle size
and soil density on the unfrozen water content (Figure 2-20). 

Equation [2-25] for pressure melting and equation [2-26] show that the amount of
unfrozen water increases with increasing temperature and confining pressure.
Some authors concluded that higher unfrozen water contents lower the strength
and increase the creep rate (Chamberlain et al., 1972; Fish, 1984; 1991; Zhu et
al., 1997). However, the unfrozen water within the frozen soil, influences the
effective stresses not only in a negative sense (decrease of effective stresses
due to increase of the porewater pressure), but also vice versa. Suction (nega-
tive porewater pressure) developed during the freezing of saturated silt and clay
samples at temperatures between 0°C and -3°C (Williams, 1967c) can
strengthen the soil due to an increase in effective stresses. The measured suc-
tion was larger as temperatures decreased, and can reach values of more than
0.1 MPa for various clays (Williams, 1967b). Schofield (1935) already showed
that as the moisture content of soil samples is reduced, the freezing point is
depressed further below 0°C. He carried out investigations on the suction with
which water is held in the soil sample and argued that this suction or pressure
deficiency of the soil water around solid particles is mainly responsible for the
freezing point depression observed.

This depression occurs because the attraction force between the unfrozen
water and the wall of the pore is greater per liquid molecule in a small pore than
in a big one, as the wall area per liquid molecule is greater. This adhesive attrac-
tion force keeps the liquid molecules from forming an orderly solid crystal struc-
ture. The low temperature is acting as a driving force for freezing, and at a
certain point, this force is great enough to cause freezing. However, there will be

Figure 2-20: Phase composition curve for five representative soils (after Anderson
and Morgenstern, 1973).
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an adsorbed, liquid-like layer nearest the wall that will never freeze. (Also free
ice has a liquid-like layer, a few hundred molecules thick, that exists between the
ice crystals at temperatures well below 0°C (Hobbs, 1974)).

The existence of such strongly bonded liquid water at temperatures and
pressures below the normal phase boundary is often called premelting (e.g.
Dash et al., 1995). The effect is driven by the tendency to reduce the interfacial
free energy. For, if the state of the system slightly below the bulk melting temper-
ature were to be initially dry, the system could lower its free energy by converting
a layer of the solid to liquid. The cost of this conversion involves free energy
change due to melting, but if the layer is thin enough and the temperature suffi-
ciently close to the bulk melting point the cost will not be prohibitive. This compe-
tition between surface and conversion terms establishes the actual thickness of
the liquid: it is the value at which the free energy of the system is a minimum.
The determination of a theoretical thickness-temperature relationship and its
dependence on the nature of the molecular interactions is described in Dash et
al. (1995).

Differences in the unfrozen water content exists between thawing and freez-
ing and had been illustrated by Stähli and Stadler (1997). This hysteresis is rela-
tively minor for the coarser materials (Figure 2-21). Organic materials that have
large specific surfaces, also show hysteresis between thawing and freezing and
have higher unfrozen water contents at similar temperatures than non-organic
soils (Nyberg et al., 2001). 

Figure 2-21: Freezing characteristic
curves (Stähli and
Stadler, 1997).
a) grain size distributions
b) sand
c) loam
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
2.3.3 General Behaviour of Frozen Soils

Most of the research on frozen soils has been performed within the background
of engineering problems due to construction. This was necessary for the devel-
opment and exploitation of the northern regions in the early 1960’s, and for con-
struction within artificially frozen soils, for example for tunnels or shafts to be built
within saturated granular materials (e.g. Jessberger, 1996). The mechanical
behaviour of Alpine permafrost soils, where the solid particles are much coarser
than in the polar regions, has not been studied previously. In contrast to the fro-
zen ground, which originates from artificial freezing of a saturated material, for
example for tunnelling (Herzog and Ramholt, 1979), the volumetric ice content is
much higher in naturally frozen grounds.

Under standard situations with constant ground water conditions, time effects
are often neglected in ‘normal’ soil mechanics with granular, relatively stiff geo-
materials, since they only play a minor role in the material behaviour and have
nearly no influence on the strength of the soil. Frozen material on the other hand,
exhibits pronounced time dependency, which is often described as a creep phe-
nomenon. However, it is not so easy to separate the strength and deformation
processes. The strength of the material is very much dependent on the loading
strain, and therefore on the test duration, i.e. on the time until a certain strain is
reached. Sayles (1968) and Sayles and Haines (1974) have already shown for
frozen sands and for frozen silts, respectively, that the long-term strength is less
than 45% and can be as low as 10% of the instantaneous strength in unconfined
compression. In addition, Fish (e.g. 1985; 1991) showed that creep tests and
strain-rate compression tests are coupled, and therefore similar parameters can
be derived from both tests.

Some general summaries of progress in modelling frozen soil behaviour can
be found in the state-of-the-art paper presented by Sayles (1988) at the Fifth
International Symposium on Ground Freezing or in an earlier work by Anderson
and Morgenstern (1973), which was presented at the Second International Con-
ference on Permafrost. 

However, the author distinguishes between strength and creep literature
within this review, being fully aware that it is not easy to separate the two inter-
locking mechanisms of behaviour. Therefore the following two chapters contain
research that focuses more on one or the other point.

2.3.4 Strength and Stiffness

An overview of Youngs’ moduli of ice and frozen sands are given in Yasufuku et
al. (2001). The initial secant modulus Gmax is strongly dependent on the axial
strain as well as on the temperature and the composition of the material. There-
fore the values range from 0.05 GPa up to 35 GPa. 

Strength and stiffness of ice

Numerous compression tests have been performed in order to study the failure
processes of polycrystalline ice. Temperature, strain rates, confining pressure,
grain size or inclusions have provided the focus during early research projects.
35



2 Literature Review

36
According to Gold (1977), the maximum unconfined compression strength of
polycrystalline ice with randomly oriented grains of about 1 mm grain size at a
temperature of -10°C is reached at a strain rate between 10-3 s-1 and 10-4 s-1

and is about 10 MPa. The dependency of the compressive strength on strain
rate and confining pressure was shown among others by Chamberlain et al.
(1972), Alkire and Andersland (1973) and Jones (1982). The second study dem-
onstrated an increase in long-term strength with increasing confining pressure
and the latter paper indicated that below strain rates of 10-6 s-1, there was little
effect of the confining pressure in contrast to strain rates above 5·10-3 s-1, where
an increase in the compressive strength with increasing confining pressure was
found.

Mellor and Cole (1982) found an initial yield point for fine-grained isotropic
ice in uniaxial compression, at which internal cracks began to form before a peak
stress was reached.

The different failure modes of ice, depending on these boundary conditions
(temperature, confining pressure, etc.), have also been studied extensively.
Mizuno (1998), for example, showed that a higher confining pressure was
required to inhibit brittle failure for columnar ice and coarse-grained ice than for
fine-grained granular ice at the same strain rate. More studies dealing with
microcracking and strength have been conducted among others by Kalifa et al.
(1992), Rist and Murrell (1994), Rist et al. (1994), Meglis et al. (1999) or Melan-
son et al. (1999). The latter two publications show that the most dramatic micro-
structural changes occur during the first few percentages of axial strain
deformation.

Fish and Zaretsky (1997a; 1997b) describe a simple parabolic yield criterion
for ice in a multiaxial stress state under high hydrostatic pressures. Only three
parameters, which have a defined physical meaning, are required. With those
temperature dependent parameters the octahedral ice shear stress τi can be cal-
culated:

[2-29]

b = tan φ

φ internal angle of friction (temperature dependent)

c ice cohesion (temperature dependent)

T temperature

p hydrostatic pressure

p* ice melting pressure (temperature dependent)

The temperature effect on the strength of ice under triaxial conditions was stud-
ied by Rist and Murrell (1994) and Gagnon and Gammon (1995) using the Arrhe-
nius approach. The second study also showed that the uniaxial strength at a
constant temperature and constant strain rate correlates with the mean number
of air bubbles per unit volume. The strength increases with increasing bubble
density for the glacial ice that has been investigated by Gagnon and Gammon

τi p T,( ) c bp+( ) c bp*+( ) p
p*
------ 

  2
–=



2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
(1995), which is in contrast to studies performed on laboratory ice (e.g. Toope et
al., 1991; Ebinuma and Maeno, 1992) the presence of bubbles at grain bounda-
ries weakens the ice. Gagnon and Gammon (1995) conclude that intragranular
bubbles, which were found in the iceberg samples, have a strengthening effect
since they can accommodate more strain for a given stress, whereas intergranu-
lar bubbles, i.e. bubbles at grain boundaries, have a weakening effect and this
may explain why uniaxial compressive strength of iceberg and glacial ice is gen-
erally greater than laboratory-grown ice of similar grain size. Andrews (1985)
partly attributes the low fracture toughness of glacier ice recorded during his
investigations to the presence of air bubbles.

Sinha (1989a) determined Young’s moduli and Poisson’s ratios of 8.9 to
9.4 GPa and about 0.31, respectively for granular ice at temperatures from 0 to
-38°C.

Triaxial tests on crushed ice showed that unlike polycrystalline ice, its behav-
iour is very sensitive to the hydrostatic pressure due to the porosity of the com-
position (Singh and Jordaan, 1996). However, the sample showed no rate
dependency in the axial strain rate range applied, which was between 5·10-3 s-1

and 2·10-2 s-1 with a confining pressure up to 20 MPa and a temperature of
-10°C.

Many of the above mentioned studies showed that the microstructure and
therefore the type of the ice has a major influence on the mechanical properties.
A good overview of these influences is given by Cole (2001).

Strength and stiffness of frozen soils

Different ‘mixture’ theories are available (cf. Yasufuku et al., 2001) in order to
determine elastic properties of saturated ice-sand mixtures at a constant temper-
ature.

Comparisons between frozen and unfrozen high-pressure triaxial tests on
Manchester fine sand (Swan, 1996) showed that a stiffer material behaviour was
achieved in the frozen state and that the Young’s modulus as well as the upper
yield stress, in contrast to the peak strength, were now independent of the con-
fining stress. This has also been shown by Andersen et al. (1995). After reaching
the upper yield region, the formerly intact frozen material transforms to a dam-
aged composite of solid particles and ice grains. The study of mechanisms pre-
sented in the literature (Kaplar, 1963; Parameswaran and Jones, 1981; Baker
and Kurfurst, 1985) and summarised in Andersen et al. (1995), shows that the
mineralogy of the solid particles, the density of the material and, in particular, the
bond strength of the ice-silicate interface are the most significant factors that
affect the Young’s modulus. On the other hand, various authors (Chamberlain et
al., 1972; Sayles, 1973; Bragg and Andersland, 1980; Parameswaran and
Jones, 1981; Bourbonnais and Ladanyi, 1985; Sayles, 1988) presented discus-
sions of possible mechanisms influencing the upper yield point reaching a gen-
eral consensus that the upper yield behaviour of sand-ice mixtures is dominated
by the ice matrix and therefore dominated by the volumetric ice content.
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Direct shear test on frozen
sand with various volumetric ice
contents (Yasufuku et al., sub-
mitted) demonstrated that during
initial phases of shearing, the
shear zone extends primarily
from particle to particle over a
depth of approximately 1-2 mm.
However, as shearing pro-
ceeds, the shear zone increases
in thickness due to mobilisation
of the ice granules and particles
acting and dilating together,
which can be described as a
‘rubbleisation’. The schematic
shear response of a relatively
dense sample, resulting from
this mechanism is given in Figure 2-22 and is similar to results obtain from triax-
ial compression (e.g. Andersen et al., 1995). Low density results in a more duc-
tile behaviour without strain softening after the peak value. 

Figure 2-22: Schematic shear response of
frozen and dry sand under
direct shear.
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Figure 2-23: Parabolic criterion for creep strength of frozen soils (from Fish, 1985;
1991).
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
A parabolic yield and long-term strength criteria for frozen soils has been pre-
sented and applied for frozen Ottawa sand under combined stress state by Fish
(1991; 1994) that use a cohesion c, a friction angle φ, mean normal stress σmax
at maximal shear stress τi0 , time to failure tf and two long-term strength parame-
ters m and t0 (Figure 2-23). The shape of the long-term strength curves are sim-
ilar and therefore the maximum shear stress τi will always be attained for the
same mean normal stress σmax, which can be considered to be a fundamental
parameter of frozen soil or ice.

Figure 2-23 also shows two additional criteria for the determination of the
shear strength: i) Tresca criterion (1869) and ii) Mohr-Coulomb / Drucker-Prager
criterion (1952). The first criterion simply assumes ideal plasticity, i.e. no change
in strength with increasing normal stress and the second criterion incorporates a
linear increase of the shear strength with increasing normal stress.

The strength of the frozen sand is strongly dependent of the volumetric frac-
tion of ice, or sand, respectively (e.g. Sayles and Carbee, 1981; Jones and Par-
ameswaran, 1983; Ting et al., 1983). Different mechanisms play different roles
with increasing volume fraction of sand (e.g. Goughner and Andersland, 1968).
Based on earlier works on sand/ice mixtures (Goughner and Andersland, 1968;
Hooke et al., 1972) Ting et al. (1983) propose four mechanisms (Figure 2-24):

i) ice strength and strengthening,

ii) soil strength,

iii) dilatancy effects, and

iv) structural hindrance between soil and ice matrix. 

Figure 2-24: Mechanism map for unconfined strength of frozen sand (after Ting et
al., 1983) with test data from Goughner and Andersland (1968).
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The shear behaviour of frozen sand, however, is strain rate, temperature and
normal pressure dependent. Chamberlain et al. (1972) have shown that for a
constant temperature, the frozen mixture starts to behave similarly to a saturated
sand for high confining pressures, when the pore ice melts under high stresses.
This general behaviour was summarised by Ladanyi (1981) and is presented as
a schematic plot of the failure envelope for frozen sand at various normal pres-
sures (Figure 2-25).

Based on earlier findings, such as those from Alkire and Andersland (1973),
Sayles (1973) or Ting (1981), Ladanyi (1985) presents stress transfer mecha-
nisms in frozen soils. He concluded that stress will be transferred mainly through
the pore ice due to increasing hydrostatic pressure, if the soil is ice-rich. How-
ever, within a soil that also contains unfrozen water, the ice will carry more load
initially than the water, which may enhance the pressure melting considerably.

Adachi et al. (1990) have developed a constitutive model for triaxial tests by
introducing the stress history tensor that varies with respect to a generalised
time: dz = F(strain rate)dt, where dz is an increment of the time measurement z,
t is the real time and the function F is called the rate-dependency function and
has to be determined experimentally. The authors’ approach is based on decom-
position into an elastic and a plastic component. The latter uses a non-associ-
ated flow rule, which deals with strain hardening/softening effects. This model
has been used for numerical modelling of triaxial tests on frozen sands (Oka et
al., 1994).

In addition, a summary of a number of uniaxial and triaxial compression tests
on frozen, saturated sand that report Young’s moduli, tangent, secant, shear, or
cyclic moduli and stress-strain curves showing a distinct upper yield stress are
shown in Andersen et al. (1995). There are also numerous studies, which con-
firm the high sensitivity of the strength of frozen soils to temperature (e.g. Hay-
nes and Karalius, 1977; Zhu and Carbee, 1984). The decrease, which is more

Figure 2-25: Schematic representation of the whole failure envelope for frozen
Ottawa sand (after Ladanyi, 1981).
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
significant for compression tests than for tensile tests, is primarily attributed to
the increasing amount of water and decreasing strength of the ice matrix with
increasing temperature. Sayles (1966) and Bourbonnais and Ladanyi (1985)
presented unconfined compression strength for various materials, at tempera-
tures from the melting point down to more than -100°C (Figure 2-26).

2.3.5 Creep

The effect of time on material behaviour has been noted from the earliest times
of the development of engineering even though first tests on metals have only
been carried out since the first decade of the twentieth century. In the middle of
the same century, these phenomena had been recognised for other materials,
such as concrete, clays, rocks or ice. Creep has then been defined as a defor-
mation with time under a constant stress. A typical creep curve is shown in Fig-
ure 2-27. Three different stages can be distinguished: an initial strain ε0 can be
observed immediately after applying a load followed by the primary creep phase
(AB), where the strain rate  decreases. A phase exists from point B to C, in
which nearly no change in strain rate occurs. This region is called the secondary
or the steady-state creep phase and was already identified by Glen (1955) for

Figure 2-26: Temperature dependency of unconfined (uniaxial) short term
compression strength for various frozen materials (after Sayles,
1966).
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ice. The occurrence and length of the secondary creep phase, as well as the
appearance of the third stage (CD), the tertiary creep phase depends on many
different factors. The form of the creep curve is only stress dependent for a simi-
lar sample at the same temperature conditions (Figure 2-28). The strain rate
accelerates during the tertiary creep phase, until a creep failure occurs (D). How-
ever, usually, the strain εf and the time tf are defined as the failure criterion for
creep.

Figure 2-27: Schematic creep curve for a material under constant load (after
Andersland and Anderson, 1978).
a) strain versus time (basic creep curve)
b) true strain rate versus time
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
Creep of ice

Nye (1953) presented a flow law for ice based on a power law and analysed data
from laboratory experiments as well as from a borehole experiment. Even
though the ice conditions were not the same for the borehole contractions (relax-
ation) studied, the minimum strain rate was related to the overburden stress by a
power of about 3. Glen (1955), whose early data were also used by Nye (1953),
showed that laboratory made polycrystalline ice creeps in a similar fashion to
metals at high temperatures corresponding to a power law between the stress σ
and the strain rate :

[2-30]

The values for n in his studies are about 3.2. In contrast to the temperature
dependency of A, Glen found none for n and therefore he proposes to use the
Arrhenius approach (Equation [2-6]) in order to account for the temperature
changes:

[2-31]

If n is known, the activation energy Q can be derived from tests at various tem-
peratures.

Many researchers investigated these type of creep laws and published differ-
ent values for n. Some of the data are summarised in Table 2-3.

reference year n type of ice temperature
[°C]

Glen 1955 3.2 polycrystalline -0.02 – -12.7

Steinemann 1958 1.85 - 4.2
increase with σ

monocrystalline -1.9 – -21.5

Mellor and 
Testa

1969 only activ. energy was 
published

polycrystalline
monocrystalline

0 – -72.5
-20.3 – -61.5

Barnes et al. 1971 3;   > 3 at
σ > 2000 kPa 

polycrystalline 0 – -45

Jones 1982 4 confined
5 unconfined

polycrystalline -11

Mellor and 
Cole

1983 4 polycrystalline -5

Cole 1987 2.8, 
4.5, 

polycrystalline -5

Rist and 
Murrell

1994 4.2, σc = 5 - 30 MPa polycrystalline -20 – -45

Arakawa 
and Maeno

1997 3.4, ductile region
6.5, brittle region

polycrystalline -10 – -173

Meglis et al. 1999 4.0 - 4.6 granular ice -5 – -8

Table 2-3: Overview of different creep parameters for ice.
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The increase of n above a value of 3 is generally considered to be associated
with the onset of microcracking. Cole (1987) observed an increase of n from 2.8
to 4.5 depending on the strain rate and grain size, which has an influence prima-
rily on primary creep. Dynamic recrystallisation was assumed for low strain rates
(<10-6 s-1). The formation of microcracking itself, however, depends on the con-
fining pressure (e.g. Meglis et al., 1999), in that dynamic recrystallisation is more
likely to develop at high values. Nevertheless, Meglis et al. (1999) also conclude
that several deformation mechanisms, including microcracking, pressure melt-
ing, melting caused by frictional heating and recrystallisation-enhanced creep
are all active over a range of stresses. Their relative effect on the deformation
mechanism, however, depends on the boundary conditions described above.

The role of grain-boundary sliding mechanisms on microcracking was stud-
ied among others extensively by Sinha (1979, 1984). Based on the well
accepted assumption that grain boundary sliding is responsible for the delayed
elastic (sometimes also called anelastic) strain, the first paper presents a non-
linear model that incorporates grain size effects. The second publication verifies
the concept that polycrystalline materials may exhibit cracking activity on attain-
ing a critical delayed elastic strain with experimental data on ice. Elvin and
Shyam Sunder (1996) used finite element simulations of a unit cell made up of
three hexagonal grains to demonstrate grain boundary sliding and showed that
sliding is necessary to generate stresses that can nucleate and propagate a
grain boundary microcrack.

Manley and Schulson (1997) have produced evidence suggesting that n is
correlated with the ratio of the climb to the glide forces acting on the dislocation
(see Figure 2-8).

The temperature dependency of deformation processes has been discussed
by many authors (e.g. Mellor and Testa, 1969; Barnes et al., 1971). Barnes et al.
(1971) distinguished between processes at temperatures below and above -8°C.
The liquid phase at temperatures close to zero centigrade allows dislocation
climb and extensive grain-boundary gliding. Mellor and Testa (1969) also studied
the effect of creep under uniaxial compression close to 0°C, and suggested an
exponential relationship between axial strain rate  and applied axial stress σ of
the form:

, [2-32]

with  as the strain rate at zero stress, which is a theoretical value that can be
determined as the intercept of a linear regression in a σ- -diagram, and σ0 as a
constant value. Similar observations were described by Morgan (1991) who
tested the uniaxial creep of polycrystalline ice at temperatures between -5°C and
-0.01°C. The values of secondary strain rate were found to increase rapidly but
smoothly at temperatures close to the melting point of the ice and could not be
described by an Arrhenius equation. He concluded that the increasing amount of
water between the grains facilitates sliding along the grain boundaries and
enhances grain movement as well as recrystallisation. And therefore, Budd and
Jacka (1989) concluded that close to the melting point, the creep is associated
with internal melt water, particularly near stress concentrations. As a conse-
quence, the temperature dependency of the minimum creep rate cannot be

ε·

ε· ε· 0 e
σ σ0⁄
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
explained any more using a constant activation energy. Table 2-4 summarises
apparent activation energies for minimum creep rates at various temperatures
determined by the power law relationship presented in equation [2-31].

Derradji-Aouat and Evign (2001) propose that up to the point where microcracks
start to damage the ice, the strain can be divided into three parts: an instantane-
ous elastic strain (εij)

ie, induced by lattice deformation, a viscoelastic strain,
(εij)

ve, induced by grain boundary sliding and a viscoplastic strain, (εij)
vp, induced

mainly by the movement of dislocations. The microscopic processes that control
the plasticity in polycrystalline ice are reviewed in Duval et al. (1983), who used
other extensive reviews for polycrystalline ice (Goodman et al., 1981; Frost and
Ashby, 1982) to develop a diagram (Figure 2-29) that summarises the micro-
scopic response of isotropic polycrystalline ice to stress. The axes are the equiv-
alent stress, :

,

normalised by the Young’s modulus E, and the temperature T normalised by the
melting temperature TM. The heavy lines divide the diagram into fields within
which a single mechanism of deformation is dominant: rate-insensitive plasticity
(top), power law (or Glen law) creep (right), and diffusional flow (bottom). Super-
imposed on the fields are contours of constant equivalent strain rates, . They
show the rate of deformation produced by a given combination of stress and
temperature.

 The diagram is intersected about halfway up by the onset of cleavage frac-
ture. Unlike plasticity, fracturing processes depend on all three invariants of the
stress tensor. Because of this the fracture stresses in tension and compression
differ; and a sufficiently large confining pressure can suppress them entirely.
Only then does the upper part of the diagram (with contours shown as broken
lines) become accessible.

temperature T1 [°C] -0.05 -1 -2 -5 -10 -20 -30 -40

temperature T2 [°C] -1.0 -2 -5 -10 -20 -30 -40 -50

temperature interval ∆T [°C] 0.95 1 3 5 10 10 10 10

strain rate ratio 2.06 1.66 2.73 2.88 4.00 3.61 4.50 5.33

ratio  [°C-1] 2.16 1.66 0.91 0.58 0.40 0.36 0.45 0.53

activation energy [kJ/mole] 500 300 200 124 77 66 71 73

Table 2-4: Apparent activation energy for minimum creep rate at σ = 1 bar (oct.) 
from -0.05° to -50°C (Budd and Jacka, 1989).
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The time to accelerated creep, at the beginning of the tertiary creep phase has
been reckoned by Meglis et al. (1999) to be strongly dependent on the deviatoric
stress.

Other attempts were made in order to model the entire creep behaviour of
ice (primary, secondary and tertiary), not only focusing on the steady state creep
phase. One such rheological model, accounting for microcracking during creep
was presented by Sinha (1988; 1989b).

A review of further constitutive equations for ice is given in Mellor (1980) and
Ashby and Duval (1985). However, there is general agreement on the form of the
secondary, steady state creep. Glen’s law is valid in simple compression. How to
model the entire time dependent deformation, including primary, secondary and
tertiary creep, on the other hand, is still under debate. Some authors propose
laws with a phenomenological background (e.g. Sinha, 1978) and others start
from physical models, involving state variables and develop differential
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Figure 2-29: A deformation mechanism diagram for ice with a grain size of 1 mm.
It shows regimes of power-law (Glen, 1955) creep and diffusional
flow, and the onset of cleavage fracture (Duval et al., 1983).
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
equations for their evolution with time (e.g. Michel, 1978; Ashby and Duval,
1985). Michel (1980) then extended his model to the case of crack formation and
could explain why the yield point during ductile deformation can be as much as
40% higher than for brittle fracture. The model developed by Ashby and Duval
(1985), which incorporates the mutual interaction between the grains under load-
ing and relaxation, is based on creep data from dense isotropic polycrystalline
ice (Jacka, 1983), tested at temperatures between -33°C and -5°C, under uniax-
ial compressive stresses ranging from 0.1 to 1.5 MPa. The rheological model
consists of two parallel Maxwell elements (Figure 2-9). Another model, which is
based on Burger’s model (Figure 2-12), was proposed by Szyszkowski and
Glockner (1985) and is able to model all three creep stages under constant
stress conditions with eight parameters that have to determined experimentally
from creep tests.

The mechanisms at failure from a constant strain-rate test under uniaxial
compression were compared with tertiary creep failure from a constant load test
by Cole (1983) and Mellor and Cole (1982; 1983). Thanks to special test equip-
ment used in the first case, the author found that the internal structure of a mate-
rial is roughly the same whether failure was reached by straining under a specific
constant load or under a specific constant deformation rate. Therefore he con-
cluded that the post-failure creep seems not to be affected by the prior loading
history. For high strain rates, however, where brittle failure occurs, the findings
are questionable.

A different analytical approach to model the deformation rate of hexagonal
ice-crystal aggregates was presented by Thorsteinsson (2001) that includes the
crystal orientation of the ice.

Despite the presented results on apparent activation energy (Table 2-4),
Budd and Jacka (1989) displayed an extensive review of the rheology of poly-
crystalline ice. The tertiary creep phase is separated into an accelerating phase
and a phase with increased, but constant strain rate. In contrast to Figure 2-27
and Figure 2-28, no creep failure occurs.

Creep of frozen soils

The rate process theory has also been applied to model the creep of frozen soils
by assuming a thermally activated process (Andersland and Akili, 1967). Many
other studies on different materials have revealed a number of activation ener-
gies, which are summarised in Table 2-5. 

Most of the creep tests performed at the beginning of frozen soil research
were conducted on uniaxial compression tests (see also Table 2-8), i.e. without
confining pressure. Triaxial creep tests were carried out later when modern test-
ing equipment was available. Probably the first triaxial creep tests on frozen
sands have been reported by Goughner and Andersland (1968) or Sayles (1973;
1974). Alkire and Andersland (1973) showed that an increase in confining pres-
sure results in an exponential decrease in the axial creep rates and increase in
creep strength, which may by attributed to a change in mechanism. Between 0
and 1 MPa the dependency on the confining pressure is more pronounced than
for higher pressures. However, this influence might be of secondary importance
for the creep strain rates at the shallow depths under investigation, i.e. < ~30 m.
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A certain depth or stress condition can be simulated in a triaxial test apparatus
as well as observing volumetric changes of the sample indirectly via the change
of the cell (confining pressure) liquid. The volumetric strain was often found not
to be zero, even though the tests were conducted under undrained conditions
(e.g. Ma et al., 1997). Such behaviour is typical for unsaturated soils (e.g. Fred-
lund and Rahardjo, 1993), where the compressibility of the gas phase results in
volumetric changes in the tested sample. In frozen soil mechanics, additional
volumetric changes due to pressure melting, i.e. phase change, have to be
expected. Since the shear strain is controlled by the shear strength and the aver-
age normal stress, it is not appropriate to calculate creep parameters under triax-
ial stress conditions directly from uniaxial creep equations.

A number of uniaxial compressive creep tests were conducted by Wijeweera and
Joshi (1991) on saturated samples of fine-grained frozen soils. They reviewed a
number of existing creep models first (which are also included in Table 2-6), and
then introduced a new secondary creep model, concentrating on soils with no ice
lenses. A different approach has been used by Domaschuk et al. (1991), whose
model treats the frozen sand as an elastic medium with time-dependent defor-
mation parameters.

author year material act. energy
Q [kJ/mole]

temperature 
T [°C]

Landauer 1955 snow 59 -5, -10, -20

Glen 1958 ice 133 -0.02 – -12.8

Dillon and 
Andersland

1967 polycrystal-
line ice

48 -1.5 – -10

Andersland and 
Akili

1967 frozen clay 392 -12 – -18

Mellor 1972 various rocks 1.6 – 2.1 +23 – -195

Haynes and
Karalius

1977 frozen silt 174 0 – -56.7

Table 2-5: Activation energies from the literature.
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Uniaxial creep tests:

author(s) model

Vyalov et al., 
1962

[2-33]

ε axial creep strain
σ axial stress
T temperature in °C
t time
λ, m, ω, κ creep parameters

e.g. Fish, 
1976; 1983

(Figure 2-30)

[2-34]

axial creep strain rate
, , : temperature independent material parameters

k Boltzmann’s constant
T absolute temperature in °K
h Planck’s constant
Q activation energy
R universal gas constant
σ0 temperature-dependent, ultimate instantaneous strength 
∆S change in entropy

Fish, 1984

(Figure 2-30)

with the assumption of n = 0, a thermodynamic equation of creep 
was derived from [2-34].

[2-35]

, for  = const. [2-36]

∆S change in entropy as a function of normalised time
∆S* change in entropy as a function of stress ratios

∆S and ∆S* are experimentally determined parameters
and ∆S = 0 during secondary creep

σmax peak value of stress in constant strain rate test

Table 2-6: Summary of selected creep models for frozen soils under uniaxial 
compression
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Zhu and Car-
bee, 1983 [2-37]

short-term creep:

long-term creep:

σ*, t* and tc material constants, independent of temperature
k1, k1’ temperature functions
σc critical creep strength

Ting, 1983a
[2-38]

A, m, β: experimentally determined soil constants
Model can only be applied for loading conditions, which are sufficient 
to cause creep rupture. Secondary creep is considered as an inflec-
tion point in the strain-time diagram.

Gardner et 
al., 1984 [2-39]

c   experimental parameter, describing the shape of the curve
tm   time to inflection point m (see also Figure 2-30)
εm - εo strain at inflection point m
The model also assumes that secondary creep is just a point.

author(s) model

Table 2-6: Summary of selected creep models for frozen soils under uniaxial 
compression
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
Triaxial creep tests:

Wijeweera 
and Joshi, 
1991

for [2-40]

for [2-41]

for [2-42]

, where [2-43]

t0 time after initial loading
ti time at end of primary creep
ts time at end of secondary creep

strain rate at end of secondary creep
ci, Si, Ss, ns, ni constants to be determined from creep-test data
This models assumes a logarithmic decrease of the strain rate during 
primary and secondary creep.

authors model

Goughner and 
Andersland, 
1968

, and [2-44]

[2-45]

axial creep strain rate
T temperature in °C
n experimentally determined, stress-dependent parameter
K1,2, n1,2 parameters that are constant for given T and σ

Andersland and 
AlNouri, 1970

[2-46]

secondary axial creep strain rate
T absolute temperature in °K
q (σ1 - σ3) ;    σm = 1/3 (σ1 + σ2 + σ3)
N m + n
A, L, n, m  experimentally determined parameters

Table 2-7: Summary of selected creep models for frozen soils under triaxial 
compression

author(s) model

Table 2-6: Summary of selected creep models for frozen soils under uniaxial 
compression
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The models presented within Table 2-6 and Table 2-7 have been developed in
order to satisfy specific problems and therefore it is difficult to apply them for
other soils. The validity of the model presented by Domaschuk et al. (1991), for
example, is limited to problems with similar soils, i.e. sand at temperatures of
about -3°C, and Wijeweera and Joshi (1991) say that their model is only valid for
fine-grained frozen soils having a massive texture with no ice lenses, and so the
applicability for ice-rich soils is questionable.

Most of the models presented tend to model the entire creep process, includ-
ing primary, secondary and tertiary creep: Goughner and Andersland (1968),
Fish (1976; 1983; 1984), Ting (1983a), Zhu and Carbee (1983) or Gardner et al.
(1984). In order to be able to model the behaviour with a single equation, the
assumption had to be made that the secondary (steady state) creep phase can
be reduced to an inflection point, i.e. the decrease of the strain rate with time is
directly followed by an acceleration, without an interval of a constant strain rate.
Except for Andersland and AlNouri (1970), who modelled secondary creep
alone, the other models assume constant decrease in strain rate, and hence pri-
mary creep will be modelled (Vyalov et al., 1962; Domaschuk et al., 1991; Wijew-
eera and Joshi, 1991).

The unified constitutive equation and unified failure criterion that describe the
entire creep process for constant stress tests and constant strain rate tests,
which have been presented by Fish (1984), can be drawn as shown in Figure 2-
30. The main advantage is the principle of superposition: creep curves at con-
stant stresses and stress-strain curves at constant strain rates can be superim-
posed if the test data are presented as functions of the change of entropy, which
is, in simple terms, a measure for the amount of disorder or 'chaos' in a system,
over normalised time. Gardner et al. (1984), for example, have also used similar

Domaschuk et 
al., 1991 [2-47]

εii axial strain
σii axial stress

, mean normal stress

εv volumetric strain

resultant deviatoric stress

resultant deviatoric strain

authors model

Table 2-7: Summary of selected creep models for frozen soils under triaxial 
compression
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
creep and strain rate test curves as shown in Figure 2-30 for their creep model
(Equation [2-39]). Experimental investigations led to the recommendation of a
power law in order to calculate the time for the inflection tm, where n and K are
material and temperature dependent constants and σ the uniaxial stress:

The linear relationship between the logarithm of the minimum creep rate  and
the logarithm of the time to reach this point tm has been observed by numerous
authors and discussed by Ting (1983b). This correlation cannot be used by itself
to predict failure but, if one can predict either  or tm independently, the other
value may be obtained.

tm K σn⁄=

Figure 2-30: Creep model of Fish, 1984 (see also Table 2-7, Eqn. [2-35]) for a
constant temperature.
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The activation energy of a
frozen soil Q, after Fish
(1985), is the sum of the
activation energy of the
soil skeleton Qp, which
was found to be strain rate
or temperature independ-
ent, and the activation
energy of the unfrozen
water Qu. Figure 2-31
shows the decrease of the
activation energy of the
unfrozen water with
decreasing temperature
while the activation energy
of the soil remains con-
stant.

Ladanyi and Benyamina (1995) showed that relaxation tests in the post-failure
range are a powerful alternative to creep tests, since the response of a frozen
geomaterial is very similar in both cases. In contrast to a creep test, a relaxation
test can be performed much quicker. Very similar creep parameters were deter-
mined using a power law type creep equation.

Dynamic properties of frozen soils have also been studied extensively, but
will not be of any importance herein. Vinson (1978) summarised several field and
laboratory studies and considered the parameters that had been found to affect
the dynamic properties. A more recent investigation on dynamic creep was pub-
lished by Zhu et al. (1997).

A very complicated constitutive model based on viscoelastoplasticity and the
damage of ice was presented by He et al. (2000). Their model successfully pre-
dicts the whole process of creep, including the failure stage. However, it uses 19
parameters, which have to be determined experimentally with uniaxial and triax-
ial compression tests and have only been verified for a frozen silt (dry density of
1600 kg/m3) at a temperature of about -5°C.

Table 2-8 summarises some selected experimental work on creep of frozen
soils. From that compilation, it can be shown that uniaxial creep tests are still the
most common test in frozen soil mechanics, since they are easier to carry out,
even though tests at triaxial stress conditions would result in more appropriate
results. However, since most of the design recommendations are very restrictive,
uniaxial creep tests are a helpful tool in engineering practice, but should be
replaced by triaxial tests in research.   

Figure 2-31: Temperature variation of the activation
energy of Fairbanks silt (Fish, 1985).
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2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
2.3.6 Fracturing

Aspects of fracture mechanics have to be discussed when dealing with frozen
materials and in particular with ice that demonstrates a peak strength under
compression at the transition from creep to brittle failure. While ice is ductile at
lower rates of deformation, it exhibits a brittle response under fast loading condi-
tions, which may lead to localised high pressure zones and induce failure when

author year material test temperature
[°C]

Sayles and Haines 1974 frozen Suffield clay and 
Hanover silt

uniaxial -9.44 – -0.55

Rein et al. 1975 sand-ice mixtures uniaxial -8.5

Haynes and
Karalius

1977 frozen Fairbanks silts uniaxial 0 – -56.7

Gardner et al. 1982 unsaturated Brussels sand uniaxial -10

Zhu and Carbee 1983,
1984

remoulded frozen Fair-
banks silt

uniaxial -10 – -0.5

Wijeweera and 
Joshi

1991 fine-grained frozen soils uniaxial -5 – -17

Goughner and 
Andersland

1968 frozen sand with 0 – 61% 
sand by volume

triaxial -3.8 – -12.2

Andersland and 
AlNouri

1970 Sault Ste. Marie clay
saturated Ottawa sand

triaxial -10 – -18.1

Alkire and
Andersland

1973 silica sand with 97% & 55% 
volumetric ice content

triaxial -12

Sayles 1973 frozen Ottawa sand triaxial -3.9

Parameswaran 
and Jones

1981 frozen Ottawa sand triaxial -10

Jones and
Parameswaran

1983 frozen sand with 0.1 – 0.6 
weight fraction of sand

triaxial -11

Ouvry 1985 frozen stiff clay triaxial -5 – -60

Savigny and
Morgenstern

1986b undisturbed ice-rich glaciol-
acustrine clay

triaxial -1.5 – -1.0

Hampton et al. 1988 LAF sand, very silty sand triaxial -10

Ladanyi and Morel
Ladanyi and
Benyamina

1989
1995

frozen Ottawa sand triaxial -5

Andersen et al. 1995 Manchester fine sand triaxial -10 – -25

Da Re &
Da Re et al.

2000
2001

Manchester fine sand triaxial -2 – -10

Table 2-8: Selected creep tests on frozen soils.
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reaching a critical dimension (Dempsey et al., 2001). In addition, the failure
mode will almost certainly change during a loading event (Palmer, 1991a) influ-
encing the fragment size of the crushed ice.

Rapid crack formation and propagation can result in destruction of the matrix
and in a sudden loss of strength. Brittle compressive failure can be addressed in
terms of frictional crack sliding, wing cracking and comb cracking (e.g. Schulson,
2001). The two latter processes will be discussed in more detail within the follow-
ing sections.

Wing cracking

Wings initiate in response to localised
tensile stresses, which develop through
uniform sliding across parent cracks,
inclined to the maximum principal stress
of the applied compressive field (Figure
2-32). Cracks nucleate on grain bounda-
ries and shear stress causes sliding
across the crack faces, generating ten-
sion T at their tips (a). The wings begin
from near the tips of the parent crack in
a direction perpendicular to the maxi-
mum local tensile stress and then turn-
ing towards the direction of the most
compressive stress (b), lengthening
whenever displacement along the par-
ent crack is sufficient to raise the mode-I
stress intensity factor to the critical level
KIc. Crack tip creep is expected within a
region of 2r.

Shear faults and comb cracks

Longitudinal splitting is suppressed under confinement and an instability devel-
ops that is manifested by compressive shear faults. It is suggested that the key
elements in triggering the instability are secondary cracks that might involve non-
linear sliding. The idea is that a gradient of displacement along a parent crack
creates normal stresses that act across planes perpendicular to both the sliding
plane and the sliding direction. Compressive stresses then develop on one side,
while tensile stresses develop on the other (Figure 2-33). In this figure the upper-
side material experiences a compressive stress while the under-side material
experiences tension. The secondary cracks are imagined to form sequentially,
starting near one tip of the parent crack and releasing proportionately more
strain energy to the distance from the tip of the parent crack to the initiation site
of the secondary crack.

T

T
2a

l

2r

2r

(a) (b)

Figure 2-32: Schematic sketch of a
wing crack under
compression (after
Schulson, 1990).



2.3 Material Behaviour of Frozen Soils
Either external or internal secondary crack concentration may now trigger the
instability since the nucleus grows under action of localised stress intensification
along a band of reduced shear strength, ending in terminal failure (Figure 2-34).

Figure 2-33: Sketch showing creation of secondary cracks under compression
through non-uniform sliding across an inclined, crack grain boundary
(Schulson, 1990).

Figure 2-34: Sketch of the
initiation and growth of a
microscopic compressive
shear fault, from the onset
of terminal failure (Schul-
son, 2001).

a) before initiating.
b) near-surface comb
crack fails, redistributing
stress to adjacent material.
c) more comb cracks fail
and localised damage
spreads in a band across
the section.
d) a microscopic shear
fault has been developed.

(a) (b)

(d)(c)
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The stress to trigger the fault σf, is assumed to be the applied stress that causes
a near-surface microcolumn to break under confined loading and can roughly be
approximated by:

 (Schulson et al., 1991), [2-48]

where R is the appropriate confining ratio (R·σ1 = σ2 = σ3), KIc is the fracture
toughness or stress intensity factor mode I, µ is an experimentally determined
friction coefficient, β is a slenderness ratio of the microcolumns (β = h/w), with
h = d/2 and d as the grain diameter, and w is the width between secondary
cracks. Since microcracking in ice appears to form suddenly and the cracks
grow to their full size in very short time, the dissipation of energy due to local
plasticity or creep at the crack tip may not be significant. As a consequence,
Schulson et al. (1991) conclude from Sinha (1984) that the effective fracture sur-
face energies for the formation of the cracks may not be different from the sur-
face energy, which marks also the lowest possible value:

[2-49]

E denotes the Young’s modulus, ν the Poisson’s ratio and γ the surface free
energy, which can be expressed further as the difference between the surface
free energy with respect to vapour γvs, and half of the grain-boundary free
energy γgb.

Goodman (1980) measured the stress intensity factor KIc for polycrystalline
ice at temperatures between -4 and -24°C and showed that the mean value of
115 kNm-3/2 is very consistent over the chosen temperature range. On the other
hand, Dempsey (1991) presented several effects that influence the fracture
toughness of freshwater ice. The scattering of the data (e.g. for glacier ice and
randomly oriented equiaxed freshwater ice, a fracture toughness between 31
and 180 kNm-3/2 can be found in literature) are caused by different ice types,
crack length, loading rate, specimen size, test temperature, specimen geometry,
crack orientation, specimen preparation, and crack-tip radius. In general, most
specimen sizes used had been sub-size in terms of the small yielding required
by linear elastic fracture mechanics and therefore an upgrade of the specimen
size was recommended.

Ductile-to-brittle transition

The ductile-to-brittle transition marks the point where the compressive strength
reaches a maximum and is in Schulson’s view the point where cracks begin to
propagate, albeit in a stable manner. The transition strain rate under biaxial com-
pression may be expressed as (Schulson and Nickolayev, 1995):

, [2-50]

where B is a creep constant and d is the crack length. The factor f must be calcu-
lated from the Riedel-Rice (1980) model.
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Additional remarks on fracturing of ice

An approach using fractal mechanics has been presented by Palmer and Sand-
erson (1991), who have demonstrated the link between the mechanics of frac-
ture of a single fragment and the observed fractal size distribution of broken
brittle materials, such as ice.

Palmer (1991) also presents a critical assessment of the application of frac-
ture mechanics, since it can be made to explain too much. He concludes that
new ideas, such as chaos theory, have to be integrated into traditional fracture
mechanics.

Schulson (2001) summarised in his explanatory statement why critical crack
density, which is often used as a failure criterion, is not a good model for ice. The
following observations, might also be important for the interpretation of the labo-
ratory tests of the current work: 

• ice exhibits relatively minor mismatches in material properties,

• ice is far more damaged at failure on the ductile side of the brittle-duc-
tile transition, than it is on the brittle side, yet does not split, and

• longitudinal splitting is often accompanied by very little global dam-
age.

However, it must be noted that rock glacier deformations usually involve slow
processes where creep dominates and brittle behaviour may not be a controlling
mechanism.

2.3.7 Thermal Properties

Since the volume fraction of the different elements within a frozen soil is temper-
ature dependent, the thermal properties of the mixture might change significantly
with only a small change in temperature. Only the thermal conductivity needs to
be considered for steady state conditions, whereas the thermal diffusivity
becomes important in transient problems. The latent heat of fusion is significant
when phase change occurs.

Although, the thermal properties of frozen soils are not directly used for the
calculations within this research, it is nevertheless worthwhile to summarise the
important thermal properties of frozen soils for future investigations. The thermal
properties are important as soon as time dependent temperatures are calcu-
lated. Within the presented laboratory tests, temperatures were kept constant
and only time dependent mechanical sample responses were recorded.

Thermal conductivity

The thermal conductivity of a frozen soil is the amount of heat flowing through a
unit area of soil in a unit time under a unit temperature gradient and is called K
(W/mK):

[2-51]q K
xd

dT⋅–=
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Where q is the heat flow per unit area of soil and time (W/m2), T is the tempera-
ture (°K), and x is the distance in the direction of heat flow (m).

Heat capacity

The volumetric heat capacity C (J/m3K) is the amount of heat required to raise
the temperature of a unit volume of soil by 1°K:

, [2-52]

ρ (kg/m3) is the density of the soil and c (J/kg K) is the specific heat capacity.

Thermal diffusivity

The thermal diffusivity α is equal to K/C, which forms the relationship between
the thermal conductivity and the volumetric heat capacity of a particular soil. It is
important for analysing transient heat flow problems, and is described for a one
dimensional case by the diffusion equation according to:

[2-53]

Some important thermal properties of soils are given in Table 2-9.

Thermodynamics

Even though no explicit thermodynamic calculations were conducted within this
study, it is worth pointing to some literature that deals with it, since a major goal
in permafrost research should be the formulation of a coupled mechanical and
thermodynamical model. Formulations based on the classical continuum mixture
theory (Truesdell and Toupin, 1960; overview in Bedford and Drumheller, 1983),
have been proposed from numerous authors for the temperature modelling of
large ice sheets, glaciers, polythermal ice or soils (e.g. Blatter and Hutter, 1991;
Funk et al., 1994; Greve et al., 1998; Hutter et al., 1999; Hutter and Svendsen,
2000). The thermodynamics of frost heave has been reviewed by Henry (2000).

Material
thermal 

conductivity K
[W/m K]

heat capacity c
[J/kg K]

thermal 
diffusivity α
[10-6 m2/s]

Quartz 9.9 800 4.4

Dry Sand 0.58 800 0.48

Dry Clay 1.0 880 0.58

Water (0°C) 0.562 4217 0.13

Ice (0°C) 2.33 2090 1.22

Ice (-40°C) 2.66 2090 1.41

Air (0°C) 0.025 1006 19.49

Air (-20°C) 0.023 1006 16.60

Table 2-9: Thermal properties of some materials (after Gieck, 1989).

C ρ c⋅=

t∂
∂T α

x2

2

∂

∂ T⋅=



2.4 Numerical Modelling
Such models may be used in connection with the mechanical solution presented
herein to allow for dynamic temperature variations that influence the mechanical
response.

2.4 Numerical Modelling

Numerical modelling in permafrost research is dominated by climate and distri-
bution modelling (e.g. Riseborough and Smith, 1993; Zhang and Stamnes,
1998). There are only very few attempts in transferring the material behaviour
into a numerical model of a whole system of frozen soil (e.g. Puswewala and
Rajapakse, 1993; Oka et al., 1994), which might be the result of the large
number of recommendations for modelling the constitutive behaviour and
because various mechanisms, especially close to the melting point of ice, are
still under investigation. Neaupane and Yamabe (2001), for example, use a
Mohr-Coulomb failure criterion in their nonlinear elasto-plastic simulation of
freezing and thawing of rock, which might not work for ice-rich soils, such as rock
glaciers. Even though there is often not a unique answer available, numerical
solutions have been proposed and applied successfully (e.g. Fowler, 1997) for
practical problems and processes that are less under debate, such as thaw set-
tlements or frost heave.

Aspects of numerical modelling of heat transfer are extensively reviewed in
Goldstein et al. (2002) and will not be further discussed.

Leysinger Vieli and Gudmundsson (2001) investigated the flow mechanism
of rock glaciers using numerical simulations of a gravity driven creeping viscous
medium. Their model, however, homogenises the whole mass of the rock glacier
and therefore its applicability to natural objects is questionable. An approach in
modelling a rock glacier similar to glaciers, using Glen’s flow law, was presented
by Wagner (1996b) for the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier and Konrad et al.
(1999) for the Galena Creek rock glacier. Even though the models showed rea-
sonable agreement for these particular rock glaciers and were able to replicate
the in situ response, the author doubts that such a simple model, which does not
account for the differences in soil properties over depth, can be generalised for
other rock glaciers with different origins.

Up to date, not only sophisticated rock glacier modelling is lacking, but
according to Matsuoka (2001), the slightly less complex processes of solifluction,
cannot be modelled accurately either.

2.5 Permafrost Engineering

Due to the many phenomena explained within this chapter, special attention has
to be paid to engineered structures. Many papers and guidelines have been writ-
ten on this subject, focusing on a range of problems including foundations, dam
and pipeline constructions or shafts, in particular in the former USSR and North
America. A brief overview is given in Table 2-10.
61



2 Literature Review

62
2.6 Conclusions from the Literature Review

A vast range of literature has been presented within this chapter, that deals with
all sorts of aspects that might be related to rock glacier mechanics. The major
challenge is the combination of the crucial discoveries from the geomorphologi-
cal research on periglacial environments, from investigations on the mechanical
behaviour of ice, soils and frozen geomaterials, as well as from numerical mod-
elling of related phenomena. The definitions and the applicability of the various
models presented herein have to be considered when attempting to describe the
behaviour observed within the current project. Ladanyi (2002) presents such an
approach, in which he extends findings and methods from the field of mud flow
mechanics, rock mechanics and the mixture theory in order to describe frozen
slopes and frozen debris at the bottom of glaciers.

author title year country

Muller Permafrost or permanently frozen ground 
and related engineering problems

1947 USA

Vyalov et al. The strength and creep of frozen soils 
and calculations for ice-soil retaining 
structures

1962 USSR

Andersland 
and Anderson

Geotechnical Engineering for Cold 
Regions

1978 North America

Johnston Permafrost Engineering Design and Con-
struction

1981 Canada

Fish Comparison of U.S.S.R. Codes and US. 
Army Manual for Design of Foundation on 
Permafrost

1983 USA / USSR

Phukan Frozen Ground Engineering 1985 North America
Haeberli Construction, environmental problems 

and natural hazards in periglacial moun-
tain belts

1992 Switzerland

Andersland 
and Ladanyi

An Introduction to Frozen Ground Engi-
neering

1994 North America

Stoffel Bautechnische Grundlagen für das 
Erstellen von Lawinenverbauungen in 
alpinem Permafrost

1995 Switzerland

Oswell and 
Hanna

Aspects of Geotechnical Engineering in 
Permafrost Regions

1997 North America

Freitag and 
McFadden

Introduction to Cold Regions Engineering 1997 North America

Thalparpan Lawinenverbauungen im Permafrost: 
Schlussbericht und Erläuterungen zu den 
Kapiteln IV und V der Richtlinien für den 
Lawinenverbau im Anbruchgebiet.

2000 Switzerland

Davies et al. The effect of rise in mean annual temper-
ature on the stability of rock slopes con-
taining ice-filled discontinuities

2001 UK

Table 2-10: Some literature on permafrost engineering.



2.6 Conclusions from the Literature Review
Special conclusions from creep literature

The extensive review on literature about creep processes in ice as well as of fro-
zen soils indicate that there seems to be no unique solution for the modelling of
the creep behaviour of frozen geomaterials. Individual solutions were presented
for most of the problems, that use various constitutive models, which are able to
model the creep phase under investigation, i.e. primary, secondary or tertiary
creep, including long term creep failure. However, the primary concern is the
modelling of the whole creep phase and therefore, a crucial assumption is nec-
essary: secondary creep is reduced to an inflection point. On the other hand,
most of the authors agree that steady state creep (secondary creep) can be
modelled fairly well with Glen’s flow law (Equation [2-30]).

From experimental investigations, it is not clear if secondary creep really
exists. In the author’s view two main problems occur: test duration and stress
condition.

• Often, a test does not last long enough to reach steady state creep.
On the other hand, larger stresses will result in the development of
tertiary creep within a very short period of time, and for such tests, lin-
ear strain for some minutes can be neglected.

• During a creep test, the volume of a frozen sample may change its
geometry, i.e. the area changes and consequently, the stress
decreases for a constant load. Even though some of the researchers
are aware of that change and try to consider it in dealing with the tests
presented, only computer controlled load application combined with
on-sample deformation measurements may solve that particular prob-
lem. The strain rate will also decrease due to the stress decrease and
therefore, no secondary creep stage will be obtained.

Not only are there problems concerning material behaviour due to test condi-
tions, but also due to the soil conditions. Most of the triaxial tests have been per-
formed on relatively fine sands, silts or clays and therefore the sample diameter
could be maintained relatively small (<40 mm) without creating conflicts concern-
ing the grain size. Several triaxial creep investigations presented dependencies
on confining pressures, which are much too high to occur within an Alpine rock
glacier and therefore such results might not be applicable. 

Most of the tests were conducted on artificially frozen soils since the sam-
pling of undisturbed frozen soils is extremely difficult. These samples might not
show similar responses because of a possibly different crystalline structure of
the ice matrix.

One of the few available sets of creep tests on undisturbed samples was
reported by Savigny and Morgenstern (1986b), who tested undisturbed ice-rich
glaciolacustrine clays at a temperature of about -1°C to obtain the steady state
creep rate. Even though a large scatter was present in their data, the authors
presented a best-fit power law for all tests in the form:

. [2-54]ε· 1.9 10 5– σ1.7⋅=
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The axial creep strain rate per year can be calculated as a function of the
deviatoric stress σ in kPa. Unfortunately, the accuracy of the presented solution
was not given.



Chapter 3
Field Observations
The core of the project has been the field investigations. Not
only because cored drillings have been necessary to obtain
original permafrost samples for the laboratory investigations,
which will be presented in the next chapter, but also because
field investigations and subsequent monitoring add crucial
information to the understanding of rock glacier behaviour.
Direct and indirect penetration into the rock glacier during the
challenging drilling and the geophysical investigations
revealed many new findings, such as water flow and high vol-
umetric air contents, which are of importance when modelling
rock glacier behaviour. In addition, a comparison between the
two sites under investigation showed that rock glaciers can
be very different.

Various instruments have been installed within the six
boreholes for the monitoring of the temperatures and defor-
mations. A deformation measurement system that is based
on time domain reflectometry was installed for the first time
within Alpine permafrost. Additional pressuremeter tests
allowed the determination of creep properties in situ.

3.1 Introduction

It is important to understand the thermo-mechanical behaviour of perennially fro-
zen ground, in particular of rock glaciers, for the calculation of future instabilities
in Alpine regions, which might be induced by a scenario of global warming.
Reproducible laboratory tests are very efficient because special features can be
studied individually. However, such tests have to be related to field measure-
ments since this is the only way of gaining knowledge of the general behaviour
under natural conditions. Consequently, expensive field investigations should not
be avoided and in addition, they offer the possibility of monitoring endangered
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environments. It is, however, important that the laboratory is always considered
when performing field investigations and vice versa. The advantages of both
type of tests have to be evaluated in planning the work to be undertaken.

Within this project, field investigations were performed in order to achieve the
following goals:

• to develop an understanding of the stratigraphy from boreholes,

• to use boreholes for cross-hole geophysical investigations,

• to obtain cores for testing in the laboratory,

• to carry out in situ testing to obtain mechanical properties in situ
(pressuremeter test),

• to inspect the borehole walls using a down-hole camera,

• to measure vertical and horizontal borehole deformations in the bore-
holes,

• to measure temperatures in the borehole and surficially, and

• to investigate the hydrology within the rock glaciers.

Some of these investigations are only temporary, however, the borehole temper-
ature and deformations are part of an ongoing Swiss permafrost observation net-
work (PERMOS1: Vonder Mühll et al., 2001b).

Originally, it was intended to investigate only one rock glacier (Muragl), how-
ever, there were unexpected difficulties with the borehole wall stability as well as
an insufficient quantity of good quality core samples. In consequence, it was
necessary to focus on a second location in the Swiss Alps (Murtèl-Corvatsch),
where cored boreholes had already been drilled in 1987. This stratigraphy was
expected to be favourable for successful extraction of undisturbed samples and
the result also added new perspectives to the understanding of the phenomenon
rock glacier.

3.1.1 Sites of Investigation

Two rock glaciers, located in the Upper Engadin, Swiss Alps (Figure 3-1), were
chosen for the investigation into the thermo-mechanical behaviour of Alpine per-
mafrost. Further details of these rock glaciers are given in the following sections
(Chapter 3.2 and 3.3).

1. PERMOS was founded in 1999 and is a permafrost monitoring network, which collects
data from Swiss permafrost sites. It is sponsored by the Swiss Academy of Sciences, the
Swiss Federal Office for Water and Geology, and the Swiss Agency for the Environment,
Forests and Landscape.



3.1 Introduction
An overview of the six new boreholes and the original borehole at Murtèl-
Corvatsch is given in Table 3-1 and Table 3-2. 

Muragl rock glacier

borehole 1/1999 2/1999 3/1999 4/1999

coordinates x/y [m] 791 025 / 
153 726

790 989 / 
153 687

791 038 / 
153 679

791 017 / 
153 688

elevation [m asl] 2536.1 2538.5 2558.2 2549.2

borehole depth [m] 70.2 64.0 72.0 71.0

drilling type percussion partially 
cored

partially 
cored

partially 
cored

geophysical logging in all boreholes

temperature
monitoring

Oct.99 – Apr.00
Sep.02 –

Nov.00 – 
Oct.99 – Apr.00

Nov.00 –
Oct.99 – Apr.00

Nov.00 –

deformation
monitoring

– – Oct.99 – Jun.00 Oct.99 – Jan.00

crosshole georadar 
(Musil, 2002)

in all boreholes

Table 3-1: Boreholes at the Muragl rock glacier.

Figure 3-1: Location of the two rock glaciers.
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3.1.2 Drilling Techniques

Drilling in such an environment was a challenge, since the experience in coring
through inhomogeneous media, containing a range of materials including large
boulders and pure ice, is rather limited. Many boreholes have been drilled in the
arctic regions with many successful core recoveries in permafrost (e.g. Lange,
1968; Lange and Smith, 1972; Lange, 1973a; Kudryashov and Yakovlev, 1991)
and in ice (Lange, 1973b; Holdsworth et al., 1984). However, most of the suc-
cessful core recoveries originate from frozen soils of a fine-grained nature (fro-
zen clay, silt or fine sand), where the interstitial ice was either hardly visible, or a
high ice content or even massive ice was found.

 Hvorslev and Goode (1963) mention that it is impossible to formulate defi-
nite and detailed recommendations for core drilling in frozen soils under all con-
ditions. And Mellor and Sellmann (1975) show that the basic elements of all
drilling systems have to take three functions into account: i) penetration through
the soil, ii) removal of the surplus material and iii) stabilisation of the borehole
wall. Special systems may have to be chosen depending on the conditions, e.g.
the drilling rig (Dickinson et al., 1999) or the drill bits (Sellmann and Mellor,
1986).

The first deep scientific borehole was drilled in an Alpine rock glacier in 1987
(Haeberli et al., 1988; Vonder Mühll, 1996). In addition to this borehole, only a
few other boreholes exist in rock glaciers:

• Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier (10 m deep: Barsch, 1977),

• RG II, Yukon, Canada (21 m deep: Johnson and Nickling, 1979),

• Gruben, Switzerland (7 m deep: Barsch et al., 1979),

• Schafberg, Switzerland (65 m and 37 m deep: Vonder Mühll and
Holub, 1992; Vonder Mühll, 1993), and

Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier

borehole 2/1987 1/2000 2/2000

coordinates x/y 783 160 /
144 720

783 168 /
144 703

783 175 /
144 692

elevation [m asl] 2670.2 2672.9 2672.3

borehole depth [m] 62.0 51.9 63.2

drilling type partially cored partially cored partially cored

temperature
monitoring

1987 – Nov. 00 – –

deformation
monitoring

inclinometer
1987 – 1995

TDR
Dec. 00 –

TDR
Dec. 00 –

pressuremeter test – 7 –

Table 3-2: Boreholes at the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.
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• Galena Creek rock glacier (9.8 m deep: Clark et al., 1996; Steig et al.,
1998).

The technique used for the new vertical boreholes was slightly adapted from that
used already for the drillings at Murtèl-Corvatsch in 1987 (Haeberli et al., 1990b).
In contrast to constructing a tent covered drill tower, a MENZI Ghelmina drilling
rig was placed on a crawler type vehicle, which was transported to (and partially
around) the site by a helicopter. The total weight of the rig was about 4 t (Figure
3-2).

The whole rig was then assembled on site with the main focus being on the col-
lection of good quality undisturbed samples. Two possible sources of core distur-
bance had to be considered, in particular, with the drill system: mechanical and
thermal perturbations. The former was taken into account by using a triple tube
drilling rig and the latter by cold air flushing. The various components of the drill
system on site are schematically displayed in Figure 3-3 and pictures of the vari-
ous components of the drilling system are shown in Figure 3-4. At first, air from
the environment is compressed up to about 10 bars in an Atlas Copco diesel
engine compressor, type XAHS (1). The compressed air was cooled down within
a hose of 200 m length (2) that had been buried under the snow and then was
dried in a 2 m3 air tank (3), which had been placed in the shade and doused with
cold water. Additional cooling was achieved by using a heat exchanger (4). An
additional coupling (5) allowed other hoses to be added for the use of the com-
pressed air directly near the drilling rig (6). The compressed air was expressed
from the drill bit (7) at the drill tip (8), and due to the expansion, it cooled down

Figure 3-2: Pictures of the drilling rig.
a) on site (Photo: L. Arenson).
b) during set up with a helicopter (Photo: D. Vonder Mühll).

(a) (b)
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some additional degrees centigrade. Antecedent measurements of temperatures
at the drill bit outside the borehole showed that a temperature of about -5°C to -
10°C could be expected at the bottom by the borehole.

Depending on the amount of solid particles, the soil remained frozen. The air
left the hole by rising around the drilling rods, cooling it and on the other hand,
carrying fine drill dust to the surface (9). These borehole cuttings also gave very
important information about the stratigraphy at the drill tip. In addition, informa-
tion about the drilling process, such as the axial force, which has to be applied,
the rotation speed or water in the borehole add to the knowledge of the structure
of the ground. It was therefore very important to note every remark of the drill
crew and to be on site all the time. 

Figure 3-3: Schematic set up of the drilling system.

1
2 3

4

6

8

5

9

7

1 compressor

2 air hose (covered 
under the snow)

3 air tank

4 heat exchanger

5 coupling

6 drill rig

7 drill bit

8 drill tip

9 drill dust

9



3.1 Introduction
The triple tube drilling system used is shown in Figure 3-5. The outer metal tube,
which was directly connected to the drill bit, rotated while the inner metal tube
remained stationary. As a consequence, a length of nominally undisturbed core
(max. 1.5 m) slid slowly into the plastic liner within the inner steel tube, remaining
in the original orientation while the sample was extracted. Therefore, a minimum
of disturbance was guaranteed. On site, the plastic liners were cut into two
halves with a handsaw for transport, preferentially at an already broken section,
and stored in a freezer at about -18°C.

The different stiffnesses of the rocky blocks and the ice required different drill
bits. Diamante drill bits were used for rocks whereas ice had to be scraped with
hard metal drill bits, which produced good quality cores. The whole drill string
had to be raised and the bit removed and replaced by a diamante drill bit for sec-
tions with large boulders. Such changes of the bits were necessary on a regular
basis owing to the large variability of the rock glacier materials. Therefore the
maximum possible length of the plastic liner (1.5 m) could rarely be filled.

Figure 3-4: Pictures of the components of the drill system (Photos: L. Arenson/
M. Sperl).
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Figure 3-5: Triple tube drilling system (Photos: L. Arenson).
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Figure 3-6: Drill bits used for drilling and coring in permafrost (Photos:
L. Arenson).

a) diamond drill bit: Seyferle: Type XUPER 
W2: Øi = 75 mm, Øo = 106 mm

b) hard metal drill bit T-6-101: Seyferle: 
Type R35: Øi = 75 mm, Øo = 106 mm

c) hard metal drill bit for ice: Øi = 75 mm, 
Øo = 106 mm

d) percussion drill bit for cased drilling: 
Type ODEX: Øo = 140 mm

e) drill bit for percussion drilling: 
Øo = 90 mm/115 mm

(a)

(c)(b)

(d) (e)
73



3 Field Observations

74
3.2 Muragl

3.2.1 Site

The first site under investigation was the Muragl rock glacier (Figure 3-7). This
rock glacier has quite a long history of research and it has been investigated
already in the first half of the twentieth century in terms of geomorphology (Salo-
mon, 1929; Domaradzki, 1951). Further investigations concentrated on the geo-
physical properties of Alpine permafrost (Barsch, 1973; 1978; Vonder Mühll,
1993; Vonder Mühll and Schmid, 1993) or BTS measurements (Haeberli, 1992).
However, no boreholes have been drilled up to 1999 and therefore no detailed
information about the subsurface conditions had been available other than sur-
face geophysical measurements performed in conjunction with this project. The
georadar profiles showed strong scattering from the highly heterogeneous rock-
ice mélange, in such a way that no useful subsurface information could be
extracted. However, additional subsurface and cross-hole refraction and reflec-
tion seismic revealed very useful results, such as stratification planes, icy layers
and the depth of the bedrock (Musil et al., submitted, a; b), which are used for
the spatial determination of the stratigraphy.

Figure 3-7: Muragl rock glacier: Synthetic oblique view with a 1994 orthophoto
and 20 m contour lines (Kääb and Vollmer, 2000).
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The location of the boreholes had been chosen with respect to the following crit-
ical points:

• compressive flow region with a maximum annual horizontal compo-
nent of surface deformation of about 0.2 m (Figure 3-8),

• possible degrading or degraded permafrost, i.e. one borehole should
be in an area, which was formerly permafrost,

• distances between the boreholes must allow effective cross-hole geo-
physical investigations to be carried out,

• the supposition that different generations of rock glacier existed at this
location should be possible to be proven.

The surface flow fields were already known from average annual surface veloci-
ties and average annual changes in surface elevation between 1981 and 1994
(Kääb, 1998: Figure 3-8). These were calculated from digital image analyses of
high-precision aerial photography (image scale approx. 1:6’000) that are able to
determine the surface deformations with an accuracy of about 1.5 centimetres
per year (cm/a). The low velocities at the edges of the rock glacier were
accounted for as indicators of an area of degrading or former permafrost.

Figure 3-8: a) Average annual surface velocity 1981 – 1994 (Kääb, 1998).
b) Average annual changes in elevation 1981 – 1994 (Kääb, 1998).
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As a result of these pre-investigations, four boreholes were drilled with locations
shown in Figure 3-9 and given in Table 3-1. Borehole 1/1999 was located on the
flank of the rock glacier in the hope that this would help to expose the lateral
extension of the permafrost.

Figure 3-9: Borehole location at Muragl rock glacier (Photo: Federal Office of
Cadastral Surveys).
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3.2.2 Boreholes

Drilling the boreholes at these locations in this particular rock glacier was much
more difficult than expected. In contrast to the experiences at Murtèl-Corvatsch
rock glacier (see Section 3.3), the percentage of solid particles was much higher
and these were coarser, too: gravel, stone and block size material. The drill bits
used for coring often had to be changed, sometimes every 5 to 10 cm, resulting
in very poor sample quality or even loss of the sample. Borehole 1/1999 was a
percussion drilled borehole with a casing, using the ODEX drilling system with a
borehole diameter of 140 mm, down to 21.45 m, and a standard down-hole drill
bit, which produced a borehole diameter of 115 mm, down to a total depth of
70.2 m. As expected, no ice was encountered during the drilling. A casing was
necessary to cope with the borehole instability of the upper part of the borehole,
which was not required in the denser layers and the bedrock at larger depth. The
groundwater table was reached at 18.0 m but then levelled at a depth of about
15.0 m (Figure 3-15).

It was intended to core samples from the next borehole (2/1999), which was
situated in the middle of the rock glacier, where permafrost with ice was
expected. After a 6.5 m thick layer of large boulders, some layers with gravel and
sand within an icy matrix were found. However, the volumetric amount of ice was
relatively small and was at temperatures close to zero centigrade, which,
together with the coarse deposits, led to poor sample quality and instability of the
borehole wall. The heat, which was generated during the cutting of the solid par-
ticles, could not be dissipated and the sample melted. As a result, gravels could
rotate with the drill bit, causing additional damage to the sample. Many cores
were therefore destroyed during the drilling process and a metal casing was nec-
essary to stabilise the wall. As a consequence, the ODEX system was used as
soon as a cored sample had been brought out of the borehole. At the end, the
diameter of the cored borehole was 140 mm, instead of the 106 m of the triple
tube drill bit. Ice was encountered in the cored samples and also within the drill
chips between a depth of 6.5 and 17.0 m. Bedrock was reached at 35.5 m depth.

The third borehole, which was located at the highest elevation, yielded even
fewer cores, since the amount of stones and rocks was higher even than in the
other boreholes. The top, unfrozen layer was 5.5 m deep, probably due to the
ridge on which the borehole was drilled. The soil consisted of a mixture of
blocks, gravel, cobbles and sand, with decreasing ice content between 5.5 m
and 20.0 m. One boulder, with a thickness of more than 1.2 m, had to be pene-
trated at a depth of 10 m. No more ice was found at depths greater than 20.0 m
and a dry, very porous layer had to be drilled through between 23.0 m and
29.0 m. The air from the flushing system vanished completely into the ground
and the borehole wall was very unstable.

The fourth borehole was drilled in the middle of the triangle formed by the
first boreholes. Fewer large boulders were encountered within the permafrost,
and therefore more undisturbed samples were obtained. The layer between
4.7 m and 9.7 m, where the percentage of small sized materials, i.e. sand and
silt, was higher than within the subsequent layers, was particularly fruitful. The
thickness of the active layer was only about 2.7 m, since the borehole was drilled
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in a furrow between two ridges. The ice free layers started at a depth of 15.75 m
and were dense at the beginning, but had large air voids between 20.25 m and
23.25 m, where all the air disappeared into the ground.

The stones and boulders, which are mainly gneiss or gneissic granite (Figure
3-10), have a uniaxial compression strength of up to 35 MPa with a Young’s
modulus of up to 6 GPa.

borehole: 1/1999 2/1999 3/1999 4/1999

depth [m] 70.2 64.0 72.0 71.0

start coring at [m] – 6.3 8.0 4.75

end coring at [m] – 17.40 23.0 15.3

total length cored [m] – 11.1 15.0 7.75

undisturbed cores [m/%] – 2.8 / 25 3.6 / 24 4.75 / 61

disturbed cores [m/%] – 6.2 / 56 – 1.3 / 17

bedrock at [m] 49.50 35.5 36.5 32.0

water encountered at [m] 18.0 34.4 32.0 30.3

ice in cores or chips 
down to [m]

– 17.0 20.0 15.75

Table 3-3: Borehole characteristics: Muragl rock glacier.

Figure 3-10: Gneissic granite from the Muragl rock glacier at borehole 4/1999,
11.5 m depth, diameter: 75 mm (Photo: L. Arenson).
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Only 7.5 m from a total of 11.1 m of undisturbed cores that were extracted were
sufficient for triaxial testing because the cores had to be 16 cm long without any
fault. In addition, cores with larger diameters were extracted during the drilling of
borehole 2/1999. The rest of the extracted material was used for soil classifica-
tion and for the determination of the volumetric ice content.

Various drilling velocities could be achieved depending on the drill system
(coring, percussion, ODEX: Figure 3-11), with average drilling velocities as fol-
lows:

• percussion drilling (diameter = 115 mm): 5.1 m/h

• cored drilling (diameter = 106 mm): 0.7 m/h

• cased percussion drilling (ODEX; diameter = 140 mm): 4.2 m/h
This system was usually used after the cored drilling, therefore, it was
mostly achieving an expansion of the borehole.

3.2.3 Installation of Casing

Plastic casings had to be put in all four boreholes due to the instability of the
walls, in order to have access down the hole for further investigations. Four plas-
tic casings were selected from a range of diameters, depending on their eventual
purpose, were placed within the steel casing of the ODEX drill system. Injection
tubes were fixed at three different depths to the outer side of the casing for the
two boreholes 3/1999 and 4/1999 that were later used for deformation measure-
ments. The steel casing was then pulled out of the ground and injection was car-
ried out with a mixture of WILMIX®400 grout and Opalit (about 2%). The grout
had a water/cement value of 0.5 and the maximum grain size was 0.5 mm.
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Figure 3-11: Drilling progress, Muragl rock glacier.
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The two boreholes, 1/1999 and 2/1999 were cased with a 3’’ and a 4’’ plastic
casing, respectively, down to the bedrock. The purpose of these two casings was
purely to prevent collapse of the borehole, so that geophysical measurements
could be performed and temperature chains could be lowered.

Vertical and horizontal deformation meas-
urement systems, which are explained in
more detail in a later chapter
(Chapter 3.2.7), were installed in the other
two boreholes. A USBR-type settlement
hook system (Slopeindicator, 2002) was
used in order to be able to measure vertical
movements above the bedrock. Below this,
where only minor deformations were
expected, inclinometer tubes were put into
the borehole. The latter, which had a length
of 3 m, were glued and bolted together,
while the 95 cm long inclinometer tubes for
the settlement measurements had a tele-

scoping coupling (Figure 3-12) that allowed for a vertical compression of 1.7 cm.

Problems during installation

Several problems occurred during the injection of these two boreholes. The rela-
tively stiff mixture, which was necessary in order to prevent significant loss into
the surrounding ground, plugged up the injection tube at the bottom of borehole
4/1999. In addition, the plastic casing of borehole 3/1999 filled with grout, since
the tube had not been precharged with water before the injection started. As a
consequence, the pressure head at the bottom of the casing was so high that the
lowest coupling between the plastic tubes collapsed and the grout leaked into
the tube. Even though the casing was flushed immediately for several hours, and
the grooving, which is necessary for the guidance of the deformation measure-
ment probes, as well as the telescopic couplings of the vertical deformation sys-
tem were brushed intensively, it was impossible to remove all of the grout, so
that the vertical deformation measurements could not be performed as desired.
The amount of grout used for the installation of the tubes was much higher than
expected. This indicates that even more grout disappeared into the voids within
the ground underneath the permafrost base than previously thought. However,
the tubes bedded in well enough via the combination of grouting, wall instability
and rock glacier movement to obtain reasonable data for the vertical borehole
deformation.

Further details of the installation process are given in Arenson (2000).

3.2.4 Geophysical Borehole Logging

Even though the boreholes were cased down to the bedrock, geophysical down-
hole logging was conducted in order to locate inhomogeneities and to detect
changes in the properties of different layers. Detailed descriptions of the various
geophysical logging methods can be found in Vonder Mühll (1996).

Figure 3-12: Settlement hook
system coupling.
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It was not possible to fill borehole 2/1999, 3/1999 and 4/1999 with water for
the current project, due to voids between the lowest casing and the bedrock and
joints in the bedrock and therefore, the results are of limited quality. The calibre
log reveals information of the borehole diameter and was neither influenced by
water nor the casing. Measurements of the natural radioactivity (gamma ray log)
can be used for the qualitative determination of ice, since ice is nearly inactive.
With the gamma-gamma log it is possible to determine the density of the adja-
cent ground. Cavities behind the casing may influence the measurements. Neu-
trons that are sent into the ground will be slowed down, in particular due to
hydrogen in the water or ice. The quality of this measurement decreases for
empty boreholes. Fast neutrons will penetrate less than slow neutrons. Joints
can be detected within the resistivity log, since they influence the natural disper-
sion of an applied current. This technique, however, is only applicable within a
water filled borehole. Acoustic high frequency signals will be sent into the ground
for the sonic logs, and with the measured transit times, P-wave velocities can be
calculated from the difference between the arrival times of two receivers. This
measurement technique is also only suitable within a water filled borehole.

Comparisons between the different methods, (e.g. borehole 1/1999: Figure 3-13)
show variations in density and ice content. The data, however, do not provide
exact information but may help during the determination of the stratigraphy.
Borehole 1/1999 shows large variabilities of the density in the uppermost 16 m,
which is an indicator of a high porosity. Similar layers were found within the other
three boreholes under the permafrost base. The neutron – neutron logs also
clearly showed the ice within the boreholes 2/1999, 3/1999 and 4/1999. How-
ever, since groundwater and ice results in a similar response, additional obser-
vations are necessary (e.g. temperatures, drilling chips). The resistivity logs
revealed that there are some joints in the bedrock, in borehole 1/1999 in particu-
lar down to about 53 m. 

log measures 1/1999 2/1999 3/1999 4/1999

Casing 22 m
steel

37 m
PVC

38 m
steel

34 m
steel

Calibre diameter x x x x

Gamma ray log ice content x x x x

Gamma - gamma log density x x x x

Neutron - neutron log 
long & short

hydrogen
-> water and ice

x x x x

Sonic P-wave velocity x x x

Resistivity joints x x x x

Table 3-4: Geophysical borehole logging at the Muragl rock glacier.
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Detailed information from the different logs can be found in the documentation of
the two companies that performed these tests (EGS, 1999; GEOTEST, 2000).

Figure 3-13: Borehole logging at the Muragl rock glacier, borehole 1/1999 (EGS,
1999).
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3.2 Muragl
3.2.5 Stratigraphy

Analysing the cores together with data from a combination of sources, such as,
geophysical borehole loggings, drill chips and remains (e.g. Figure 3-14), obser-
vation from the drilling crew, etc., allowed a 3D-model of the subsurface to be set
up. 

Additional information from the geophysical investigations performed by the
Institute of Geophysics (Musil et al., submitted, a; b) helped with the spatial dis-
tribution of the various layers determined from the boreholes and therefore with
the refinement and adaptations of the model. The main features of the subsur-
face are:

• No ice within borehole 1/1999.

• On top of the permafrost table, there is a 2.0 m to 6.0 m thick season-
ally unfrozen active layer with large, interlocking and loose boulders.
The diameter of these boulders may be of several metres. The thick-
ness of this layer depends on the surface undulations, since the per-
mafrost table itself has a much smoother profile, which follows the
average slope of the rock glacier.

• The volumetric ice content is very heterogeneous and was deter-
mined to be in the range of 40 to 80%. Clear ice lenses of several
centimetres can be found in-between two larger stones or blocks.

• The maximum depth of the layer in which ice was encountered varies
from 15.8 m (4/1999) to 20.0 m (3/1999). 

• A loose, uncompacted, silty, sandy gravel layer with a very high air
void ratio is present underneath the ice containing layers (~25 m
depth). This layer disappears towards the side of the rock glacier.

• Bedrock was found at depths between 36.5 m and 32.0 m, on top of
which lies a compact layer of gravel, sand, silts with an increasing
number of boulders closer to the bedrock. The thickness of this layer
is about 9 m, within which the groundwater table may be observed. It
was more or less constant throughout the observed time period (Fig-
ure 3-15).

Figure 3-14: Drilled remains from borehole 3/1999: 12.2 - 13.1 m (Photos:
L. Arenson).
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• The surface of the bedrock seems to be parallel to the mean surface
of the rock glacier in the downhill direction, but in the transverse direc-
tion (NNE – SSW) the bedrock dives to a slightly larger depth.
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Figure 3-15: Groundwater tables at all boreholes at Muragl rock glacier.
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In summary, a profile of the subsurface ground can be drawn as shown in Figure
3-16.
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Figure 3-16: Stratigraphy of the Muragl rock glacier.
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Analyses of the cored samples revealed a volumetric ice content of 40-70% with
a volumetric content of solids between 20 and 56% (see also Figure 4-15). The
ice content decreases with increasing depth within the permafrost layer. The true
grain size distribution, however, cannot be determined easily from the cores,
since many of the stones and blocks within the ground are larger than the diam-
eter of the samples, which was 74 mm. A large sample of about 100 kg was
taken from the surface of a side slope of the rock glacier with grain diameters
smaller than 125 mm. The particle size distribution curve indicates a typical
Fuller-distribution, which was similar in shape to that obtained from a drilled core
at a depth of 15 m (Figure 3-17).

The solid particles within the Muragl rock glacier do not seem to have a predom-
inant grain size. The entire range of grains from blocks of some metres in diame-
ter to silt size particles is present, in such a way that minimum air voids could be
achieved. However, the randomness of the distribution prevents this from occur-
ring throughout the whole rock glacier. A classification after the USCS system
(SN 670 008a, 1997) based on collected samples would result in sandy, well
graded gravels with silt and stones (GW-GM). However, if the maximum particle
size in the sample is not representative, the classification is likely to change.
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Figure 3-17: Grain size distribution curves for different samples from the Muragl
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3.2.6 Temperatures

Temperature chains with up to 25
thermistors of the type YSI 44006
and spacing increasing with depth
were ordered from Stump Bohr AG.
The accuracy of the thermistors is
±0.1°C within a temperature range
of about -5°C – +5°C. The connect-
ing cable was of the type Isocol
CY 30 x 0.34 mm2, with a diameter
of 13.4 mm. Calibration was carried
out in an ice bath by the Laboratory
of Hydraulics, Hydrology and Glaci-
ology at ETH. Three chains were
installed in three of the boreholes in
1999, and data were logged at one
logger tower, which was powered by
a solar panel (Figure 3-18).

Automatic reading of the tem-
peratures within three boreholes
was started in January 2000. The
temperatures at all depths are
recorded every six hours. The data
are then stored on an SRAM card.
Since the boreholes had to be
empty for the parallel deformation measurements (see section 3.2.7), the chains
hung in the air for most of the time. With ongoing shearing of the borehole and
also of the tubes, the deformation measurements were no longer possible and
since the tube cracked, water filled the holes. It is assumed that the temperature
chains within the three boreholes 2/1999, 3/1999 and 4/1999 are grouted into
the soil by ice and debris after summer 2001.

Some additional manual temperature readings were performed in 1999
before the automatic reading started, although some disturbance had to be con-
sidered due to the drilling.

Some data was lost in summer 2000 due to problems with the power supply
at the logging station. Following one year of monitoring borehole 1/1999, the
thermistor string TK 015 was moved to borehole 2/1999. Fortunately, it has been
possible to manufacture an additional thermistor string, which was placed into
borehole 1/1999 in September 2002 and since then all four boreholes are moni-
tored within the framework of PERMOS.

Air temperatures (Figure 3-19) and snow heights (Figure 3-20) were meas-
ured at the tower in addition to the borehole temperatures. Due to movements of
the rock glacier, the tower tilted from about January 2001 until August 2001 and
as a consequence, the snow height is not accurate and the smooth air tempera-
tures indicate that the temperature sensor was covered under the snow. It is
assumed that more accurate measurements have been available since summer
2001, even though the mast was still moving with the surface. However, the

Figure 3-18: Logger tower at Muragl rock
glacier (Photo: L. Arenson).

1

3

2

1) snow height measurement

2) solar panel

3) air temperature sensor
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measurements show, that during the winter 2000/2001 more snow was present,
in particular at the beginning of the season (December), compared with the sub-
sequent winter 2001/2002, where the snow started to accumulate only in Janu-
ary. As a consequence, the soil temperatures were much colder at greater
depths during winter 2001/2002.     
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Figure 3-21: Temperature data from the Muragl rock glacier.
a) borehole 1/1999 (January – May 2000 & since September 2002).
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A summary of the temperature data are given in Figure 3-21. The temperatures
are shown with depth for distinct data in Figure 3-22. The depth of the permafrost
base can be determined from these figures as the point of zero centigrade. Com-
paring these plots with the drill logs, a difference can be found between the
depth of the permafrost base and the occurrence of ice. The temperature
reaches zero centigrade at a depth of 20 m for both boreholes whereas, ice was
encountered until a depth of 20.0 m and 15.8 m within borehole 3/1999 and 4/
1999, respectively. The material beneath the permafrost is sufficiently permea-
ble, that as the ice melts, the water is released and cannot accumulate there and
be re-frozen at a later time. It is unlikely that, once melted, the permafrost can be
regenerated within the current climate environment.

The influence of the snow cover on the ground temperatures can also be shown
at the Muragl rock glacier, even though no data are available during summer
2000. There was, however, more snow during the winter of 2000/2001 than dur-
ing the year before (Figure 3-20). As a consequence, the temperatures within
the layers close to the surface were colder during the first year of measurement
(see Figure 3-21) for a depth of 10 m. If the snow falls early in the winter, it acts
as an insulator, and the cold air temperature cannot penetrate into the ground,
whereas a thick snow cover during spring preserves the cold soil temperatures
for a longer period.
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3.2.7 Borehole Deformation

Different systems were installed in some of the boreholes in order to measure
the internal horizontal and nominally vertical movements. Good results were
obtained from slope inclinometer measurements using the SINCO Digitilt system
for determining the horizontal movements, which has, for example, also been
used in the Arctic for the determination of in situ creep properties in ice-rich per-
mafrost (Savigny and Morgenstern, 1986a). A USBR-type settlement hook sys-
tem, which is not in very widespread use, was used for the measurements of the
vertical deformations. Both of the vertical and horizontal measurement systems
use the same PVC-tube for guiding the measurement probes. Due to problems,
which occurred during the installation of the tubes (see Chapter 3.2.3), the first
readings have to be used with caution, since some bedding in was still possible
within the borehole due to the grouting process. A zero reading was take on 1.
October 1999 that serves for the determination, subsequently, of relative move-
ments.

Horizontal deformations

A well established slope inclinometer measurement system for internal horizon-
tal borehole deformations was chosen for the investigations at the Muragl rock
glacier. The inclinations in two orthogonal directions were measured every 2 feet
(0.61 m) along the tube (Figure 3-23c) with a SINCO Digitilt probe (Figure 3-
23a), which uses null-balance accelerometers as sensing elements. A special
PVC-tube of 71 mm internal diameter, with two sets of diametrically opposed
internal channels (Figure 3-23b), guides the probe. The wheels of the probe are
usually guided in the A-direction, which results in a slightly better accuracy. The
tubes are oriented in a way that the A-direction represents the direction of the
expected main deformation. A set of two readings is taken from the bottom to the
top in both the A0/B0 and A180/B180 direction with the aim of eliminating the
zero offset of the instrument. The accuracy of the inclination of one set of read-
ing, as quoted by the manufacturer, is ±0.02°. Since three sets of readings were
always performed for one value, the accuracy could be reduced substantially to
about ±0.005°, which was determined by comparing the sets of readings.
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Figure 3-23: Principle of SINCO Digitilt slope inclinometer measuring system.
a) Picture of the system (Photo: L. Arenson).
b) Cross section through PVC tube, showing the four channels.
c) Longitudinal section through inclinometer casing and probe.
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The resultant horizontal deformation can be determined by adding the displace-
ments in the A and B-directions, starting from the bottom as shown in Figure 3-
24 for the boreholes 3/1999 and 4/1999.

The deformation profiles indicate a clear shear zone at the bottom of the icy lay-
ers within both boreholes. About 80% of the total deformation measured at the
surface was observed within this shear zone, that was determined to lie between
15.6 and 17.9 m for borehole 3/1999 and 13.7 and 16.0 m for borehole 4/1999,
respectively. Underneath the active layer at depths of about 5 m, extrusion flow
can be observed, which may be attributed to the interlocking within the boulders
of the active layer and slightly faster movements of the icy layers underneath.

Horizontal shear strains, that are calculated from Equation 3-1 for each read-
ing interval, and after the definition shown in Figure 3-25, are given in Figure 3-
26 for both boreholes.
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Figure 3-24: Horizontal down-slope borehole deformation (relative to zero reading
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a) borehole 3/1999.
b) borehole 4/1999.
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[3-1]

horizontal strain rate

du relative horizontal deforma-
tion in-between two read-
ings (Figure 3-25)

dt time between the two read-
ings in seconds

dh probe length (61 cm)

  

A seasonal change in the strain rates during the observation period can be seen
for borehole 3/1999. A maximum of about 10·10-9 s-1 was calculated following
the summer season 1999, which was delayed to November/December because
of the phase lag of 3–4 months between peak temperature at the surface and
the temperature of the main shear zone. The shear zone deformation is about 12
times faster than of the overlying layer for both boreholes. The minimum strain
rate occurred in May, again a phase lag of 3–4 months from the lowest winter
surface temperature. 
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Figure 3-25: Definition of relative hori-
zontal deformation du.
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3.2 Muragl
The surface deformation can be calculated by plotting the accumulated
deformation from the bottom to the top of the borehole (Figure 3-27a). In contrast
to earlier observations on other rock glaciers in the Swiss Alps (Wagner, 1992;
Arenson et al., 2002), the Muragl rock glacier shows seasonal changes in the
velocity, whereby the total velocity is smaller during the winter months than dur-
ing the summer months (Figure 3-27b). Unfortunately, the deformations within
the shear zone were so large after 4 and 9 months, respectively, that the radius
of the inclinometer tubes reached a value smaller than the minimum permissible
radius of curvature of 5.3 m, which is necessary in order to lower the inclinome-
ter probe. It was only possible to observe a decrease in the surface velocity for
borehole 4/1999 (4 months) whereas borehole 3/1999 lasted nine months, cov-
ering one maximum and one minimum of the surface velocity in December and
May, respectively. A sinusoidal curve fit was calculated for the surface velocity
vsurface (in mm/d), as a function of the time t (in d) after Equation 3-2.

, with [3-2]

v0 = 1.2 mm/d

C0 = 0.6 mm/d

ω0 = 1.263 d-1

tv = 14 d

The velocity at the surface, which is about 46 cm and 43 cm per year for bore-
hole 3/1999 and 4/1999, respectively, is mainly a function of integration of move-
ments in the shear zone. Retarded temperature changes within this layer result
in the observed phase lag of the deformation response. The temperatures devel-
opment within the shear zone is therefore the crucial factor for future change in
deformation.

vsurface v0 C0 ϖ0 t tv+( )⋅( )sin⋅+=
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Vertical Deformations

Vertical deformations were meas-
ured using the SINCO settlement
USBR-type probe for the Muragl
rock glacier, which uses telescoping
coupling between the inclinometer
casings (Figure 3-28). The USBR-
type probe has two spring-loaded
arms that catch on the bottom edge
of the casing section near the cou-
pling (• in Figure 3-28) when the
operator pulls the probe up on the
survey tape. A special mounting
device is fixed above the inclinome-
ter casing to guarantee that the ten-
sile stress within the tape is always
the same. In contrast to the magnet
extensometers, which were used for
example at the Murtèl-Corvatsch
rock glacier in 1987, the casing has
been well grouted into the ground
and can move with it.

However, the problems during the installation of the inclinometer casings and
the grouting of the boreholes reduces the accuracy of the results and several
markers could not been measured anymore. In order to measure the vertical dis-
placements more accurately (5-10 times), different systems, such as Increx or
rod extensometers are recommended. Due to the horizontal deformations of the
inclinometer tubes, the data do not represent the vertical deformation of the rock
glaciers but the extension or compression of the tubes. This can be done if 3D
deformation profiles are required. The distributions of these deformations are,
nevertheless, helpful in revealing the flow mechanisms.

The basic conclusion that can be drawn from this data is that the majority of
the differential settlement occurs around the shear zone for both boreholes (Fig-
ure 3-29). The differential settlements are calculated as the difference of the dis-
tance of a marker point from the top between two subsequent readings. The

settlement probe
USBR type

telescoping
coupling

inclinometer
casing

survey tape

Figure 3-28: Vertical deformation measure-
ments with the SINCO
settlement USBR-type probe
(Photo: L. Arenson).

• •

borehole
attachment



3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
actual deformation of the ground between two points can be determined by sub-
tracting the differential settlement of two depths. Very minor changes can be
observed above and below the shear zones.

3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch

Originally there had been no intention to add a second test site to the project.
However, the poor quality of the samples obtained from the Muragl rock glacier,
and the borehole instabilities, which made in situ testing impossible, threatened
any chance of achieving the objectives within the geotechnical part of the
project. In consequence, two additional boreholes were drilled at the well known
Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier, where two boreholes had been completed suc-
cessfully in 1987, of which the second borehole was more than 60 m deep. The
stratigraphy, the temperature distribution and the internal rock glacier deforma-
tion was already available from that borehole (e.g. Haeberli et al., 1998). There-
fore it was known that the volumetric ice content is much higher, and that a better
sample quality might be achieved.

3.3.1 Site

The Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier is probably the best investigated rock glacier
within the Alpine environment. This rock glacier has attracted researchers for
many decades due to its easy accessibility and its distinct classical rock glacier
appearance (see also Chapter 2.2). Long-term velocity measurements, using
aerial photographs dating as far back as 1932, have been published by Barsch
and Hell (1975). New techniques, such as digital image analysis, allowed more
precise surface deformation measurements to be made (e.g. Kääb, 1998; Kääb
et al., 1998). Extensive geophysical investigations have also been performed on
the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier. Barsch (1973), Fisch et al. (1977), Vonder
Mühll (1993), Lehmann and Green (2000) and Hauck (2001), among others,
have carried out seismic, geoelectric and/or georadar measurements.
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A significant milestone in Alpine permafrost research was reached by the
successful drilling of the deep borehole at Murtèl-Corvatsch in 1987 (Haeberli et
al., 1990b). Several publications emerged from that borehole, discussing many
aspects of rock glaciers, such as dynamics (Wagner, 1992; Kääb et al., 1998),
morphology (Haeberli et al., 1998), internal structure (Vonder Mühll and Holub,
1992), temperatures (Vonder Mühll et al., 1998), taliks and hydrology (Vonder
Mühll, 1992), climate change, just to name the most important.

Based on that knowledge, two additional deep boreholes were drilled
through the permafrost at the beginning of May 2000, 19 m and 32 m upslope
from borehole 2/1987, respectively. Georadar measurements from Lehmann and
Green (2000) revealed excellent data of the subsurface (Figure 3-30). From
internal deformation measurements and the drilling logs it was then assumed
that the first distinct reflection (black arrow) marked the shear surface and the
second reflection marked the bedrock. Today, however, it must be assumed that
these interpretations might need to be adjusted. Reflections revealed by data
from ground penetrating radar are induced by a change in the dielectric proper-
ties of the ground, in particular from a dry to a wet state. Therefore, it must be
asked whether these reflections actually indicate zones of preferential ground-
water flow through the permafrost. The new campaign showed that water
entered the borehole during the drilling in the middle of the permafrost, leading to
the conclusion, that water flows through voids within the permafrost. Naturally
this will be most prevalent in zones with a high voids ratio, which also appears to
correlate with the previous designated shear zone determined from borehole 2/
1987.

Figure 3-30: Georadar measurements from the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier
(after Lehmann and Green, 2000).
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3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
Average annual surface velocities and average annual changes in the surface
elevation were calculated from aerial photographs for the period between 1987
and 1996 by Kääb (1998) (Figure 3-31).

It can be seen from Figure 3-31 that the annual surface velocity was less than
about 7 cm/a at borehole 2/1987 and was expected to be only slightly greater at
the location of the planned boreholes. There is also a general trend of settle-
ments of the whole rock glacier, i.e. the rock glacier gets thinner with time. The
annual change in elevation within the area of the boreholes is in-between 2 and
7 cm per year. The locations of all boreholes are shown in Figure 3-32. The main
objective during the second drilling campaign was the recovery of undisturbed
rock glacier samples. Furthermore, pressuremeter tests were planned in bore-
hole 1/2000 for an in situ determination of creep parameters and therefore, the
boreholes had to be drilled without a casing. Some additional geophysical inves-
tigations were also planned, that required a borehole without casing. Deforma-
tion measurements with time domain reflectometry should reveal more detailed
information about the deformation behaviour. The coaxial cables, that are neces-
sary for such a measurement, were planned to be grouted into both boreholes
and an additional thermistor string was to be grouted into the borehole 2/2000 to
measure soil temperatures. 

Figure 3-31: a) Average annual surface velocity 1987 – 1996 (Kääb, 1998).
b) Average annual changes in elevation 1987 – 1996 (Kääb, 1998).
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3.3.2 Boreholes

Less difficulties occurred during the drilling process since the ice content was
much higher than within the Muragl rock glacier. Higher penetration rates were
achieved and a casing was only necessary in the top metres within the active
layer. High pressure dilatometer tests were conducted at different depths (see
also Chapter 3.3.7) in borehole 1/2000. The drill rig was in action during the day
and pressuremeter creep tests were performed during the night. The progres-
sion of the borehole was monitored visually by lowering a borehole camera, with
illumination for inspection purposes. The percentage of solid particles and air
voids increased with increasing depth, resulting in instabilities of the borehole
wall. At depths larger than 40 m, the boreholes collapsed several times due to
large blocks and free water, which was encountered within the ice. Large air
voids were found at a depth of 50.0 m in borehole 1/2000 and 57.6 m in borehole
2/2000, respectively, which led to a complete loss of the flushing air. Despite the
air voids, boulders with diameters of more than a metre were also encountered.
Even at a depth of 63.2 m within borehole 2/2000, the bedrock was not reached.

Figure 3-32: Aerial photograph of the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier taken by
Federal Office of Cadastral Surveys in September 1996.
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3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
Further drilling without a casing, similar to the Muragl rock glacier, was not possi-
ble due to the high possibility of losing the drill bit. Even with the steel casing
(ODEX system) that was used for borehole 2/2000, further drilling below 63.2 m
was not successful. Hence, there is no proof of the depth of the bedrock from
these two additional boreholes, which led to the conclusion that a large boulder
was at the bottom of the borehole 2/1987, which was taken erroneously to be the
bedrock.

The penetration velocity depended strongly on the material. Progress of up
to 1 m/h was achieved with full core recovery within the ice-rich layers. The per-
cussion drilling was nearly twice as fast within the stable sections with higher
percentage of soil particles. However, this reduced to a few metres per day in the
lowest and most unstable part of the boreholes where there was a much higher
percentage of air voids and larger particles.

Almost full recovery was achieved when the nominally undisturbed cores
were being drilled using the triple tube system (as for Muragl, Section 3.2.2)
(Table 3-5). However, due to the mechanical stress of the drilling processes and
the release of stress following extraction, some parts of the sample were occa-
sionally heavily disturbed with obvious cracking. In addition, some of the ice
seems to be of a granular nature (Figure 3-33) and is therefore not very ideal for
triaxial testing because some of the samples broke apart before they could be
placed into the testing device. In the end, about 30% of the lengths of cored
samples were of good enough quality to be able to perform triaxial creep tests,
such as the sample shown in Figure 3-34.

1/2000 2/2000

depth [m] 51.9 63.2

start coring at depth [m] 10.3 6.7

end coring at depth [m] 27.65 22.35

total length cored [m] 17.35 15.65

nominally undisturbed cores [m/% recovery] 16.85 / 97 15.05 / 96

disturbed cores [m/% recovery] 0.5 / 3 0.6 / 4

water encountered at depths of [m] 3.4
27.0

4.0
45.0

ice in cores or chips down to [m] 50.0 57.0

Table 3-5: Borehole characteristics: Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.
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Four main layers can be distinguished from inspection of the cores and the bore-
hole records (Figure 3-35):

- Top layer with large boulders: The top metres are covered with
boulders that can have diameters of several metres. All fine parti-
cles have been washed away by melt– and rain water. The thick-
ness of this layer is more or less equal to the thickness of the active
layer. However, boulders were found within the first metres below
the permafrost table indicating that the active layer might once
have been thicker. Finer particles can also be found frozen into the
top of the permafrost table, where they have been transported by
the water run-off.

Figure 3-33: Granular ice at 12.33-12.90 m from borehole 2/2000, Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier (Photos: L. Arenson).

Figure 3-34: Core from borehole 1/2000: 21.00 - 21.30 m (Photo: L. Arenson).



3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
- Ice-rich layer: An ice-rich layer was found underneath the boul-
ders with a thickness of about 20 m. This layer consists of pure ice
with some solid inclusions. The inclusions are mainly of silt or sand
sized grains, even though a block of several centimetres was found
in borehole 1/2000 at a depth of 9.8 m.

- Frozen gravel: Even though the ice content decreases steadily
with depth, a distinct line can be drawn underneath which larger
particles were found. The pores between the disperse distributed
cobbles are filled with gravel, sand and silt, and the volumetric ice
content decreased from nearly 100% down to 50–70% (see also
Figure 4-16). The line between the two layers corresponds very
well with the measured shear zone (see Chapter 3.3.5).

- Unfrozen, blocky layer: A zone containing large boulders with
diameters up to several metres and large air voids was found
underneath the ice-containing layer. Based on the geomorphologi-
cal evolution (Haeberli et al., 1998), it is assumed that these boul-
ders have accumulated just above the bedrock, even though it was
not reached by the boreholes. It is thought that they were trans-
ported on top of the rock glacier to the front face, where they have
fallen down the steep slope and then have been rolled over by the
creeping rock glacier. This layer is a free-draining layer, very highly
permeable to both water and air, which can circulate beneath the
permafrost and induce thermal anomalies. This layer can also be
seen as a talik (Vonder Mühll, 1992).

Figure 3-35: Pictures from a borehole camera at different depths.

ice-rich layer: 1/2000, depth = 19.0 m

frozen gravel: 1/2000, depth = 26.5 m

frozen gravel: 2/2000, depth = 23.0 m

unfrozen layer: 1/2000, depth = 50.0 m
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A model of the subsurface can be compiled based on the three boreholes (Fig-
ure 3-36).

3.3.3 Monitoring Measurements in Boreholes

It was planned that borehole 1/2000 should be drilled without a steel casing and
that it should only be protected for the top five metres with a PVC tube. After
installing the coaxial cable for the time domain reflectometry (see Section 3.3.6),
the borehole should be filled with water so that the cable would then be frozen
perfectly into the ground. However, the borehole collapsed at a depth of about
18 m and an attempt to re-open it using a steam drilling rig failed. As a conse-
quence, deformations could only be recorded for the upper 18 m.

Additional measurements with borehole-to-surface seismics were planned in
borehole 2/2000 and therefore, a 3’’ PVC casing was necessary over the entire
depth. It was placed together with a 1’’ hose outside the PVC casing prior to
removing the steel casing. Following the measurements in the PVC tube, a sec-
ond coaxial cable and a chain of thermistors were installed down to a depth of
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3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
61.4 m. The voids at the bottom of borehole 2/2000 made the grouting of the
tube very difficult. The level of the grout (cement/Opalite = 4:1) dropped several
times to a depth of 37 m during the first day. However, it was possible to fill the
rest of the borehole with a slightly coarser mixture containing a maximum grain
size of 8 mm on the second day.

3.3.4 Temperatures

The temperature data from borehole 2/1987 (Figure 3-37) are unique for the
Alpine region, and are therefore very important for analysing long-term trends in
thermal interaction between the perennially frozen ground, the snow cover and
the air temperature (e.g. Vonder Mühll et al., 1998; Vonder Mühll et al., 2001b).

A new thermistor string of the same type as the one used for the Muragl rock gla-
cier, was put into the PVC tube of borehole 2/2000. Compared with the records
shown in Figure 3-37 for borehole 2/1987, the new temperature data show rather
unexpected behaviour (Figure 3-38a) that is explained in detail in Vonder Mühll
et al. (submitted). However, in focusing on the depth between 10 and 20 m, it is
suggested that the effect of the infiltration of water at 0°C on the temperature can
be observed between March and May (Figure 3-38b), which is then able to drain
away again, resulting in a sharp increase of those temperatures up to zero centi-
grade, followed by an approximately exponential decay. Given that temperatures
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Figure 3-37: Temperatures of the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier borehole 2/1987
for various depths with time and two points of time (after Vonder
Mühll, 2002).
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do not seem to change much with time below 20 m (Figure 3-38a), it is possible
that there is a hole in the casing and that the tube was filled with melt– or runoff
water, resulting in temperatures of zero centigrade between 20 and 25 m. When
the supply of water did not exceed the rate of flow out of the borehole, the level
of the water in the borehole dropped, which is confirmed by the decrease in tem-
perature occurring first at shallower depths (7.5 m followed by 10 m, then by
15 m and by 20 m depth). The negative temperatures at a shallower depth indi-
cate that the water cannot have flowed from the top. Only when the water froze
(by November 2001), did the ground temperatures dip below zero centigrade
once more, but increased again in summer 2002. Ongoing monitoring of the
temperatures is necessary in order to find a clear answer for this temperature
behaviour within borehole 2/2000.
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3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
3.3.5 Borehole Deformation of Borehole 2/1987

Vertical and horizontal deformation measurement systems were installed in 1987
in the second borehole (Wagner, 1992; 1996b; Haeberli et al., 1998; Arenson et
al., 2002). These data revealed highly significant information concerning the
internal flow regime of the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier. They have been added
and are also briefly described during the next sections. Therefore, absolute
deformation data were already available from the slope inclinometer and mag-
netic extensometer measurements and it was decided to install a new deforma-
tion measurement system that is used intensively in the mining industry for
ongoing monitoring of joint deformations: time domain reflectometry, TDR
(O'Connor and Dowding, 1999).

Horizontal deformation

Horizontal deformations have been measured over a period of eight years from
1987 – 1995 (Figure 3-39). The shear deformations at a depth of about 30 m
were so large in 1995 that the radius of the tube did not allow further lowering of
the inclinometer probe and it is quite likely that the casing was severely dam-
aged. The discontinuity of the vertical measurements in the shear zone with time
for the years 1995 and 1996 confirms this (Figure 3-40). In addition, the horizon-
tal deformation measurements show that the layers within the rock glacier have
different creep susceptibilities. Extrusion beneath the active layer (~3.4 m depth)
and faster shearing rates at depths of about 18 m, 22 m and 28 m were
observed, which might be induced by different equivalent shear stiffnesses of
adjacent layers, which is probably caused by the percentage of solid particles.
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Vertical deformation

Magnetic rings were fixed
with an adhesive tape out-
side the inclinometer cas-
ing, and were separated by
intervals of between 3 and 5
metres. They were used for
the measurement of vertical
deformation within the rock
glacier. The position of the
magnets can be detected
easily using a magnetic
sounding lead. The magnet
rings can be located to
within an accuracy of
±1 mm. The main problem
is, however, that the incli-
nometer plastic casing
might not follow the vertical
movements of the soil mass
and, therefore, the magnetic
rings do not represent abso-
lute values.

However, similar to the measurements at Muragl, distinct movements can be
observed within the shear zone at a depth of about 30 m (Figure 3-40). Addi-
tional settlements occur at around 20 m depth, inducing a slight expansion
between 10 m and 20 m. The data show that an extension of the borehole of
about 4 cm occurred from 1995 to 1996, which would indicate a thickening of the
rock glacier. Since a rise in the thickness would be completely against the ongo-
ing trend of the settlement measurements, this effect must have been induced by
the shearing of the casing at the depth of the shear zone.

3.3.6 Time Domain Reflectometry (TDR)

Time domain reflectometry (TDR) might prove to be a useful tool for deformation
measurement in rock glaciers in the future, since the relatively flexible cable is
grouted (or frozen) directly into the ground (O'Connor and Dowding, 1999). The
system has been successfully used in jointed rock masses and recently also for
soft soils (Dowding et al., 2001) and to monitor landslides (Kane et al., 2001). In
order to judge whether a measuring device follows the soil deformation profile
accurately, a flexibility ratio K can be defined, similar to that used for determining
the pile – soil stiffness (Randolph, 1983):

[3-3]
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Figure 3-40: Vertical deformations with time. Net
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the borehole means compression,
which results in a decrease of the rock
glacier thickness (SZ: shear zone;
some data from S. Wagner, 1996b).
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(EA)p cross-sectional rigidity of the pile:
  E = Young’s modulus
  A = cross sectional area of the hollow tube

τs peak skin friction

∆wres relative movement needed between pile and soil for the value of
skin friction to reduce from peak to residual in a strain-softening
soil.

The flexibility ratio of a TDR
cable is about ten or more
times larger than that of a
standard inclinometer tube. In
this case the cable should fol-
low the soil deformation more
closely (Figure 3-41), and the
resolution in terms of the
depth of the shear zone
should be improved. In addi-
tion, continuous monitoring is
possible without having to
make manual measure-
ments. Such a system was
installed in the new boreholes
at the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier. In the future it should then be possible to
identify i) fine shear bands, ii) change in depth of the shear zones and eventually
iii) seasonal changes. The latter will only be measurable if the velocity increases,
and the shear zone is above the zero annual amplitude, so that seasonal tem-
perature changes can affect the creep.

Material and method

A cable tester sends a voltage pulse waveform down a coaxial cable, which has
been grouted into a borehole (Figure 3-42). Any fault or crimp in the cable results
in a change of the characteristic impedance. The pulse is transmitted along the
cable every 200 µs and when it encounters such a change, the pulse reflects
and returns to the cable tester (Figure 3-43). Further details of the principles and
possibilities of time domain reflectometry are explained in O’Connor and Dowd-
ing (1999).

SZ

tube shears past soil
or increases lateral
thrust on soil

soil shears past tube
or increases lateral
thrust on tube

deformation of a
coaxial cable used
for TDR

displacement of tube

displacement of TDR

soil displacement

Figure 3-41: Sketch of a deformed stiff tube in a
shear zone (SZ).
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Table 3-6 summarises the main specification of the TDR-deformation monitoring
system used for the two new boreholes drilled in 2000. However, the programme
for the data acquisition changed several times during the project and therefore
the values in the table are not necessarily up to date.

1/2000 2/2000

grouted cable

Manufacturer Cablewave

type FXA12-50, RG/231

inner conductor copper-clad aluminium, Øo=4.09 mm

outer conductor smooth aluminium, Øo=12.7 mm, 
t=1.27 mm

dielectric foam

characteristic impedance 50 ohms

propagation velocity 81%

length [m] 56.1 62.2

Table 3-6: TDR specification for the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.

coaxial cable, grouted 
into the borehole

pulse reflected 
at crimps or 
breaks

electrical pulse 
sent down the 
cable

Figure 3-42: Cable tester attached to
TDR cable undergoing
deformation due to slope
failure (after Kane, 2000).

Figure 3-43: Basic components of TDR
cable tester (after Tektro-
nix, 1992).
a) nominal pulse wave-
form.
b) operating principle and
system components.

a)

b)
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tr = pulse generation time = 200 ps
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Calibration

In order to compare the TDR
wave-forms with absolute defor-
mation of the cable, crimps at
different spacings were tested
on a similar cable in the labora-
tory (Figure 3-44). The result
showed that obtaining a rela-
tionship between the amplitude
of the wave-form and the defor-
mation is nearly impossible.
The signal flattens off with
increasing distance from the ori-
gin and two crimps, which had been visible as two peaks for a short distance
(x = 6 m, Figure 3-45a) merge into one weaker signal (x = 71.5 m, Figure 3-45b).
However, the calibration might help in the interpretation of the curves.

transmission cable

Manufacturer Suhner Switzerland

type RG/213

inner conductor bare copper braid, Øo=2.25 mm

outer conductor copper wire netting, Øo=8.10 mm

dielectric PE

Jacket PVC

characteristic impedance 50 ohms

propagation velocity 66%

length [m] 0 51.5

cable tester Tektronix MTDR 1502B 

data storage Campell CR10X

reading cycle 10 days 10 days

start at [m] 35.0 51.5

end at [m] 62.5 112.5

average of readings 8 8

cable length per reading [m] 2.5 2.5

data points per reading 250 250

bits per reading (13bit/cm) 35.75kb 79.3kb

1/2000 2/2000

Table 3-6: TDR specification for the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.

Figure 3-44: Calibration set-up.

Force

cable

D

x

y

5 cm
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The result of the calibration clearly showed that the amplitude of the wave
increases with the size of the crimp, although the relationship is slightly curved
(Figure 3-46a). However, the signal depends exponentially on the distance
between the origin of the cable and the crimp when this is severe enough (Figure
3-46b). The form of the deflection in the cable also has a major influence on the

Figure 3-45: Wave-form of a similar crimp at two different distances. D = 8 cm,
y ≅ 14 mm.
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vertical scale: 1.45 mρ/div
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noise filter: 16 avg

Amax = 7.21 mρ
B = 0.16 m

cursor: 71.468 m
distance/division: 0.05 m/div
vertical scale: 1.93 mρ/div
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a) Amplitude of wave versus cable deformation.
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amplitude. With reducing distance D between the two base blocks (Figure 3-44),
the form of the cable became more distinctly bent, which increases the ampli-
tude of the reflection wave. A larger distance led to a smoother bending profile
and therefore a smaller amplitude of the wave.

The conclusions reached from the cable calibration are that determination of
the magnitude of the movement cannot be easily made, even though the spike of
the TDR wave reveals information about the depth of the shearing, and of the
temporal occurrence. The amount of the movement cannot be determined, even
with a calibration (e.g. Francke et al., 1994). In addition, the TDR is not able to
provide information about the direction of the movement. Nevertheless, it is a
cheaper and more efficient means of determining depth of the shear zone and
could be used at other sites in conjunction with slope inclinometers.

First Results

The TDR cable in borehole 2/2000 was grouted in July 2000 down to a depth of
61.2 m. The installation of the second cable was done in September 2000, after
the borehole had collapsed at 18 m. The monitoring, however, started in Decem-
ber 2000. Further adaptation to the programme had to be made, and therefore
some data were lost. The temperature records indicated that the cables have not
been perfectly frozen in place and therefore, these data have to be treated with
caution.

However, some major differences in the deformation behaviour between the
two locations can be recognised, even after this relatively short observation
period. There has been virtually no movement within the upper 18 m of borehole
1/2000. The main peak that can be seen in Figure 3-48, originates from a crimp
(Figure 3-47) at 5.5 m depth that had been created prior to insertion in the bore-
hole for a better orientation of the depth. More scattering of the data (Figure 3-
48a) occurred in March 2001 than in November 2001. This was because fewer
readings have been averaged during the initial monitoring period.

Figure 3-47: TDR-cable with orientation crimp.
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Borehole 2/2000 shows a slightly different behaviour. The original curve shows
many more peaks and irregularities than the first cable. These features originate
from different crimps that had been applied prior to insertion for subsequent in-
hole orientation and are also due to some bending during installation. However,
in comparing the curve from March 2001 with the curve from December 2001, it
can be observed that the cable sheared completely at a depth of 17.7 m. The
shearing event happened within the ten day reading interval between 19. August
and 29. August 2001. No further indication of any acceleration of creep velocity
was noted before that date despite a small peak that started to develop at a
depth of 19.9 m. It was found during the calibration that severe deflections were
necessary in order to shear the cable. It is now assumed that a lateral deforma-
tion of at least 2.5 cm happened at this depth within these 10 days.
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Figure 3-48: TDR amplitude curve for borehole 1/2000.
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3.3.7 High Pressure Dilatometer (HPD)

Introduction

In situ tests were conducted in addition to the samples tested in the laboratory, to
determine in situ soil parameters. The accurate determination of mechanical
parameters in situ, however, is complicated by disturbance and size effects.
Either a testing device has to be brought into the ground without causing exces-
sive thermo-mechanical disturbance, which might change the properties meas-
ured significantly, or samples have to be cored and tested afterwards in a
laboratory.
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Figure 3-49: TDR amplitude curve for borehole 2/2000.
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In any case, a very useful device for measuring the creep
parameters of frozen materials in situ is the pressureme-
ter (e.g. Ladanyi and Johnston, 1973; Ladanyi, 1980;
Kjartanson et al., 1988; Murat et al., 1989; Ladanyi and
Melouki, 1993). Due to the large grain size and the high
strength of the rock glacier material, a self-boring pres-
suremeter (e.g Yu and Collins, 1998), could not be used.
Pre-boring is necessary in frozen material, so relaxation
and hence both thermal and mechanical disturbance of
the wall will occur, which must be taken into account while
analysing the results. In addition, potential size effects
have to be considered. Briaud (1992) recommends a
maximum grain size of 63.5 mm for proper pressuremeter
testing, which could not be guaranteed within the Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier. This may result in an uneven
expansion of the pressuremeter probe and in slightly
higher creep strain rates since softer sections will be more
compressed.

Pre-bored pressuremeter tests were performed over a
depth between 14.7 m and 24.5 m in borehole 1/2000
(Figure 3-50) with the Cambridge Insitu HPD 95 pres-
suremeter (Figure 3-51). The instrument is 95 mm in
diameter and has a length of about 2 m. The central third
of the probe is covered by a tough nitril rubber membrane
with a thickness of about 6 mm. Pressure is applied to the
inside of the instrument and the membrane expands,
pressing against the borehole wall. The radial displace-
ment of the inside boundary of the membrane is meas-
ured at six points equally distributed around the centre of
the expanding section. The entire length of the membrane
is covered with a sheath of eighteen stainless steel strips,
which are stiff in an axial direction but free to expand radi-
ally. This sheet protects the membrane from sharp edges
and is known as the ‘Chinese Lantern’. The individual
strips do not overlap in the closed position.
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Figure 3-50: Location
of Pressuremeter
tests in borehole
1/2000.
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Figure 3-51: High pressure pressuremeter (HPD) (Briaud, 1992; Photo:
L.Arenson).
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Since the time dependent behaviour of the frozen material was of interest, creep
tests were conducted in ice-rich material at several depths in a relatively smooth
section of the borehole (Figure 3-35), at varying cavity pressures. The assumed
compositions of the ice-soil material were derived from core analyses at the
locations of the tests, and are given in Figure 3-50 and Table 3-7, respectively,
together with the type and duration of the test.

The thermal and the mechanical disturbances of the drilling had to be consid-
ered during the analyses of the test results. Since a direct evaluation of the effect
of these errors on the determination of creep strain rates is not possible, they
have to be minimised with a suitable test methodology, including that

• the tests were carried out shortly after the corresponding depth had
been reached, and

• the probe must be pre-cooled and permitted to equilibrate to the local
temperature prior to conducting the expansion. 

The calibration of the pressuremeter is very important (Kjartanson et al., 1990).
The six arms, the load cells and the temperature sensor were tested in the labo-
ratory before and after the campaign. The influence of the membrane was tested
in the laboratory, but in addition at the cold temperatures on site. Since creep
tests were planned, an additional creep calibration was performed in a steel cyl-
inder before the in situ testing.

test 
No.

depth
[m] test description test duration

[min]
soil description

(ice content in vol.-%)

1 14.7 shear test 65 ice with some sand and 
silt (~90%)

2 16.0 3 creep stages
2 unload-reload loops

210 ice with some sand and 
silt (~90%)
many air voids

3 18.5 5 creep stages
3 unload-reload loops

1650 ice with gravel, sand and 
air voids (~80%)

4 21.2 4 creep stages
3 unload-reload loops

810 ice with silt and sand 
(~80%)

5 22.5 4 creep stages
3 unload-reload loops

1360 ice with gravel and sand 
(some larger stones ?) 
(~77%)

6 23.4 shear test 25 ice with stones, gravel 
and sand (~80%)

7 24.5 5 creep stages
4 unload-reload loops
2 relaxations

1450 ice with stones, gravel 
and sand (~86%)

Table 3-7: Overview of pressuremeter tests in borehole 1/2000.
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Pressuremeter Theory

The pressuremeter test can be considered theoretically to be represented by the
expansion of an infinitely long cylinder in an infinite mass of soil. The effect of the
first assumption is only minor, even though the probe has a finite length (e.g. Bri-
aud, 1992). The principal stresses are the radial stress σrr, the circumferential
stress σθθ, and the vertical stress σzz (Figure 3-52), which can be expressed as:

[3-4]

[3-5]

[3-6]

with σOH and σOV as the horizontal and vertical total stress at rest, respectively,
and ∆σrr, ∆σθθ and ∆σzz as the increase or decrease of total stress in the radial,
circumferential and vertical directions, respectively. The determination of the hor-
izontal and vertical stress at rest is very trivial. However, Palmer (1972) showed
that the calculated stress-extension relation for a Ménard pressuremeter test in
overconsolidated London clay is not strongly sensitive to errors in estimates of
the in situ stress condition.

The displacement in the radial, circumferential and vertical directions are u, v
and w. Because the cylinder is of infinite length, the displacements in circumfer-
ential and vertical directions are zero. An initial point in the undeformed soil prior
to loading is given by the radial distance r, the radial position during loading is
then given by ρ = r + u.

The principal strains are the radial strain εrr, the circumferential strain εθθ, and
the vertical strain εzz. By definition, the relationship between strains and dis-
placements (Figure 3-52) for small strain theories and for these geometrically
constrained problems are:

σrr σOH ∆σrr+=

σθθ σOH ∆σθθ+=

σzz σOV ∆σzz+=

σzz

σrr
τmax,2

τmax,1

σrr

σθθ

σzz

σθθ

τmax,3

r

dr

u u+duρ

r dr

w = 0

v = 0

u u+du

Figure 3-52: Definition of stresses and displacements (Briaud, 1992).
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[3-7]

[3-8]

[3-9]

The equation of equilibrium is [3-10]

A constitutive model is needed to link the compatibility and equilibrium condi-
tions: linear elasticity may be adopted, provided yielding does not occur, and
Hookes law is quoted here for isotropic conditions (E and ν, same in rr, θθ and zz
directions), in terms of normal principal strains:

[3-11]

[3-12]

[3-13]

Solving the differential equation for equilibrium [3-10] with the boundary condi-
tions u = 0 for r =  and u = u0 for r = r0 (at the borehole wall), the stresses and
the strains can be expressed anywhere in the soil by:

[3-14]

[3-15]

G: shear modulus

εrr
du
dr
-------=

εθθ
u
r
---=

εzz 0=

Figure 3-53: In situ stress-strain curve from pressuremeter test curve.

σrr

εθθ = u0/r0

σ0H

2G

1

σrr radial stress at borehole wall

εθθ circumferential strain at 
borehole wall

ρd

d∆σrr ∆σrr ∆σθθ–

ρ
-----------------------------+ 0=

εrr
1
E
---- ∆σrr ν ∆σθθ ∆σzz+( )–( )⋅=

εθθ
1
E
---- ∆σθθ ν ∆σzz ∆σrr+( )–( )⋅=

εzz
1
E
---- ∆σzz ν ∆σrr ∆σθθ+( )–( )⋅=

∞

u
u0r0

r
-----------= εrr

u0r0

r2
-----------= εθθ

u0r0

r2
-----------–=

σrr σOH 2G
u0r0

r2
-----------+= σθθ σOH 2G

u0r0

r2
-----------–=
119



3 Field Observations

120
The increment of radial compressive strain is equal to the magnitude of the
increment of circumferential strain but is opposite in sign (tensile) due to the con-
stant volume assumption. The increase in radial stress (compression) is equal to
the decrease in circumferential stress (Equation 3-15).

If p is the pressure acting on the borehole wall (Figure 3-53),

. [3-16]

In reality, however, ice and frozen soils, do not behave elastically and at constant
volume. These materials show distinct time and load dependent deformation
behaviour. The total strain is the sum of an elastic portion εe and a time depend-
ent, viscoplastic portion εvp. For short term creep tests, i.e. steady state creep
has not yet been reached, the time dependent primary creep strain, can be
defined after Hult (1966) and Ladanyi (1972) as: 

 or in terms of strain rate, as: [3-17]

[3-18]

b and n1 are the creep exponents,  is an arbitrary reference strain rate and σc
the reference stress corresponding to the reference strain rate  and σe
denotes the value of the Von Mises equivalent stress

   at   .

Equation [3-17] can also be written as . [3-19]

A different approach using Glen’s flow law for the determination of the radial
creep strain rate for a constant internal pressure p applied in the borehole was
proposed by Kjartanson et al. (1988). It is assumed that steady-state creep is
reached. The minimum value of the radial strain rate ( /r)min is calculated as:

[3-20]

where a and n2 are the creep parameters that have to be determined experimen-
tally, and ( /r)min is equal to  of Equation [3-18].

Parameter determination

At least three creep stages are necessary in order to determine the creep
parameters at different depths. Comparable pseudo-elastic secant shear moduli
may be calculated from the slope of unload-reload loops in the pressuremeter
pressure – radial strain space at specific time intervals. The determination of
creep parameters from Equation [3-19] is described in Ladanyi and Johnston
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(1973) for general cases. Both approaches, i.e. Equation [3-19] and Equation [3-
20] were used for the data of the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier and are pre-
sented explicitly in Arenson et al. (submitted, a).

In addition, stress relaxation tests can offer a very helpful alternative since
the problem of transient creep effects during the loading stage, which cannot be
applied instantaneously, are eliminated (e.g. Ladanyi, 1982; Ladanyi and
Huneault, 1987; Ladanyi and Melouki, 1993). The mean of all six radial deforma-
tion transducers should be maintained at a constant value during a stress relaxa-
tion test as the cell pressure is regulated manually and recorded. This is not a
simple task and therefore no suitable test data can be presented.

Test results

A set of typical pressuremeter creep test results is shown in Figure 3-54 for two
depths. Different magnitudes of cavity pressure as well as the duration of the
creep stages were chosen depending on the test. The influence of composition
can be seen by comparing the radial creep strain rates of these two depths (Fig-
ure 3-55). A warm probe on one hand and borehole wall disturbances on the
other hand, resulted in slightly higher values for low cavity pressures during the
test at a depth of 18.5 m. 

The test at a depth of 18.5 m, where the volumetric ice content is only slightly
higher, but air voids were present, shows a less pronounced reaction to an
increase in the cavity pressure. On the other hand, the strain rate at low stresses
is higher. The first effect is reflected in a lower value of n1/n2 and the latter in a
higher value of A/a. Summaries of all values determined by both approaches are
given in Table 3-8 and Table 3-9. One of the major problems in determining the
creep parameters with the primary creep approach is that the expansion at 1
minute of creep is usually taken as a reference point. For the first loading steps
at low cavity pressure, large strains were observed, which are thought to origi-
nate from borehole wall disturbances. For the depth, where only three or four
loading steps were performed, a later reference point was chosen (e.g.
10 minutes) in order to eliminate large strains at the beginning, which are not
creep induced.
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Figure 3-54: High pressure dilatometer test at 18.5 and 24.5 m depth within
borehole 1/2000, Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.

depth step 1 step 2 step 3 step 4 step 5

18.5 m 206 kPa 692 kPa 1166 kPa 2335 kPa 3292 kPa

24.5 m 34 kPa 394 kPa 1138 kPa 2282 kPa 3025 kPa
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Figure 3-55: Radial creep strain rate against von Mises equivalent stress σe for all
pressuremeter tests. The tests shown in Figure 3-54 are shown
individually.
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Unload-reload loops were performed between the creep stages with a reduction
of radial strain ∆εr of up to 0.04%. Shear moduli G could be calculated using 

[3-21]

Even though the material seems to creep unequally, the moduli are quite consist-
ent at each unloading stage over the chosen depths. Rather than varying as a
function of the depth, the shear modulus depends on the applied cavity pres-
sure. However, this influence wears off with increasing mean pressure in the
borehole (Figure 3-56). The low shear moduli at the low cavity pressure may
result from disturbances induced by the drilling or due to the high air content
(e.g. Figure 3-33). The soil is compacted and not deformed during the first load-
ing steps. Therefore a shear modulus G of about 1.5 ± 0.3 GPa seems to be rea-
sonable. For comparison, Sinha (1984) uses a shear modulus of 3.8 GPa for ice

test
No.

depth
[m]

ice content
[Vol..%]

creep parameters (Equation [3-19])

n1 b A [min-b]

2 16.0 90 0.60 0.66 8.5·10-7

3 18.5 80 1.08 0.61 6.1·10-8

4 21.2 80 0.61 0.69 1.1·10-6

5 22.5 77 1.41 0.82 1.6·10-9

7 24.5 86 1.46 0.80 1.8·10-9

Table 3-8: Creep parameters after Equation [3-19] for pressuremeter tests at 
borehole 1/2000, Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.

test
No.

depth
[m]

ice content
[Vol..%]

creep parameters (Equation [3-20])

n2 a

1 16.0 90 2.03 9.1·10-15

2 18.5 80 0.71 7.7·10-10

3 21.2 80 0.90 2.7·10-10

4 22.5 77 1.43 5.5·10-12

5 24.5 86 3.02 1.1·10-17

Table 3-9: Creep parameters after Equation [3-20] for pressuremeter tests at 
borehole 1/2000, Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier.

εvp A
σe
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------ 

 
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in his considerations and Hobbs (1974) gives a summary of several studies that
show shear modulus between 3.45 GPa and 3.80 GPa for polycrystalline ice at a
temperature of -5°C.

A yield stress of between 2 and 3 MPa could be determined for the depths tested
(Figure 3-57).
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Figure 3-56: Shear moduli as a function of the cavity pressure at the beginning of
the unload-reload loop.
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3.3 Murtèl-Corvatsch
A detail within Figure 3-57 has to be explored in more detail. The test at a depth
of 24.5 m shows a residual pressure of about 450 kPa at the end of the test
rather than a value of zero, as expected. A possible explanation for this behav-
iour is porewater pressure. The origin of this pressure might be water that froze
at the test location during the test, inducing a pressure due to the volume expan-
sion during freezing (Figure 3-58). Free water within the borehole is very unlikely,
since this would imply about 45 m head of water.

Summary of pressuremeter tests

Several pressuremeter tests were conducted within borehole 1/2000 at the
Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier in order to determine in situ creep parameters.
Two different methods had been used for the analyses of the test results, one
adopted a primary creep approach, while the other assumed steady state condi-
tions (secondary creep). The data analysis has to be carried out carefully, since
both methods are very sensitive to small changes in the creep parameters. Due
to the relatively short time the soil is maintained under a constant stress, it is rea-
sonable to use a primary creep approach that includes the change in the strain
rate with time, such as proposed by Ladanyi and Johnston (1973). In contrast,
steady state conditions should be modelled and therefore the second approach
is more appropriate. Both methods indicate similar trends in terms of stress
dependency (creep factor n) and general creep susceptibility (creep factor A/a).
For this particular case, the secondary creep approach is probably more appro-
priate, also because the tests have been carried out long enough in order to
achieve constant strain rates. The whole primary creep response, however,
could be modelled very effectively by the first approach recommended.

A comparison between the pressuremeter data and the laboratory creep
tests will be given in Section 6.2.

Figure 3-58: Water pressure at the end of pressuremeter test at a depth of 24.5 m.
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Chapter 4
Laboratory Testing
Various samples of frozen soil were tested under a range of
boundary conditions in order to study the thermo-mechanical
behaviour of rock glacier materials. All tests were performed
in a triaxial apparatus to simulate in situ stress conditions.
The sample composition and the particle size distribution of
the solids were determined following each test. In addition,
some thin sections were analysed to determine the grain
sizes of the ice crystals.

The triaxial test equipment will be described within this
chapter, including some calibration tests. Then test results of
artificially frozen samples as well as of cored samples from
the various boreholes at Muragl rock glacier and Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier, including the sample preparation,
handling and storage, will be presented and discussed briefly.
The main outcome of the laboratory tests will be summarised
at the end of this chapter, which form the basis of the analy-
ses given in Chapter 5.

4.1 Triaxial Testing Equipment

Three new triaxial testing apparatuses were designed and constructed at the
Institute for Geotechnical Engineering in 1999/2000 for the triaxial tests pre-
sented within this study. This new equipment is capable of performing fully auto-
mated stress and strain controlled tests. The predecessor of these triaxial
apparatuses had been designed for triaxial tests on snow (Bartelt and von Moos,
2000; von Moos, 2002). The original design had then been adopted to suit tests
on frozen soils as well as on soft clays (Trausch-Giudici, in prep). The air control-
led cell pressure acting on the snow triaxial sample had to be replaced by a
standard system using a cell fluid. All three triaxial testing apparatuses were
placed within a temperature-controlled cold chamber.
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4.1.1 IGT Cold Chamber

The cold chamber (ETH HIF Kli 11, Type CELLTHERM) has internal dimensions
of 2.45 m x 1.75 m x 2.25 m and is insulated by a PU foam of 120 mm thickness
(Figure 4-1). The Technoblock ACM 120 refrigeration device is specified for a
room volume of up to 90 m3 and a temperature range of between -5°C and
+5°C. In addition to the ventilator within the cooling unit, three additional ventila-
tors (fans) were placed in the cold chamber for better air circulation, and hence
the temperature was more constant throughout the whole room.

The arrangement of the testing units is also shown in Figure 4-1. When three
tests are running simultaneously, it is assumed that the temperature regime is
common to all three samples, although temperature is measured within each
cell. However, the mean temperature within the chamber may differ up to 0.5°C,
depending on the location within the chamber and the given temperature. The
temperature variation of the cold chamber itself is about ±1°C, which is rather
large. However, within the triaxial pressure cells, the temperature variations are
more than a magnitude smaller due to the large volume of the cell liquid that acts
as a damper on temperature variations. The three tests were started simultane-
ously most of the time, since the sample preparation for the tests had to be per-
formed within the IGT cold chamber. 

4.1.2 Mechanical Set Up

The triaxial test equipment had been adapted from the snow triaxial device so
that cell pressures up to 1 MPa and axial forces up to 20 kN were possible. The
plattens were set up for sample diameters of 74 mm. This dimension

Triax. 1 Triax. 2

Triax. 3

1

2 2

2

3

1) refrigeration unit

2) ventilators (fans)

3) working table for test 
set-up

Cold chamber:

wall thickness: 120 mm

inner dimension:
245 cm x 175 cm
height: 225 cm

outer dimension:
269 cm x 199 cm
height: 253 cm

Figure 4-1: Characteristics of the IGT cold chamber with the location of the three
triaxial test apparatuses.
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corresponded to the diameter of the samples cored with the triple tube drill sys-
tem described in the previous chapter and allowed an axial stress of up to
4650 kPa to be applied. A back-pressure unit was also added, since the devices
should also be capable of testing unfrozen soils, even though that unit was not
used for the tests presented herein. Sketches of the triaxial apparatus are given
in Figure 4-2 and Figure 4-3, ignoring the back-pressure unit. In the following
text, the numbers in brackets refer to these figures.

The device is computer controlled, with software developed at the Institute
for Geotechnical Engineering, based on National Instrument’s LabView, Version
5.1. A pressure piston (1) regulates the cell pressure and is driven by a stepper
motor (2) of the type Phytron ZSH 57/2.200.4.2. An additional gear box, with a
reduction gear ratio of 1:16, regulates the advancement of the lead screw (3),
and the shaft coupling (4) between the gear box and the screw reduces stresses
in the system. The lead screw, which has a 1 mm pitch, attaches to the loading
frame (5) by rotation in a satellite roller nut. With this combination of reduction
gear ratio and pitch of the satellite roller screw, the motor needs 6400 steps to
run 1 mm (400 steps per rotation), which corresponds to 0.15 µm per step. The
axial force and displacement is controlled similarly to the cell pressure piston.   

The tie bars of the loading frame (5) for the axial force system pass through the
base plate of the pressure cell (6) through an air-tight interface. The load cell (7)
is fixed to the upper cross beam of the loading frame, i.e. the friction between tie
bars and base plate does not affect the axial force readings of the load cell. How-
ever, since the load cell is fixed to the loading frame, the cell pressure that acts
on the area, on which the load cell is mounted to the frame is guided out of the
cell and therefore, compensation is necessary. The following correction values

1) Cell pressure cylinder

2) Stepper motor

3) Lead screw

4) Shaft coupling

5) Loading frame

6) Pressure cell

7) Load cell

8) Top load platten

9) Bottom load platten

10)Sample with rubber membrane 
and sealing rings

11)Counterweight

Figure 4-2: Triaxial test apparatus: mechanical set up.

11

2

3

1

5

4

8

7

10

6

9

2

4

3

11

5

129



4 Laboratory Testing

130
were determined for the three triaxial cells by calibration as:

- Triax. No. 1: 1.070 N/kPacell pressure

- Triax. No. 2: 1.051 N/kPacell pressure

- Triax. No. 3: 1.054 N/kPacell pressure

The top load platten (8) is connected beneath the load cell with the displacement
transducer (16) mounted on a bracket fixed in-between the platten and the load
cell. Only the compliance of the load plattens can affect the measurement of the
displacement transducer. The bottom load platten (9) is fixed to the base plate of
the cell. Drainage from the top and bottom plattens is assured by 2.9 mm thick
brass filters (12) with pore diameters of 0.8 mm and by PVC porewater tubes,
which lead through the base plate of the cell into two pore pressure transducers
(13/14). Pores within a frozen soil sample contain air and unfrozen water, which
do not have to be interconnected. Therefore, only total stresses can be meas-
ured. However, the pore system, such as transducers, tubes and plattens, are
filled with antifreeze, and therefore air pressures acting at the top and the bottom
of the sample can be measured during a test. The values measured by the pore
pressure transducers are smaller than the pressures originally acting in the sam-
ple due to the compressibility of air. Nevertheless, the measurements of these
pressures reveal interesting results, which help to understand the different proc-
esses developing within the sample during a test. In particular, effective stresses
might vary for different soil compositions, even though the total stresses are sim-
ilar. The brass filters (12) have to be dry, and the voids ratio has to be large
enough not to induce suction due to capillary forces, in order not to affect the
sample by allowing the antifreeze to enter the pore system.

Figure 4-3: Triaxial test apparatus: test control set up.
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6) Pressure cell, filled with antifreeze
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and sealing rings
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All stepper motors can be controlled manually with a joystick within the cold
chamber for the placement of the sample, since the computers for the test con-
trol are placed outside the cold chamber. A special mount (Figure 4-4) holds the
sample centrally in a horizontal position allowing the positioning of the top platten
and the O-rings for the correct sealing of the sample.

The cell is closed and filled with deaired antifreeze after the specimen has been
positioned and carefully sealed. The change of the cell fluid volume will be
measured in order to obtain the change in the sample volume, and therefore no
air can be allowed in the cell. The filling process has to be carried out slowly and
carefully.

Counterweights (11) are placed within the legs of the apparatus in order to
assist the opening and closing of the 20 kg pressure cell, which is sealed to the
base plate with a prestrained O-ring (as seen in Figure 4-4 left). The cell is then
screwed down to the base plate with 12 M14 screws, allowing a cell pressure of
up to 1 MPa.

A conical piston has been used for the volume measurement device within
the cell pressure cylinder. The open cone faces upwards to prevent air bubbles
from entering the cell. A channel leads to the cell water system with the pressure
transducer (15) under the base of the cell. A valve is mounted at the top of the
piston to allow the cell liquid to be de-aired. One step of the stepper motor corre-
sponds to a volume change of 1.227 mm3. A correction of the cell volume has to
be considered when moving the loading frame of the axial pressure within the
cell. This correction is a function of the frame diameter and for the system used
herein, the cell volume changes exactly 1.41 cm3 per millimetre axial deforma-
tion.

Figure 4-4: Mount for the correct
positioning of the sample
(Photos: L. Arenson).

O-ringO-ring
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One to three temperature sensors (17) measure the temperature of the cell
liquid close to the sample. It is assumed that this temperature corresponds to the
temperature within the frozen sample.

Electronic set up

Each transducer signal is amplified in a junction box located outside the cold
chamber. A 16 bit AD board with 8 channels digitises the signals prior to storage
in the computer. The stepper motors are controlled by a motion controller and a
motor interface, which has a switcher that limits the maximum allowed load and
displacement of the stepper motors.

Software set up

Different control modes are possible for each control unit (cell pressure, porewa-
ter pressure, axial pressure):

• Panel Mode: The control of the unit is possible with the joystick.

• Regulating Mode: Within this mode, a pressure (e.g. cell pressure) or
a force (e.g. axial load) will be held constant. The regulating speed
can also be given (e.g. kPa/s, N/s) and therefore, loading ramps are
possible. This mode will be used with the maximum possible axial
loading speed of 10 N/s for creep tests, where the axial stress is held
constant.

• Move Velocity Mode: The displacement velocity of the loading frame
can be controlled. This is the standard mode for a triaxial shear test
with a constant strain rate.

• Move Position Mode: A relative or absolute position of the loading
frame can be given. However, this mode is usually only used during
the setting up of a test.

Since these triaxial test apparatuses can be also used for standard triaxial test-
ing, it is possible to run stress path tests that couple axial stress and cell pres-
sure.

The software controls the progression of the test with a PID-control (Propor-
tional, Integral, Differential). It is possible for the user to specify the regulating
parameters, which controls how the system corrects errors between a nominal
and the actual value of the measurement concerned. The controlling parameters
are as follows:

• The proportional parameter, which multiplied by the error (nominal –
actual) in digits, results in the rate at which the stepper motor attempts
to eliminate the error (the bigger the error, the faster the rate).

• The integral parameter, which multiplied by the time integral of the
error, results also in a rate of correction so that the error will not
increase with time.

• The differential parameter, which, multiplied by the time differential of
the error, results in a rate of correction so that the instantaneous error
is not too large.
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• The deadband, which is the minimum accepted nominal error minus
the actual error in digits.

• The integral limit, which limits the results of the integral parameter to
increase the stability of the control system.

During a test, the software is able to display the data in different types of graphs
or in a value table. Both table and graphics are updated on-line with the same
frequency as the storage rate. In addition to the measured values, variables can
be defined, which are then calculated from measured data and geometrical data,
such as those based on the specimen dimensions at the start of a test. These
calculated values can be evaluated also in the on-line graphics and will be stored
together with the measured data.

Table 4-1 and 4-2 give an overview of the technical details of the various
measurements:     

transducer range
calibration precision resolution temperature 

range sensor

displace-
ment

100 mm
10 mm/V

± 0.1% of 
end value

0.003 mm -20 – 85°C HBM WA100

load cell 20 kN
4 kN/V

± 0.1% of 
end value

1 N -10 – 70°C HBM U2B

PWP top 1 MPa
200 kPa/V

± 0.1% of 
end value

0.03 kPa -15 – 85°C SENSTEC 
8267

PWP bot-
tom

1 MPa
200 kPa/V

± 0.1% of 
end value

0.03 kPa -15 – 85°C SENSTEC 
8267

cell pres-
sure

1 MPa
200 kPa/V

± 0.1% of 
end value

0.03 kPa -15 – 85°C SENSTEC 
8267

cell temper-
ature

-45 – 100°C
10°C/V

< 0.1°C 0.003°C PHILIPS 
PT100

Table 4-1: Triaxial test apparatus: instrumentation.

transducer range 
calibration resolution velocity move-

ment rate
pressure or 

force

cell volume 720 cm3

1.227 mm3/
step

0.02 cm3

< 0.5 kPa
0.00001 – 
10 kPa/s

0.0024 – 
2.1 mm/s

0.5 – 1000 kPa

axial force 92 mm
0.15625 µm/
step

< 0.01 kN 0.00001 – 
100 N/s

0.05 mm/d 
– 1 mm/s

0.02 – 20 kN

PW volume
back pres-
surea

a. not used for the undrained tests within this study.

720 cm3

1.227 mm3/
step

0.02 cm3

< 0.5 kPa
0.00001 – 
10 kPa/s

0.0024 – 
2.1 mm/s

0.5 – 1000 kPa

Table 4-2: Details of the stepper motors, type DCX-AT200.
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4.1.3 Calibration

Initially, changes in the sample volume due to pressure melting and compression
were planned to be measured with the change of the cell volume. However, cali-
bration tests of the cell volume showed that there are numerous effects that influ-
ence the volume within the cell and these effects depend on factors that varied
strongly. The applied pressure, the temperature, the time for the filling of the cell,
as well as the time between two tests, just to name a few, seem to affect this
value. As a consequence, the change in volume was only taken as a trend indi-
cator and not as an absolute value. Brittle failure, for example, resulted in a rapid
increase of the sample volume, which could clearly be measured. The value of
this increase, however, cannot be determined exactly.

Temperature changes also have to be considered due to the large volume of
the cell liquid (about 52 litres), which is aggravated by the fact that different parts
of the cell volume undergo differential temperature changes. The cell pressure
unit and the tubes connecting the piston to the cell show larger changes in tem-
perature, and as a consequence in volume, than the cell liquid within the cap.
Calibration tests showed that the coefficient of volume change due to tempera-
ture γ is about 2·10-4 K-1, for the cell liquid used within the current study.

4.1.4 Deformations

Vertical deformation

The deformation is measured between the top cap and the base of the sample,
as shown in Figure 4-3, in contrast to Rist et al. (1991), where the strains are
measured directly on the specimen. The plattens are stiff enough, not to deform
under the applied loads and therefore, the signal of the LVDT (Linear Variable
Differential Transformer) gives directly the vertical deformation of the sample. In
addition, the deformation measurement device is not affected by the distortion of
the sample, and therefore the measured value is always vertical. Bedding errors
can by minimised by carefully moving the loading frame on the sample until a
small axial force is recorded.

Horizontal deformation

Measurement of horizontal deformations of a sample during a test would allow
for a more accurate determination of the sample area during creep and shearing,
and hence a more precise establishment of the axial stresses acting vertically on
the sample would be possible.

The main focus of the tests performed during this study lay on the axial creep
strain rate under constant load, and therefore, the vertical deformations were in
the range of some percentage strain implying that a deformation measurement
device on the sample had not been suitable. As a consequence, volume
changes of the cell liquid were measured during the test. The problem, however,
is the large amount of cell liquid in contrast to the sample volume, and in particu-
lar in the change of volume. Furthermore, even small temperature changes of
the cell liquid have to be taken into account (see Chapter 4.1.3).
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The sample geometry was measured before and after every test and com-
pared with the axial deformation and the values of the volume change measure-
ment. Even though the tests were undrained, volume change of several
percentage volume strain occurred, due to various effects that will be discussed
later. Therefore, the change in the area was much smaller than standard
assumptions using constant volume would suggest. This was the main reason
why the axial load was applied manually using a force control instead of auto-
matically calculating the sample area and controlling the axial stresses over the
test time, which would be the correct approach for unfrozen and saturated soils.

4.1.5 Notation for Stresses and Strains

The notation used for the analysis of the data is the following:

p hydrostatic pressure , where J1 is the

first invariant of the stress tensor

q equivalent stress

where J2D and τoct are the second invariant of the deviatoric
stress tensor and the octahedral shear stress, respectively. In
terms of principal stresses, q becomes to

.

For triaxial test conditions, where σ2 = σ3 is called the confining
pressure (Figure 4-5), the deviatoric stress q turns into σ1 - σ3.

εv volumetric strain , where I1 is the first invar-
iant of strain tensor

J1

3
----- 1

3
--- σ1 σ2 σ3+ +( )= =

3J2D
3

2
-------τoct= =

1
2
--- σ1 σ2–( )2 σ2 σ3–( )2 σ3 σ1–( )2

+ +[ ]

Figure 4-5: Schematic diagram showing direction of principal stresses and
strains for triaxial loading. Direction 1 is axial, and directions 2 and 3
are lateral.
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equivalent strain , where I2D and γoct are the

second invariant of the deviatoric strain tensor and the octahe-
dral shear strain, respectively:

For the comparison with pressuremeter tests (see Chapter 3.3.7), the von Mises
Equivalent was also used:

[4-1]

For triaxial testing conditions, where σ2 = σ3 and q = σ1 - σ3, σe can be calcu-
lated as

. [4-2]

4.2 Test Procedures

It is important that the sample is brought to a correct stress level before the
actual creep test starts, in order to produce a test result that mirrors natural
stress conditions as closely as possible. This is true for the artificially frozen
samples as well as for the cored samples. Testing the latter case, sample distur-
bances due to mechanical and thermal stress during transport and storage have
to be minimised. Therefore, the samples were stored for at least one week in the
cold chamber at the temperature at which the tests were intended to be per-
formed. In addition, the sample was ‘consolidated’ almost isotropically for at
least 24 hours, under undrained conditions with the cell pressure equal to the
confining pressure of the test, and a minimal deviatoric stress q of about
3·10-4 kPa was applied. The deviatoric stress q was applied to guarantee that
the top platten is always in contact with the sample. The temperature of the cell
liquid, which was slightly warmed during the filling process, stabilised during the
consolidation period, so that the temperatures and the stresses applied approxi-
mated those formed in situ.

As mentioned above, the stress and temperature history of the sample is
important. Some authors showed that the creep of ice is relatively insensitive to
how the level of strain had been attained. However, Cole (1983) and Meglis et al.
(1999) state that the total strain accumulated during the prior loading history of a
sample is a strong factor in determining the creep rate.

Thin sections of different samples after the test and of untested samples
were cut in order to study the microstructure of the samples. However, they
might not perfectly represent the structure during the test since the release of the
stress at the end of a test, the time break between the test and the thin-section-
ing, the section preparation, and the differences in temperature (thin sections
were performed at -18°C), may cause some additional microstructural changes.
These might include the quenching of melted regions, stress-release cracking,

ε 3I2D
3

2
-------γoct= =

ε 1
2
--- ε1 ε2–( )2 ε2 ε3–( )2 ε3 ε1–( )2

+ +[ ]=

σe
1
2
--- σ1 σ2–( )2 σ2 σ3–( )2 σ3 σ1–( )2

+ +=

σe
2

2
-------q=
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static recrystallisation, grain growth or crack healing. Nevertheless, differences
in the grain sizes or deformation of grains could be observed and are summa-
rised later within this chapter.

4.3 Testing of Artificially Frozen Samples

Even though guidelines exist for the classification and index testing of artificially
frozen soils, based on the Unified Soil Classification System (USCS) (Sayles et
al., 1987), they cannot be adopted easily for the type of problem studied in this
work. However, reporting of test information has been conducted in the way it
has been proposed by these authors.

4.3.1 Sample Preparation

The samples were prepared in a rather similar way to those described by Jones
and Parameswaran (1983) and Singh and Jordaan (1996), who have used artifi-
cially frozen samples for testing crushed ice. The main problem is the volume
expansion arising during freezing. Ideally, a horizontal freezing front has to be
guaranteed by allowing any excess water to drain away from the base of the
sample. Figure 4-6 shows a sketch of the sample preparation mould used
herein. The base (4), the drainage system (5) and the expansion bottle are
heated up to about 5°C. In addition, a spinning screw within the expansion bottle
guarantees that the zero centigrade water is not freezing.

Figure 4-6: Mould for the preparation of artificially frozen samples.
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The material used for the preparation of the artificially frozen samples should be
as close as possible to that in the original samples. However, since the drilling
was performed later than expected, not all factors could be taken into considera-
tion at this stage. A very important point was the volumetric air content, which
was up to twenty percent under natural conditions, but lower for the artificial
samples. The solid composites that were mixed with the crushed ice, had been
collected from a side slope of the Muragl rock glacier. The crushed ice is made
from de-ionised water with a crushed-ice machine (Type: Frigidyn, Kibernetik
AG).

The preparation of a sample was performed following the subsequent steps:

 1. Mixing of crushed-ice – solid particle mixture. The dry soil has been
pre-cooled to the same temperature as the ice.

 2. The mixture is placed in the mould (2 in Figure 4-6) and compacted
if necessary.

 3. The expansion bottle is filled with de-aired water at a temperature
of zero degrees centigrade.

 4. The whole preparation system is put into an open freezer.

 5. A vacuum is put on the mould (2) and the tap (7) is opened care-
fully. The crushed-ice – soil mixture is saturated from the bottom to
the top. Filling the 16 cm high mould lasts about 30 minutes.

 6. The open mould stays in the freezer for about 72 hours. The tem-
perature at the base (4) and within the drainage tube (5) is held
constant at about 5°C, allowing the excess water to be pushed
back into the expansion bottle. The level of the water within the
mould and the expansion bottle have to be equal at the beginning
of the freezing process.

 7. After the whole sample is frozen, the inner mould (2) can be dis-
mantled, bisected and the sample is ready to be cut into the length
needed.

It is important that samples are always prepared in a similar way in order to be
able to compare the results. The effect of sample preparation on strength has
been discussed, among others, by Baker and Konrad (1985). They found that a
relatively homogenous density distribution could be achieved with the multiple
sieve pluviation (MSP) method, whereas the wet rodding (WR) method resulted
in heterogeneous samples. However, in order to achieve high volumetric ice con-
tents, i.e. the particles are not in contact with each other, the MSP method can-
not be applied.

4.3.2 Test Overview

The tests carried out on these artificial samples served two purposes. Firstly, the
test methodology was improved in terms of the test equipment and adaptation to
the software. It was also possible to study specific parameters, which affect the
response of frozen soil samples, since the composition of the sample could be
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prepared as desired. Two type of tests were carried out: constant strain rate
(CSR) and constant stress, creep (CSC) tests. Several creep stages were
applied for some tests until a total axial strain of 10 – 16% was reached. There-
after, a relaxation was applied in order to reduce the axial stress and then the
samples were sheared under a constant strain rate to determine shear strength.
The author is aware that the sample may already have been damaged due to the
creep stages, and that boundary conditions may play a role since the height is no
longer twice the sample diameter. However, these values of shear strength are
useful when comparing the creep results. The following parameters were studied
for tests at a temperature of about -3.7°C:

• type of ice: samples with crushed polycrystalline ice and samples of
columnar-grained ice,

• grain size of the solid particles,

• ice content, and

• confining pressure.

Table 4-3 gives an overview of the tests in terms of sample composition and type
of test. Problems occurred with the sealing at times and therefore several tests
had to be stopped or could not even be started. As a consequence, only a limited
number of tests can be compared.

test 
No.

composition [Vol.%] grain 
size

[mm]

type 
of ice

temperature 
[°C]

cell 
pressure 

[kPa]

type of 
testice solids air

1 100 - - - cg -2.76 / -3.21 201.0 CSC/CSR

2 100 - - - cg -3.11 / -3.15 204.2 CSC/CSR

4 100 - - - cr -3.23 / -3.21 200.0 CSC/CSR

6 100 - - - cg -3.22 199.8 CSR

7 100 - - - cr -3.20 200.0 CSR

9 61 20 19 8 – 16 cr -3.28 200.1 CSC

10 67 17 16 8 – 16 cr -3.44 200.0 CSR

11 98 - 2 - cr -3.58 200.5 CSC

12 92 8 0 8 – 16 cr -3.42 199.7 CSR

13 85 12 3 8 – 16 cr -3.51 100.1 CSC

14 90 7 3 0 – 16 cr -3.51 / -3.48 100.1 CSC/CSR

15 93 5 2 0 – 16 cr -3.36 100.1 CSC/CSR

18 65 31 4 0 – 16 cr -3.35 / -3.37 100.7 CSC/CSR

19 82 14 4 4 – 8 cr -3.66 / -3.70 100.1 CSC/CSR

20 88 8 4 8 – 16 cr -3.38 / -3.33 100.1 CSC/CSR

21 86 8 6 2 – 4 cr -3.41 / -3.44 100.7 CSC/CSR

24 97 1 2 < 0.5 cr -3.44 / -3.42 100.1 CSC/CSR

cr crushed ice: sample preparation as described in 4.3.1
cg columnar-grained ice

Table 4-3: Triaxial laboratory tests on artificially frozen samples.
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The tests were focused on the original artificially frozen samples, and therefore
no further parameter studies were carried out after cores from the first drillings at
Muragl were available and the triaxial test devices were running as expected.

Four typical samples are shown in Figure 4-7 after a test. All samples are
prepared using the method described above. In contrast to test No. 11 (Figure 4-
7b), where pure ice was tested, test Nos. 9, 15 and 19 had 20.2%, 4.6% and
13.5% solids, respectively, more or less homogeneously distributed within the
sample.

Constant stress creep tests (CSC)

The creep tests were carried out with several creep stages in order to determine
the stress-dependency of the minimum creep rate for various samples. A creep
stage lasted until the axial creep strain rate was more or less constant, so that a
minimum creep rate could be established. This is shown in the various diagrams
and was used for subsequent analysis. Further interpretation of the creep tests
are given in Chapter 5.

After some time when the creep rate was thought to be nearly constant or an
increase could be observed, either a new creep stage was applied or the creep
phase of the test was stopped. An overview of the different creep stages and if
an increase in creep rate (tertiary creep) was reached, is given in Table 4-4.

Figure 4-7: Four artificially frozen samples after a creep test.
a) test No. 9 (wi = 20%) b) test No. 11 (wi = 98%)
c) test No. 15 (wi = 5%) d) test No. 19 (wi = 14%)

(a) (b) (d)(c)



4.3 Testing of Artificially Frozen Samples
Calculation of stresses

A change in cell volume was considered while deducing the axial stress from the
axial load, even though the values might not be absolutely correct. However, this
assumption is better than assuming that the sample remains at constant volume.
The area F(t) of the sample at a time t was calculated as follows:

[4-3]

F0 area of the sample at the beginning of the test

H0 height of the sample at the beginning of the test

∆V(t) volume change at time t

∆H(t) axial change of height at time t

Where the change of volume is not considered, [4-3] is reduced as follows and
the area can be calculated as

. [4-4]

test 
No.

stage I stage II stage III stage IV stage V stage VI stage VII

kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d

1 220 2.9 - - - - - - - - - - - -

2 207 2.8 - - - - - - - - - - - -

4 208 3.7 - - - - - - - - - - - -

9 97 28 186 24 169 8.9 - - - - - - - -

11 100 28 197 24 294 28 268 12* 714 5.9* - - - -

13 94 4.6 199 4.1 397 3.3 789 3.4* - - - - - -

14 100 3.2 199 4.1 194 22 768 5.3* - - - - - -

15 198 2.8 396 6.9 767 4.1* - - - - - - - -

18+ 198 4.1 396 4.0 592 5.9 783 4.2* 960 2.9* 1112 0.5* 970 0.6*

19+ 201 4 420 4.2 496 3.8 589 3.4* 529 6.6* 491 3.0* 735 0.5*

20 199 4.0 393 4.2 483 3.8 567 3.4* 464 6.6 428 3.0 - -

21 99 2.5 199 3.0 394 14 580 4.4* 472 4.0 739 1.0* - -

24 198 2.1 298 2.5 396 4.0 586 10* 768 1.3* - - - -

   d duration of creep stage in days
   * tertiary creep reached
    + one additional creep stage 

Table 4-4: Total deviator stress and duration of the different creep stages on 
artificially frozen samples.

F t( )
F0H0 ∆V t( )–

H0 ∆H t( )–
----------------------------------=

F t( ) F0
H0

H0 ∆H t( )–
----------------------------⋅=
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The influence for different values of net total volumetric strain, which are
assumed to be reached at 17% axial strain on the area, and therefore on the
deviatoric stress, can be seen in Figure 4-8. The volumetric strain εv remains
equal to the axial strain εa for a constant area throughout the test. Because
strains up to 20% could be reached during a creep tests, it is important to check
the volume changes and to measure the volume at the end of a test in order to
estimate the volumetric strain of the sample during a test. The results showed
that stresses could be underestimated by more than 10%!
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Figure 4-8: Influence of volume change on the area for a triaxial sample:
H0 = 150 mm, D0 = 75 mm for different volumetric strains at the end
of axial deformation.



4.3 Testing of Artificially Frozen Samples
Effect of sample composition

Only trends can be interpreted from the tests presented in Figure 4-9, since the
amount of data is rather limited and the test quality was rather poor. In addition,
there had not been a significant difference in temperature and composition
between the tests. Nevertheless, the tests performed on a sample without any
solid particles, test No. 11, which was carried out at the coldest temperature,
shows the lowest minimum axial creep strain rates. The creep susceptibility of
test No. 9, which had a volumetric ice content of 61% and a significant volumet-
ric air content of about 20%, is the highest within this series. This test, however,
has to be interpreted with caution, since the pore pressures measured at the top
and the bottom of the sample have been close to the cell pressure, indicating
that a leakage might have been present, even though the sample had not shown
damages from the antifreeze at the end of the test.

Further effects of the sample composition are shown in Figure 4-10 for a con-
fining pressure of 100 kPa.
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Figure 4-9: Triaxial creep tests at a confining pressure of 200 kPa for different ice
and soil mixtures.
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Test No. 18, which had the lowest volumetric ice content of these samples,
showed the lowest axial creep strain rates. Slightly colder temperatures lead to
lower creep strain rates, as can be shown by comparing test No. 14
(T = -3.51°C) with test No. 15 (T = -3.36°C). Both samples contained grain sizes
between 0 and 16 mm and a volumetric ice content of about 90%. The influence
of the grain sizes cannot be demonstrated using tests Nos. 15, 20, 21 and 24,
since the differences are not noteworthy enough.
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Figure 4-10: Triaxial creep tests at a confining pressure of 100 kPa and
temperature T = -3.5 ± 0.16°C for different soil mixtures.
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4.3 Testing of Artificially Frozen Samples
Tertiary creep

Most of the artificially prepared samples were brought to tertiary creep during at
least one of the creep stages (see Table 4-4). 

The time until tertiary creep occurred during each creep stage varied, depending
on the composition of the samples and the temperature. Tertiary creep was only
observed for deviatoric stresses higher than about 400 kPa (Figure 4-11), with
test No. 11 providing the only exception. Several tests, that were loaded even for
several weeks at deviatoric stresses up to 400 kPa, have not shown any sign of
tertiary creep (Table 4-5). 

Effect of confining pressure

Two different confining pressures were chosen, which are in the range of the
in situ stresses expected in the rock glaciers. No significant variations could be
determined, implying that the small difference in confining pressure has nearly
no influence on the sample response. In order to measure different behaviour
much larger differences in the applied stress are necessary (e.g. Ladanyi, 1981).
In addition, the number of tests that can be used was so limited that no further
conclusions can be drawn at this point.

test No. deviatoric stress time test No. deviatoric stress time

9        97.1 kPa   27.7 d 11      100.0 kPa   27.7 d

9      185.6 kPa   23.7 d 11      197.4 kPa   23.7 d

9      268.6 kPa     8.8 d 11      293.6 kPa   28.2 d

14      394.4 kPa   21.5 d 15      393.2 kPa     6.9 d

18      591.6 kPa   5.9 d 21      394.3 kPa   13.8 d

Table 4-5: Long term creep tests for artificial samples that failed to demonstrate 
tertiary creep during these stages.

deviatoric stress [kPa]

tim
e 

un
til

 te
rt

ia
ry

 c
re

ep
 s

ta
rt

ed
 [h

]

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200
0

50

100

150

200

250

300
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Summary of triaxial creep tests on artificial samples

Despite the limited number of tests that could be analysed, some major conclu-
sions can be drawn:

• Increasing temperatures result in increasing axial creep strain rates.

• Both the volumetric ice content and the air content have a strong influ-
ence on the creep behaviour. Increasing volumetric ice content and
air content result in increasing axial creep strain rates.

• The grain size distribution does not seem to have a major influence
on the creep strains within the tested range.

These preliminary conclusions were considered when preparing the type of tests
for the samples obtained from the two rock glaciers.

 Constant strain rate tests (CSR)

As shown in Table 4-3, several tests were carried out with constant strain rates in
order to determine maximum and residual shear strength as a function of the
composition and axial strain rate. Some of the tests were conducted at the end of
a creep test, so that the pre-shear test deformation was already significant. A
relaxation step of more than 24 hours was applied before the samples were
sheared in order to let the creep stresses disappear so that some self healing
may occur. An overview of the relevant results is given in Table 4-6, and the
dependency of the peak values and residual values on the axial strain rate are
shown in Figures 4-12a and b, respectively. 

test 
No.

creep σ3 εstart qmax ∆εqmax qres temperature

[kPa] [10-5s-1] [%] [kPa] [%] [kPa] [°C]

1 yes 201 4.80 2.5 2998.1 1.03 1584.9 -3.21 ± 0.02

2 yes 204 4.84 3.5 2809.7 0.72 1370.8 -3.15 ± 0.02

4 yes 200 4.78 2.2 3032.2 0.64 1441.3 -3.21 ± 0.04

6 - 200 4.71 0.0 2608.0 0.44 863.7 -3.22 ± 0.01

7 - 200 4.75 0.0 3172.0 0.42 1522.8 -3.20 ± 0.01

10 - 200 6.37 0.2 2899.9 0.82 1460.5 -3.44 ± 0.01

12 - 200 6.32 0.0 2142.9 0.96 1303.2 -3.42 ± 0.05

14 yes 100 0.98 7.7 1851.1 0.85 1516.7 -3.48 ± 0.01

15 yes 100 1.02 10.1 1748.0 0.85 1267.3 -3.36 ± 0.02

18 yes 100 1.23 13.0 2016.5 0.78 1497.0 -3.37 ± 0.02

19 yes 101 0.98 9.1 1625.0 0.77 1222.5 -3.70 ± 0.02

20 yes 101 1.04 15.1 1496.2 0.84 1205.8 -3.33 ± 0.02

21 yes 100 0.74 8.9 1668.9 0.75 1210.6 -3.44 ± 0.03

24 yes 100 0.07 4.6 1157.0 0.58 882.0 -3.42 ± 0.05

Table 4-6: Triaxial shear tests on artificially frozen samples.
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4.3 Testing of Artificially Frozen Samples
As expected, higher peak values were recorded for higher strain rates. On the
other hand, there is a smaller influence of the strain rate on the residual value.
The influence of dilatancy, defined as the difference between the peak and the
residual value of shear stress, reduces with decreasing strain rate. The value of
qmax/qres was about 1.8 ± 0.2 for the high shearing velocities, whereas this value
was about 1.3 ± 0.1 for axial strain rates of around 1.0·10-5 s-1. The composition
of the sample did not largely affect the strength of the material within the range of
samples tested. However, the variation in the samples and test conditions had
been too large to be able to make definite statements. Further investigations are
necessary.

Comparing the ratio between the maximum and the residual shear strength
with the volumetric ice content, a general trend showed a decrease of this ratio
with increasing ice content (Figure 4-13). However, some samples with 100% ice
showed rather high differences between the two shear strengths. This was due
to the preparation of the samples. The samples that were made of columnar-
grained ice showed a much stiffer response up to brittle failure and therefore pro-
duced much higher maximum shear strengths. As soon as some air was trapped
between the crystals, as for the crushed ice samples, the response was much
more ductile.

The effect of the air can also be shown in Figure 4-14, where the ratio
between the maximum and the residual shear strength is compared with the vol-
umetric air content. This ratio decreases with increasing volumetric ice content
for similar volumetric ice contents, even though it had not been easy to deter-
mine the percentage of air in the frozen samples.
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frozen samples.
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All tests showed a rather stiff response and the peak strength was reached
within 0.4% to 1.0% axial strain, with a mean value of 0.75%, independent of the
strain rate or on whether creep strains were allowed or not before the CSR-test
started.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
4.4 Testing of Cored Samples

Even though the results obtained from the artificially frozen samples are insuffi-
cient in themselves, the author decided to proceed with tests on the soil samples
from the two rock glaciers once they were available. The main goal, which had
been the testing and refinement of the triaxial testing devices as well as the
preparation and installation of the samples, was achieved using the artificially
frozen samples. In addition to the results obtained, recommendations have been
made for future research by focusing on distinct problems arising during the tests
from this test series on in situ samples.

4.4.1 Sample Characteristics

The permafrost samples tested herein originate from two rock glaciers, with quite
different characteristics, as described in Chapter 3. Even though the volumetric
ice content is rather different, in particular for the upper 20 m within the Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier, the structure and its formation are similar. The interstitial
ice is granular, with grains of different sizes, varying with depth (cf. Chapter 4.5).
A mean c-axis orientation with a value close to the slope angle of the surface
was determined for a sample at a depth of 9.5 m from analyses of the cores
drilled in 1987 (Haeberli et al., 1990b). However, the granular characteristics at a
depth of about 12.6 m (e.g. Figure 3-33) leads to the assumption that the c-axis
orientation was rather random.

The samples were stored in their plastic liner in a freezer at -18°C (on site,
during transport and prior to testing) after taking them out of the inner steel liner
of the drilling string. The samples were cut into a length of about 15 cm using a
circular saw. A specially constructed guide system allowed a coplanar top and
bottom surface to be manufactured. The friction generated when sawing sam-
ples with low volumetric ice content led to local melting of the ice, which was
later replaced by refreezing. However, it was thought that the influence of the
artificially refrozen edges on the end results of the tests was negligible, since
tests of samples with refrozen edges showed similar responses to samples with-
out repairs. Samples that were ready to be tested were stored within the plastic
liner in the cold chamber at the temperature at which the tests were to be carried
out. It could then be guaranteed that a uniform temperature existed within the
sample. The plastic liner was removed just before the sample was put into the
triaxial testing device, in a similar way to the artificially frozen samples.

Mechanical as well as thermal disturbances from transport, storage and
preparation of the sample, have to accepted, but strenuous efforts have to be
made to keep them to a minimum. Thin sections showed that melting and
refreezing occurred at the edge of some samples. The main response of the
sample should not be influenced, since only minor parts of them were affected
directly. Nevertheless, these disturbances, which may influence up to 5% of the
area, have to be kept in mind while analysing the test results.
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4.4.2 Overview of the Samples

Numerous problems occurred at the beginning of the test series with the cored
samples with the impermeability of the system, resulting in the loss of various
samples during the first creep stage. The samples obtained from the Muragl rock
glacier had been of very limited quality in any case, so that only a few results
could be obtained. The sample had to be without obvious mechanical damage
over a length of at least 16 cm, in order to be able to use it for triaxial testing.
Samples of that quality were only available from borehole 4/1999. The composi-
tion of all of the samples are combined for presentation in Figure 4-15, even
though only five of the samples could be analysed after a successful test.

Muragl 

The sample quality of the boreholes drilled in the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier
in 2000 were quite good and therefore several tests could be carried out. Prob-
lems that occurred due to the thin rubber membrane during the tests with the
Muragl samples were solved by using a second membrane. The loss of tests
could therefore be reduced significantly. As shown in Figure 4-16, borehole 2/
2000 delivered many more samples than the other borehole although good sam-
ples were obtained at greater depths within borehole 1/2000.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
Murtèl-Corvatsch

The determination of an accurate value of the volumetric ice content for samples
with high percentage of solid particles had not been easy, since the shape of the
samples was not always very smooth (Figure 4-17). The sample volume was
determined using the height and the area at the top, the middle and the base and
therefore, the rough surface of the sample could not be considered. Conse-
quently, the calculated volumetric ice content for samples with high contents of
solid particles may be too low and the volumetric air content too high. This fact
has to be considered, when comparing test responses versus volumetric ice
contents.
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4.4.3 Creep Tests

Numerous creep tests were performed on samples from the Muragl and Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glaciers. In addition to the original composition and depth (see
Figure 4-15 and Figure 4-16), the following parameters were varied: 

• temperature: -1.1°C – -4.2°C

• sample composition: volumetric ice content between 15% and 100%

• confining pressure: 10 – 400 kPa

• number of creep stages 1 – 5

• tertiary creep: yes / no

Table 4-7 to Table 4-9 give an overview of the tests performed.

Figure 4-17: Samples No. 36 (a) and No. 69 (b). The volumetric ice content
assuming a smooth sample surface was determined as being 74.5%
and 15.4%, respectively.

(a) (b)



4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
test
No.

depth σ3 stage I stage II stage III stage IV stage V temp.

m kPa kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d °C

26 5.00-5.15 151 202 4.0 304 4.9 397 3.0* - - - - -3.43±0.02

23 6.40-6.55 200 152 11 302 7.0 402 9.0 598 5.0 789 1.3* -3.72±0.05

28 6.65-6.80 300 200 3.5 397 6.6 585 4.0 - - - - -3.74±0.05

“ “ 300 402 2.6 504 3.0* - - - - - - -2.43±0.08

27 7.90-8.05 100 199 3.5 396 6.5 593 4.5* - - - - -3.43±0.12

“ “ 100 390 3.7 489 8.3 564 19 - - - - -2.08±0.04

29 15.05-15.20 100 488 19 - - - - - - - - -2.42±0.06

* tertiary creep reached

Table 4-7: Triaxial creep tests on cored samples from borehole 4/1999, Muragl 
rock glacier.

test
No.

depth σ3 stage I stage II stage III stage IV stage V temp.

m kPa kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d °C

56 13.90-14.05 200 392 0.7 487 4.0 576 2.2 - - - - -4.15±0.02

70 16.28-16.43 401 188 5.1 376 6.6 559 11 - - - - -3.89±0.09

61 19.60-19.75 201 175 15 - - - - - - - - -4.15±0.04

45 22.72-22.87 200 184 11 352 6.0 483 2.0 - - - - -1.15±0.05

58 25.00-25.15 200 355 0.7 434 4.0 537 3.4* 599 2.6 - - -4.45±0.04

62 25.32-25.47 201 194 4.6 383 3.4 565 6.9 - - - - -3.90±0.04

38 25.60-25.75 200 150 4.3 293 3.8 382 3.3 548 3.6* 658 2.2 -2.26±0.03

36 25.85-26.00 201 199 6.6 384 6.5 529 4.6 624 1.0 - - -2.02±0.02

68 26.57-26.72 200 199 3.9 397 11 593 8.8 801 7.0 - - -4.28±0.08

69 27.01-27.16 200 198 3.7 395 3.4 601 9.6 1006 14 - - -3.74±0.19

66 27.16-27.31 201 196 6.0 395 5.0 595 12 795 6.0 1181 4.7 -4.00±0.13

71 27.31-27.46 400 200 1.8 - - - - - - - - -4.42±0.05

* tertiary creep reached

Table 4-8: Triaxial creep tests on cored samples from borehole 1/2000, Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier.
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test
No.

depth σ3 stage I stage II stage III stage IV stage V temp.

m kPa kPa d kPa d kPa d kPa d kP
a

d °C

37 9.21-9.36 200 194 7.5 365 8.0 432 6.9 639 1.1* - - -1.97±0.03

54 9.36-9.51 10.4 199 3.6 1185 1h+ - - - - - - -1.08±0.04

51 9.51-9.66 200 200 4.2 386 3.8 534 5.0 - - - - -1.35±0.03

41 9.75-9.90 401 149 2.2 295 6.1 485 3.1* 555 4.5 - - -2.05±0.09

43 10.00-10.15 50.0 138 5.4 251 7.6 - - - - - - -2.09±0.11

53 10.80-10.95 300 196 3.6 1241 1h+ - - - - - - -1.12±0.05

67 12.81-12.96 200 194 7.0 377 8.1 553 8.8 - - - - -4.06±0.09

31 13.25-13.40 150 64.6 13 191 6.8 377 7.0 511 4.3 - - -2.07±0.04

34 13.40-13.55 400 181 5.0 262 6.1 330 7.5 469 1.2 - - -2.05±0.03

59 13.77-13.92 200 197 4.0 398 7.2 570 11 592 6.2 - - -4.16±0.05

46 13.92-14.07 201 199 6.0 393 3.1 766 0.9 1082 0.4 - - -1.08±0.05

55 14.07-14.22 200 198 3.6 1312 2h+ - - - - - - -1.33±0.03

50 14.22-14.37 201 199 4.2 391 3.8 555 5.0 - - - - -1.07±0.03

52 15.17-15.32 200 197 3.9 386 3.4 549 4.6 - - - - -1.14±0.02

47 15.32-15.47 200 196 11 379 6.0 535 3.1 643 3.5 - - -1.35±0.04

60 17.05-17.20 200 200 6.8 383 11 560 6.2 - - - - -4.41±0.06

35 17.35-17.50 200 198 4.3 292 6.1 370 7.5 518 9.3 903 0.2* -2.26±0.03

44 18.10-18.25 50.0 150 2.0 296 3.4 471 3.1 523 4.5 - - -2.34±0.10

39 18.36-18.51 201 198 1.9 291 3.8 346 3.3 541 3.6 653 2.4 -2.00±0.02

63 18.51-18.66 200 196 4.6 394 3.4 572 9.4 762 1.5* - - -3.94±0.05

65 19.05-19.20 200 200 3.6 401 3.4 589 9.6 817 1.5* - - -4.23±0.04

32 20.16-20.31 150 149 13 292 6.8 478 7.0 613 4.3 - - -2.38±0.05

33 20.47-20.62 250 197 7.8 390 4.7 561 5.3 668 3.8 - - -2.06±0.03

* tertiary creep reached
+ creep failure

Table 4-9: Triaxial creep tests on cored samples from borehole 2/2000, Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier.



4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
Effect of sample composition and temperature

The tests presented in Figure 4-18 are all carried out at a confining pressure of
about 200 kPa. The temperatures, and the volumetric ice content varied as
shown in the table adjacent to the diagram.

The temperature and ice content are the major parameters influencing the creep
strain rate. Test No. 23, which has a volumetric ice content of only 56%, shows
the lowest axial strain rates, whereas test No. 56, that had a higher ice content
(92%), was performed at a lower temperature, showed a much higher strain rate.
The increase in ice content could not completely compensate for the decrease in
temperature. On the other hand, the strain rate of the tests performed at warmer
temperatures (-1.0 – -2.0°C), but similar ice content (e.g. Nos. 35, 37, 39, 46, 47,
50, 51, 52 & 55: wi = 89 – 96%), is higher than for test No. 56.

Detailed analyses of the data will be made in the next main section (see
Chapter 5). In the following, a simple power law was used to fit the axial creep
rates against the applied stress in order to study the influence of the temperature
and volumetric ice content (equation [2-30]):
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Figure 4-18: Triaxial creep tests at σ3 = 200 kPa for different volumetric ice
contents and temperatures.

No. ice
23 56%
35 89%
36 75%
37 90%
38 71%
39 95%
45 77%
46 96%
47 95%
50 95%
51 92%
52 93%
55 94%
56 92%
58 58%
59 95%
60 90%
61 65%
62 78%
63 88%
65 68%
66 33%
67 90%
68 30%
69 15%

ε· A qn⋅=
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For every test, A and n values were determined (cf. Chapter 5.1) and the axial
creep rates for representative deviatoric stresses q between 200 and 800 kPa
were interpolated or extrapolated where necessary (Figure 4-19 and Figure 4-
20).

In contrast to the volumetric ice content, a temperature dependency can be
shown in relation to the strain rates. The creep rate increases with increasing
temperature (Figure 4-19a), whereas nearly no influence of a volumetric ice con-
tent larger than 65% on the creep rate can be observed for the samples tested at
-2.1°C and -1.2°C (Figure 4-19b & Figure 4-20a). The samples tested at a colder
temperature (T ≈ -4.2°C) had lower ice contents and for these tests, a significant
difference in the axial creep strain was measured (Figure 4-20b). There seems
even to be a peak in the axial creep strain rate for a volumetric ice content
between 85 and 95% at about -4.2°C.
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Figure 4-19: Axial creep strain rate as a function of (a) the temperature and (b) the
volumetric ice content for samples from both rock glaciers.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
Effect of confining pressure

Several tests were carried out at various confining pressures σ3 in order to study
the effect of this variable on the axial creep strain rate (Figure 4-21). 

Similar to the previous analyses, equation [2-30] was used to show the depend-
ency of creep rate on confining pressure for distinct deviatoric stress at a tem-
perature of about -2.1°C (Figure 4-22). A slight decrease of the minimum creep
rate was observed for low deviatoric stresses with increasing confining pressure.
But the confining pressure does not appear to influence the creep velocity for
higher deviatoric stresses.
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Figure 4-21: Effect of confining pressure and deviatoric stress at a temperature of
-2.1°C.
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No. ice σ3

31 88% 150kPa

32 83% 150kPa

33 87% 250kPa

34 73% 400kPa

35 89% 200kPa

36 75% 201kPa

38 71% 200kPa

37 90% 200kPa

39 95% 201kPa
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44 93% 50kPa
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Creep stages

Up to five creep stages were applied to the same sample, since the number of
cores was very limited and the differences between the cores could vary inten-
sively. Some tests were carried out in order to study the effect of applying a new
loading step on an already loaded sample. Therefore, two more or less identical
samples were chosen, of which one was loaded directly with an axial load, while
the other was brought to the same loading condition by smaller steps.

Test No. 29, that had a volumetric
ice content of 39%, was loaded in
one step to a deviatoric stress of
about 490 kPa. A creep strain rate of
1.5·10-8 s-1 was measured after more
than 400 hours (Figure 4-23), which
was thought to be the minimum. In
comparison, test No. 27 was pre-
loaded for more than 18 days with
various creep stages at two different
temperatures. After that time and an
axial strain of 2.2%, a creep stage
with a deviatoric stress of 490 kPa
was applied. A minimum creep strain
rate of 2.3·10-8 s-1 was determined
after about 90 hours of loading. The
tests were carried out at tempera-
tures of -2.42°C (No. 29) and -2.08°C
(No. 27), respectively. The slightly higher creep rate for the second sample may
be explained by the higher ice content of 55% and the warmer temperature. This
comparison showed that similar minimum creep strain rates can be determined
from single or multi-stage creep tests and that for the individual step, shorter
times can be expected until this minimum is achieved.

Volumetric creep strains were also analysed. Even though the volumetric
measurements are not accurate for absolute values, they can reveal relative
information, in particular since the strain rate is derived from the volumetric
strain, and hence an increase in accuracy can be expected. For test No. 27, a
volumetric strain rate of 2.6·10-8 s-1 was determined and for test No. 29,
7.5·10-9 s-1, respectively for q = 490 kPa. Considering the measuring technique
used, these values are more or less in the same range, also indicating that multi-
ple stage creep tests are a good tool for the determination of stress dependent
creep strain rates.

The difference in the total strain can be explained by the slightly higher air
content of sample No. 29. Due to the high percentage of solid particles and a
rough top of the sample, it is also possible that the top platten has not been per-
fectly seated on the sample and therefore the strains were recorded at the begin-
ning, even though the sample was not compressed over the whole area.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
Tertiary creep

Creep is usually divided into three stages: i) primary, ii) secondary or steady
state and iii) tertiary creep (Figure 2-27). The latter is characterised by an
increase in the strain rate up to creep failure. During the current research the
main focus was on stress conditions that are present within a rock glacier at
depths up to 70 m. No tertiary creep was reached under these stress conditions
within the testing time (see Table 4-7 – Table 4-9). However, some tests were
carried out in order to investigate when tertiary creep might play an important
role.

The temperature influence is very important, when comparing the time until terti-
ary creep starts. In order to reach about the same time (4-6h) at a temperature of
-2.0°C (No. 37), the deviatoric stress had to be increased from 640 kPa to
790 kPa at a temperature of -3.7°C (No. 63). The difference in ice content might
have played an important role as well. Comparing the data for deviatoric
stresses between 400 and 600 kPa, the ice content is the factor that influences
tertiary creep. Test No. 27 had the lowest volumetric ice content and shows the
longest resistance against an acceleration of the creep strain rate.

The confining pressure is observed to be of a secondary importance, which
is similar to the findings relative to the axial creep strain rates. The tests Nos. 28
and 38 had different confining pressures but equivalent volumetric ice content
and temperature and showed very similar behaviour.

In theory, tertiary creep occurs when an acceleration in the creep strain rate
is measured. But the samples tested have not shown such text book behaviour,
since the boundary conditions within the sample change due to an acceleration
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Figure 4-24: Tertiary creep for various tests on samples from both rock glaciers.

No. ice σ3 temp.

23 70% 200kPa -3.72°C

26 56% 151kPa -3.43°C

27 55% 100kPa -3.43°C

28 69% 300kPa -2.43°C

35 89% 200kPa -2.26°C

37 90% 200kPa -1.97°C

38 71% 200kPa -2.26°C

41 96% 401kPa -2.05°C

53 93% 300kPa -1.12°C

54 93% 10kPa -1.08°C

55 94% 200kPa -1.33°C

58 85% 200kPa -4.45°C

63 88% 200kPa -3.94°C

65 68% 200kPa -4.23°C
159



4 Laboratory Testing

160
in axial deformation. Figure 4-25 shows two typical curves for tertiary creep.
After a minimum in axial creep strain rate was reached (1) an acceleration could
be observed. However, this acceleration did not continue up to creep failure but
decreased again and the axial creep strain rate levelled off at a new value (2).
This effect might have two reasons:

 1. Due to an increase in axial deformation, an increase in the area
occurred and therefore the axial stress decreased since the test
was controlled with the axial load.

 2. Ongoing deformation of the sample resulted in a compaction of the
material and therefore the sample may be stiffer and consequently
only showed steady state creep under the current axial load.

An attempt was made to compensate for an increase in the area with an
increase of the axial load by considering the change in the cell volume.

The tests demonstrated that this four phase material is able to resist stress con-
centrations, accompanied by tertiary creep. This could be a kind of stick-slip
mechanism, in which the stress built up, leading to an acceleration in the creep
rate, until stress redistribution and structural changes occurred together with a
reduction in the creep rate.

Similar to the observations made for artificially frozen samples, several tests
never reached tertiary creep, even though deviatoric stresses of more than
350 kPa were applied for several days (Table 4-10).
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
 

4.4.4 Constant Strain Rate Tests

A strain rate controlled shear test was performed for most of the tests at the end
of the multi-stage creep tests. A relaxation of at least 30 hours was imposed
before starting the test, in order to allow stress release and self-healing of the
sample. Characteristic values for the tests performed are given in Table 4-11 –
Table 4-13. 

  

test No. deviatoric stress time test No. deviatoric stress time

27      563.9 kPa   18.5 d 66      595.3 kPa   12.2 d

29      487.6 kPa   19.5 d 67      552.8 kPa    8.8 d

35      518.2 kPa     9.3 d 68      396.6 kPa   11.2 d

59      570.3 kPa   11.0 d 68      593.2 kPa     8.8 d

60      383.4 kPa   11.0 d 69     1005.8 kPa   14.2 d

63      572.2 kPa    9.4 d 70      559.1 kPa   11.2 d

65      589.0 kPa    9.6 d

Table 4-10: Long term creep tests for rock glacier samples that did not reach 
tertiary creep within creep stage test duration of more than 8 days.

test 
No.

σ3 εstart qmax ∆εqmax qres temp.

[kPa] [10-5s-1] [%] [kPa] [%] [kPa] [°C]

23 200 0.07 4.3 1236.0 0.47 901.2 -3.70 ± 0.09

26 151 0.02 8.4 373.1 9.68 373.1 -3.43 ± 0.13

27 100 0.72 10.3 2147.6 0.35 1433.4 -2.08 ± 0.03

28 300 7.00 12.5 1425.6 0.63 799.2 -2.48 ± 0.01

29 100 0.67 5.9 1456.3 0.81 1253.9 -2.41 ± 0.04

Table 4-11: Test characteristics for samples from borehole 4/1999, Muragl rock 
glacier.

test 
No.

σ3 εstart qmax ∆εqmax qres temp.

[kPa] [10-5s-1] [%] [kPa] [%] [kPa] [°C]

36 201 0.92 26.3 1136.8 1.00 1060.7 -2.10 ± 0.02

38 200 0.84 23.8 1267.8 0.94 1167.4 -2.31 ± 0.02

45 200 0.09 18.3 653.0 0.70 601.6 -1.13 ± 0.04

Table 4-12: Test characteristics for samples from borehole 1/2000, Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier.

ε·

ε·
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58 200 0.74 33.7 1479.8 1.17 1391.7 -4.42 ± 0.03

61 200 0.88 16.8 697.8 2.25 682.2 -3.98 ± 0.02

62 200 0.08 16.8 812.0 1.35 769.3 -3.84 ± 0.05

66 200 0.72 5.9 2556.3 0.77 2209.5 -3.94 ± 0.01

68 200 0.67 2.6 2534.2 1.00 1896.0 -4.37 ± 0.04

69 200 0.70 5.1 2477.7 0.75 2034.7 -3.61 ± 0.07

70 401 0.92 23.7 1678.7 1.15 1358.8 -3.90 ± 0.01

test 
No.

σ3 εstart qmax ∆εqmax qres temp.

[kPa] [10-5s-1] [%] [kPa] [%] [kPa] [°C]

31 150 0.79 14.8 1307.4 0.51 1058.4 -2.07 ± 0.02

32 150 0.83 16.3 1432.1 0.92 1262.3 -2.39 ± 0.02

33 250 0.85 22.6 1374.1 0.80 1193.6 -2.06 ± 0.02

34 400 0.84 19.1 1226.1 0.88 1016.0 -2.03 ± 0.02

35 200 0.01 25.2 483.7 0.65 483.7 -2.20 ± 0.06

37 200 0.09 22.3 922.6 0.72 699.7 -1.99 ± 0.04

39 201 0.88 23.3 1664.7 0.68 1230.4 -2.04 ± 0.02

41 401 0.75 10.5 1609.1 0.55 1243.3 -1.97 ± 0.03

43 50.0 0.80 19.6 755.2 1.04 734.1 -2.02 ± 0.02

44 49.9 0.79 16.3 1484.1 0.69 1161.4 -2.27 ± 0.02

46 201 0.08 13.3 983.0 0.90 841.8 -1.05 ± 0.07

47 200 0.88 25.6 1922.9 0.92 1278.4 -1.36 ± 0.01

50 201 0.08 15.7 908.7 0.67 750.7 -1.06 ± 0.06

51 200 0.40 19.1 1243.7 0.75 965.8 -1.36 ± 0.04

52 200 4.07 16.1 1881.9 0.37 1464.9 -1.16 ± 0.01

67 200 0.79 19.8 1686.7 0.75 1391.5 -3.87 ± 0.08

59 200 0.79 22.5 1957.6 1.06 1784.7 -4.04 ± 0.01

60 200 0.76 17.0 1711.7 1.06 1512.0 -4.33 ± 0.01

63 200 0.84 19.5 1690.3 1.07 1424.0 -3.91 ± 0.02

65 200 0.76 13.4 1903.0 1.07 1599.9 -4.22 ± 0.03

Table 4-13: Test characteristics for samples from borehole 2/2000, Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier.

test 
No.

σ3 εstart qmax ∆εqmax qres temp.

[kPa] [10-5s-1] [%] [kPa] [%] [kPa] [°C]

Table 4-12: Test characteristics for samples from borehole 1/2000, Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
The creep stages lasted for various times, since the samples showed different
creep behaviour, and therefore the strains until the samples were relaxed, and
the constant strain rate test was started, were different (e.g. Table 4-13). Due to
these large strains, most of the samples did not fulfil the requirement any more
that the sample needs to be twice as high as the diameter for a triaxial shear
test. Under these conditions, boundary effects such as friction at the plattens
might influence the test results and the failure mechanisms might also be
changed since radial spreading may be limited. However, the size effects
entailed in representing the response of a rock glacier by a small sample under
triaxial stress conditions were considered to be more critical. On one hand, most
of the samples did not show a distinct shear zone within the sample and on the
other hand, the sample could move with the filter plates since the friction
between the plattens and the filter plates was very low.

As a consequence, the results of the tests presented should allow a reason-
able characterisation of the response of frozen material to triaxial compression
as a function of

• ice content and composition, 

• temperature,

• confining pressure, and

• strain rate.

One of the major difficulties is the determination of the forces acting, and hence
the stresses. The total stresses that are calculated from the axial load cell entail
composition of stresses acting within the four phase system consisting of soil
particles, ice, air and water. Responsible for the frictional shearing resistance,
however, are the effective stresses acting between the solid components within
this mixture (soil particles and ice). Positive pore pressures, i.e. the pressure
within the unfrozen water and air, result in a decrease of the effective stresses
and hence in a reduction of the shearing resistance. Consequently, effective
stresses should be determined from triaxial tests in order to be able to formulate
resistance.

It was possible to measure pressures acting in the pores at the top and bot-
tom plattens with the triaxial testing equipment used for this study. But it was not
possible to distinguish between air pressures and water pressures. Much
smaller pore pressures were recorded for samples with high air contents due to
the compressibility of air. Samples with interlocking pores also showed smaller
pore pressures than samples with trapped voids. The pressure could not been
distributed through the sample for such cases and local pore pressure concen-
trations reducing the effective stresses have to be accepted.
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Sample behaviour

Typical examples of sample behaviour are shown in the subsequent figures for
four representative tests. Since all of the shear tests were started after extensive
axial creep deformation (Table 4-13), no small strain behaviour with an upper
yield region (cf. Chapter 2.3.4) could be observed. Most of the test results
showed a steep increase of the deviatoric response up to a maximum with sub-
sequent strain softening (Figure 4-26). The porewater pressures and the cell vol-
ume indicated that dilatancy occurred in most of the cases (two examples shown
in Figure 4-27), i.e. volume increase and porewater pressure decrease at the
end of the test, after a short decrease and increase, respectively (Figure 4-27a,
b). The differences in the response are mainly due to temperature, applied strain
rate and composition. No dilatancy, i.e. sample compression and increase in
porewater pressure, was encountered for slow tests (e.g. No. 37) despite the
slight peak in the q – ε diagram, whereas faster tests (e.g. No. 68 & 52) showed
distinctly dilatant behaviour with the rate increasing with the axial strain rate
despite more than 3°C difference in temperature. Test No. 60, which was
exposed to about the same shear strain rate as No. 68 but a much higher volu-
metric air content (>10%), seems to reach a minimum value of compression fol-
lowed by an extension with a possible, but very retarded trend to dilate, which
may be an effect of the compressibility of air. The fastest test (No. 52) of the pre-
sented data in Figure 4-26 and Figure 4-27 shows a very pronounced dilatant
response with a volume increase of more than 2% and a decrease in pore pres-
sure of about 60 kPa at an axial strain of 8%. The trend in volume and pore pres-
sure change has not at all levelled off, indicating that the sample has not reached
a residual state and that changes are still going on.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
Ice content and composition

Figure 4-28 shows peak and residual shear strength values for samples with dif-
ferent compositions at the three temperatures under study, at an axial strain rate
of about 8·10-6 s-1.

No obvious trend can be observed for volumetric ice contents larger than 70%
indicating that the ice is the dominating phase. Nevertheless, a slight increase
mainly of the peak shear strength can be noted at high volumetric ice contents
(>90%), which might be the effect of a change in mechanism from ductile to
brittle. Similar to the observations by Ting et al. (1983), the shear resistance,
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Figure 4-27: Volume change (a) and pore pressure (b) for the tests shown in
Figure 4-26.
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peak and residual, increases for low ice contents. The particles are in contact
with each other, mobilising friction and consequently the shear resistance
increases.

Temperature

Despite the ice content, the temperature is the most important factor, which influ-
ences the shear strength that can be mobilised in a frozen soil. The peak and
residual deviatoric stresses are displayed in Figure 4-29 for two different axial
strain rates and various samples with ice contents larger than about 60%. The
mobilised shear resistance increases with decreasing temperature, though this
effect wears off with decreasing axial strain rate. A linear increase of the deviator
q with decreasing temperature seems to be the best representation of the scat-
tered data within the tested temperature range, even though the coefficient of
correlation is very low.

Strain rate

The effect of the applied strain rate on shear resistance was already shown in
Figure 4-29, where a decrease in the peak values as well as in the residual val-
ues could be observed for decreasing strain rates. In addition, the ratio between
the maximum and residual value approaches 1.0 with decreasing strain rate.
The material starts to creep at the lower strain rates and therefore, stress redis-
tribution occurs, suppressing the tendency for dilation and no additional shear
resistance of the frozen soil can be mobilised. The influence of the volumetric ice
content is also demonstrated in Figure 4-30.
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
Confining pressure

The artificially prepared samples showed no obvious influence of the confining
pressure on the shear strength, and this was also confirmed by the tests per-
formed on real permafrost samples. Samples with volumetric ice contents larger
than 60%, in particular, seem not to be affected by a hydrostatic pressure. Figure
4-31 displays results for CSR tests at a temperature of about -2°C and an axial
strain rate between 0.7 and 0.9·10-5 s-1 (Nos. 27, 29, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36, 38, 39,
41, 43 & 44).
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Sample No. 27 that had a volumetric ice content of only 55% delivered a high
value for the peak deviatoric stress qmax of 2147.6 kPa (Figure 4-32a) and has
probably developed a shear zone running at about 30° to the horizontal plane.
For the residual value, however, the ice content seems to be much less impor-
tant. On the other hand, a very low value of peak and residual deviatoric stress
was obtained for sample No. 43 (10.00 – 10.15 m). This sample had an
extremely high air content (25.6%) without a measurable component of soil. A
picture of this sample is shown in Figure 4-32b and indicates general rearrange-
ment of ice granules and bulging of the sample in the lower third. 
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
During the creep and the shear test, the sample was compacted and the air was
compressed. This compression could be recorded during the test with the upper,
as well as the lower pore pressure transducer (Figure 4-33). 

A sudden release of the pressure
was observed during the second
creep stage, accompanied by a sud-
den increase in the volumetric creep
strain of about 0.5% (Figure 4-34),
but not in the axial strain. The author
assumes that some air voids, that
had previously been closed, were
opened to a larger volume, and
therefore, the pressure could be
released. This release was accom-
panied only by a change in the radial
shape of the sample (Figure 4-32b).
However, this volume of newly linked
air cavities were pressurised again
by the ongoing axial strain, resulting
in a subsequent increase in the pore pressures.

Self healing

Self healing during a shear test was also recorded for another test series
(Almasi, 2001; Arenson et al., submitted, b). Test No. 66, for example, had been
stopped after the test was sheared up to an axial strain of 4.62% (Figure 4-35). A
peak value could be determined prior to this at εa ~ 1%. After a relaxation period
of 54.4 hours, the sample was reloaded at the same axial strain rate
(7.2·10-6 s-1). As shown in Figure 4-35, the second peak value at εa ~ 5.2% was
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Figure 4-33: Cell and pore pressures for test No. 43, during creep, relaxation and
shear test.
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lower than the first peak. But the self healing appears to have been eliminated
after an additional axial strain increment of ∆εa ~ 5% and about 2.5 J of extra
work W was brought up between εa = 5 – 10% and appears to have rejoined the
original curve, as if no relaxation would have happened. The extra work was cal-
culated by summarising the additional force (stress x area) multiplied with the
measured deformation for a finite time step. The high peak value demonstrates
that the structure within the shear plane must have healed, and the newly formed
bonds had to be rebroken before the shearing could proceed on the previously
developed plane. A value closer to the first peak could probably be determined if
the sample were relaxed much longer although this should be investigated.

Peak strength versus residual strength

A comparison between the peak
value qmax that was achieved at
the beginning of the shearing proc-
ess in triaxial compression and the
residual value qres for large strains
for the shear tests performed on
the Muragl and the Murtèl-
Corvatsch rock glacier samples
showed, that dependent of the
strain rate, sample composition
and temperature, a ratio between
1.0 (ice rich samples, low strain
rate) and 1.5 (low ice contents,
high strain rate) with a mean value
of 1.21 can be determined (Figure
4-36). The correlation coefficient
R2 for the mean value is 0.94. 
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4.4 Testing of Cored Samples
4.4.5 Creep (CSC) versus Shear (CSR) Tests

Comparisons between the triaxial constant stress (creep) tests and the constant
strain rate tests showed that a relationship can be found that is independent of
the applied temperature and confining pressure. Values of minimum axial creep
strain rates derived from the creep stages were calculated similar to Chapter
4.4.3 using Glen’s flow law, and were plotted versus peak shear strength and
residual shear strength for two different strain rates (Figure 4-37). The minimum
pre-shearing creep rate decreases with increasing deviatoric resistance. This
decrease is more pronounced for samples with high shear resistance. Since
creep response as well as shear strength are a function of temperature and sam-
ple composition it is reasonable that the two types of test can be linked as pre-
sented. Only CSR tests with similar strain rates should be compared, since the
applied strain rate controls the microstructural mechanism and is therefore very
important.
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Figure 4-37: Minimum values of axial creep strain rates versus shear strength for
rock glacier samples from Muragl and Murtèl-Corvatsch.
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4.5 Thin Sections

Some thin sections were prepared in order to study the microscopic structure of
the soil using a shine-through apparatus with polarisation filters and for compari-
son with samples from borehole 2/1987 (Wagner, 1990).

4.5.1 Sample Preparation and Setup

Different methods were used for the preparation of the thin sections, depending
on whether solid particles were present or not. The samples were cut with a
band or a circular saw to a thickness of a few millimetres (2 – 5 mm). The ice
samples were then cut with a microtome to a thickness of some tenths of a milli-
metre (~0.6 mm). Samples containing solid particles had to be ground using
emery paper of different roughnesses to the desired thickness. As expected, the
quality was much worse than the samples prepared using the microtome and
scratches of the emery paper were visible.

The pictures were taken using a digital camera with a digital zoom that was
mounted on a shine-through apparatus, as shown in Figure 4-38. The aluminium
box scatters the light so that the light source underneath the polarisation filter
was homogeneous. The diameter of the filters was 80 mm allowing the whole
sections of the samples to be analysed.

4.5.2 Results

The quality of the pictures decreases dramatically as soon as soil particles are
present (e.g. Figure 4-39d). The solid particles prevented the ice crystals from
growing unhindered and therefore, the size of the crystals was smaller (cf. Figure

Figure 4-38: Shine-through apparatus for taking pictures of thin sections.
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4.5 Thin Sections
4-39c, d). In order to obtain good quality pictures, the thin section should be
smaller than the grain size of the ice crystals, inferring that the more solid parti-
cles, the thinner a section had to be. On the other hand, it had been very difficult
to make these sections smaller using an emery paper without either mechanical
or thermal destruction of the very fragile ice matrix. And hence, only a few pic-
tures were taken successfully. Nevertheless, some observations could be made,
when analysing pictures such as those presented in Figure 4-39. 

depth crystal 
grain size air voids

8.0 m < 5 mm some, small

11.3 m < 5 mm none

15.5 m < 3.3 mm none

20.1 m < 3 mm some, very 
small

a) borehole 2/2000; 8.0 m

b) borehole 2/2000; 11.3 m

c) borehole 2/2000; 15.5 m

d) borehole 2/2000; 20.1 m
    with solid particles (brown/black) 

Figure 4-39: Thin sections from different depths of the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock
glacier.
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• The grain size of the ice crystals decreases with increasing depth.

• Solid particles, such as silt and sand grains result in smaller ice crys-
tals.

• Air voids were observed between the ice crystals at different depths,
even though no distinct deformation or concentration was noted for
the samples analysed.

• The crystals at a depth of 15.5 m show an elongation in a distinct
direction perpendicular to the direction of the borehole, i.e. horizon-
tally. However, this was the only sample where such a phenomenon
was noted.

These observations show that the crystal diameters were slightly smaller for the
2000 series than within borehole 2/1987, where equivalent diameters of ice crys-
tals of about 1 cm at a depth of 7.5 m or 0.5 cm at 9.5 m and 11 m were recorded
(Wagner, 1990). A possible explanation might be the larger depth of the samples
presented compared to the relatively shallow depth of the samples from bore-
hole 2/1987.

4.6 Summary of Laboratory Tests

Several types of samples were tested under various conditions in a triaxial test
device. Creep properties, as well as the shear resistance were investigated suc-
cessfully on 55 (CSC) and 49 (CSR) tests, respectively, as a function of the sam-
ple preparation, sample composition, i.e. volumetric ice and air content,
pressure/stress conditions, loading conditions, i.e. strain rates, and temperature
(Figure 4-40). Artificially frozen samples were tested at the beginning in order to
improve the triaxial testing equipment, the sample preparation techniques, and
to be able to define the sample composition. Subsequently, tests were carried
out on samples from the Muragl and Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glaciers. Since the
creep tests lasted up to ten weeks and due to the very limited quality and quan-
tity of available samples, only a restricted number of tests could be carried out. It
was therefore difficult to find clear relationships for one distinct parameter, since
the other parameters could not easily be held constant. However, trends could
be determined, forming the basis for further analyses in the subsequent chap-
ters.
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The major aspects can be summarised as follows:

• creep

- Minimum axial creep strain rates increase exponentially with the
applied deviatoric stress.

- Axial creep strain rates increase with increasing temperature, the
inclination of the logarithm of the creep rate versus applied stress,
however, seems to be unaffected.

- The creep susceptibility decreases with decreasing volumetric ice
content, even though this effect was mainly noted for ice contents
lower than about 65%. There seems to be no major influence any-
more for higher volumetric ice contents.

- The volumetric air content of the sample influences the volumetric
response and mechanisms. The primary creep phases increase in
terms of duration and strain with increasing air content.

- Tertiary creep was only achieved for some samples within test
duration, for deviatoric stresses larger than about 400 kPa.

- Creep strain rates do not appear to be influenced by the applied
confining pressure.

• shear strength

- Peak and residual values of deviatoric stress seem to be independ-
ent of the confining pressures applied in this test series.

- The shear strength mobilised increases with increasing axial strain
rate. In addition, the ratio between the peak and the residual
approaches a value of unity as axial strain rates decrease, when
creep and local stress redistribution starts to dominate the
response of the frozen soil, i.e. there is enough time for such a
response to develop.

- The sample appears to undergo a strengthening of the bonds and
behaves as if there had been no pre-loading after a period of devi-
atoric stress relaxation. The effect of self healing of the previously
broken bonds is very pronounced in terms of a peak deviatoric
stress mobilised above the value reached prior to relaxation.

- The volumetric sample response is also influenced by the amount
and character (trapped, open) of air voids.

• Values of minimum creep strain rates are strongly related to the peak
and residual shear strength of the same soil. Both values represent a
mechanical response of the soil under a loading condition, dependent
of the temperature and composition of the samples.

Finally, the results showed that similar responses can be obtained from artificially
frozen and in situ samples, assuming that the samples are prepared in an ade-
quate way, i.e. using crushed ice and mixing it with solids at the same tempera-
ture.



Chapter 5 
Data Analyses
The test results presented in the previous chapter are dis-
cussed and analysed in order to prepare them for numerical
modelling at some stage in the future. The analyses are
based on Glen’s flow law, which was adapted to suit the
results of the current work. However, factors that might be
responsible for the rather large scattering of the test data are
also discussed in some of the subsequent sub-sections and
are summarised briefly at the end of this chapter.

5.1 Creep Analyses

The analyses were focused mainly on the creep results, even though the test
data showed that it is possible to combine constant stress (creep) tests with con-
stant strain rate tests (Chapter 4.4.5). The data presented showed a rather large
scattering due to various factors that will be discussed in this chapter. Highly
sophisticated models are not recommended for the data analyses, since the var-
iation in response is so large. In addition, major progress on constitutive model-
ling of creep behaviour, that are presented within the literature review, have been
developed for the modelling of the whole creep process including primary and
tertiary creep, and therefore are mainly applicable to changes in loading condi-
tions, such as those occurring for a new foundation. The main focus within the
current study, however, was the variation of the minimum creep rates, i.e. sec-
ondary creep or steady state creep, as a function of the temperature, applied
stress and sample composition. Therefore, a Glen type approach was selected
to link the axial strain rate with a power function of the applied stress. This has
been recommended by various authors (cf. Chapter 2.3.5). The exponent n was
chosen to be independent of the temperature and reasonable results emerged
from this assumption, which will be discussed in more detail later. In order to be
independent of the confining pressure, which seems to have only a minor influ-
ence, and since the data should be comparable to in situ pressuremeter test
data, the stress invariant σe was chosen to be the best representative of the
stress state.
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[5-1]

axial strain rate [s-1]

σe second stress invariant:  [kPa]

q is the deviatoric stress: q = σ1 - σ3 (under triaxial conditions)

A, n Creep parameters, which are a function of the composition,
volumetric ice content wi and temperature T

The variation of the creep parameters A and n, in particular with temperature and
sample composition, are discussed within the following sections.

5.1.1 Temperature

The data have shown that the temperature has a significant influence on the
creep behaviour. The minimum strain rate increases with increasing tempera-
ture. This effect has been realised for years and many others have described it
using the Arrhenius equation (see Chapter 2.3.1). This equation, however, has
its limitations at temperatures close to the melting point, since the unfrozen water
changes the activation energy (Barnes et al., 1971; Fish, 1985). Sometimes an
apparent activation energy was used for tests carried out at temperatures
approaching zero centigrade (see Table 2-4).

The creep parameters A and n could be determined for various ranges of ice
content. Best fits were performed automatically on the measured data, using an
exponential curve fit as a first approach. Very similar curves could be determined
although the creep parameters were rather different, since the parameters A and
n are highly sensitive. An increase of n resulted in a decrease of A and vice
versa. The use of a best fit approximation did not reveal a constant value for n
and therefore new best fit values for A were calculated applying a constant value
for n, assuming that n is only dependent on the structure of the sample. In order
to judge the results, the accuracy, which can be expressed as a function of the
correlation coefficient R2, was determined according to [5-2].
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5.1 Creep Analyses
The scatter of the two creep parameters after using the best fit approach for
samples with volumetric ice contents between 90 and 98% are presented in Fig-
ure 5-1 and Table 5-1. The mean value of n is 2.72 for the presented data and A
is 2.73·10-13 with standard deviations of 0.78 and 5.16·10-13, respectively.

  

The mean correlation coefficient R2
mean, is an indicator of the quality of the data

fitting to the power law. R2
mean was determined as 0.95 with a standard devia-

tion of 0.04.

The scatter of the creep parameters for temperatures colder than about -2°C
is much lower than for the data close to -1°C. An individual analysis for these two
regions might have been appropriate but was not performed due to following
reasons:

• The scatter of the temperature range between -2 and -1°C is very sig-
nificant and therefore it would have been very difficult to determine a
solution or even just a trend. In consequence, the trends observed for
colder temperatures were extrapolated for the temperature range
between -2 and 0°C and compared with the test data.

• One unique relationship for the whole temperature range also slightly
simplifies implementation in a future numerical model.

test 
No.

n A R2

11 2.54 1.5·10-14 0.87

24 2.05 1.4·10-13 0.83

37 2.21 3.8·10-13 0.91

39 1.96 1.7·10-12 0.91

41 2.54 2.8·10-14 0.97

44 2.06 8.7·10-13 0.99

46 3.12 1.6·10-15 0.98

47 3.00 3.2·10-15 0.98

50 2.52 5.9·10-14 0.99

51 2.64 3.9·10-14 1.00

52 2.50 7.4·10-14 1.00

53 4.20 2.1·10-17 1.00

54 4.53 3.8·10-18 1.00

55 3.76 2.6·10-16 1.00

56 2.30 7.1·10-14 0.94

59 2.36 6.0·10-14 0.95

60 1.91 1.2·10-12 0.89

Table 5-1: Creep parameters 
for tests shown in 
Figure 5-1.
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Figure 5-1: “Unfiltered” creep parameters for
samples with a volumetric ice content
between 90 and 98%.
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The value of n was kept constant for all tests at the mean value of 2.72 and cor-
responding A values were calculated. The mean correlation coefficient
decreased to a value of 0.85 with a standard deviation of 0.11. However, a
clearly increasing trend of A could be determined with increasing temperature
(Figure 5-2) that can be explained by an increase of unfrozen water close to the
melting point.

Various other constant values of n were used to calculate A values and the cor-
responding correlation coefficients were determined in order to investigate the
quality of the approach. A maximum correlation coefficient could then be deter-
mined for the mean value of n.

The temperature dependency of A (Figure 5-2) can be explained by a
change in the activation energy Q due to a change in the unfrozen water content.
Using the relationship [5-3], an apparent activation energy can be determined as
a function of the temperature, and indirectly as a function of the unfrozen water
content.

(see Chapter 2.3.5) [5-3]

It is assumed that B is a soil parameter and is independent of the temperature T.
The activation energy Q can be calculated from two A values, A1 and A2 at the
corresponding temperatures T1 and T2, according to

. [5-4]

R universal gas constant: 8.314 J·K-1·mole-1

temperature [°C]
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Figure 5-2: Values of A as a function of temperature for a constant value of n and
for samples with a volumetric ice content between 90 and 98%.
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5.1 Creep Analyses
Constant activation energies had to be assumed within a definite temperature
range, since there was still some scatter in the calculated data. However, these
values (Figure 5-3) are very similar to those calculated by various other authors
and seem to approach a constant value for temperatures colder than the tested
minimum, where the amount of unfrozen water is no longer relevant (see Chap-
ter 2).

5.1.2 Composition

Test results from samples with volumetric ice contents lower then 90% were ana-
lysed similar to the proceedings described above. The creep parameters were
determined using the n value that resulted in the best least square fit R2 for the
selected range of samples (Figure 5-4). An increase in the value of A could be
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Figure 5-3: Activation energy Q (a) and creep parameter B (b), as a function of
temperature for volumetric ice contents between 90 and 98%.
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determined for warmer temperatures for all tests. However, this increase was
less significant and lower mean values of n resulted for samples with an increas-
ing percentage of solid particles. Due to decreasing sample quality as the solid
content increased, it was assumed that the accuracy of the power law fit also
decreased.

The variation of the activation energy with temperature for various volumetric
ice contents is shown in Figure 5-5. The change in activation energy may be
more pronounced at temperatures close to the melting point for samples with a
larger percentage of solid particles as the percentage of unfrozen water around
the particles increases. The ice contents within the tested samples, however, are
very high, and therefore this effect is not very apparent.

Nevertheless, clear trends can be determined and these are shown in Figure 5-
6a and Table 5-2. The values that were concluded for the highest volumetric ice
contents are very similar to those that had been reported by others (e.g Glen,
1955; Cole, 1987). In contrast to the activation energy, the second creep
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Figure 5-5: Activation energy as a function of temperature for various volumetric
ice contents.
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5.1 Creep Analyses
parameter B is clearly structure-dependent (Figure 5-6b). The additional temper-
ature dependency is also an indicator of the change in structure due to an
increase in the water phase and a decrease in the solid ice phase. These results
might not be as accurate as those determined from high ice contents, since there
were few test results for samples with a high percentage of solids. These uncer-
tainties might be a reason why the value of B deduced for a mean volumetric ice
content wi of 56% is nearly similar to the values determined from samples with
wi = 86% and smaller than the values for wi = 71%.

The significant decrease of n for a volumetric ice content of about 28% can be
attributed to structural hindrance that starts to be relevant at ice contents of
about 60% for frozen sands (Ting et al., 1983). The particles are in close contact
with each other and therefore nearly no creep strains can be developed. In par-
ticular, there is a decrease in the stress sensitivity, which is expressed by n.

5.1.3 Combination of Creep Parameters

Creep parameters calculated for individual samples can be combined in order to
be able to determine the creep strain as a function of various sample composi-
tion, temperatures and applied stresses, using the following relationships:

[5-5]

Equation [5-5] is based on Figure 5-6a with wi as an absolute value, i.e. not in
percent. Equation [5-6] was derived for the activation energy Q as a function of
the temperature T in degrees centigrade (Figure 5-5):

, for 0°C > T > -4.5°C [5-6]

The effect of the volumetric ice content on the activation energy was neglected
within the presented solution. Although this also omits the influence of the unfro-
zen water content, it seems to be only of minor importance and can be
accounted for with the creep parameter B. At colder temperatures, the activation
energy remains constant and can be taken as about 68 kJ/mole (Mellor and
Testa, 1969).

mean 
vol. ice 
content

no. 
of 

tests

activation energy Q
[kJ/mole]

n

R2

best R2 standard 
deviation~ -4°C ~ -3°C ~ -2°C ~ -1°C

94.8% 17 116 270 670 6200 2.72 0.78 0.85

86.5% 12 82 240 - - 2.38 0.61 0.77

70.5% 10 - 360 450 - 2.08 0.63 0.75

55.5% 3 - 216 - - 2.06 0.73 0.84

27.9% 5 190 - - - 1.15 0.88 0.49

Table 5-2: Summary of creep properties.

n wi( ) 2.13 wi⋅ 0.65+= R2 0.94=

Q T( ) 5945 eT⋅= R2 0.71=
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The last parameter to be determined is B, which is primarily a function of the
sample composition. However, the composition, i.e. the unfrozen water content
changes with temperature and therefore, B is also a function of the temperature
(Figure 5-6b):

[5-7]

The low correlation coefficient of this relationship is due to the highly non-linear
increase of B close to the melting point. An extrapolation based on the available
results had to be performed, which might not represent the real soil behaviour,
since no data were available for temperatures between 0 and -1°C. Several
studies on the unfrozen water content and its influence on the activation energy
(e.g. Barnes at al., 1971; Anderson and Morgenstern, 1973; Fish, 1985; Stähli
and Stadler, 1997) have shown highly non-linear changes close to zero centi-
grade. Consequently, the author assumes that the formulations of the creep
parameters presented are a serviceable approximation of the real behaviour at
temperatures lower than -1°C.

The temperature in centigrade was used for the new calculations, in contrast
to the Arrhenius’ approach, where the activation energy is a factor of the abso-
lute temperature in degrees Kelvin. Since non-linear relationships had to be
modelled close to a temperature of 0°C, significant changes were necessary in
the derivatives of the functions adopted. This is only possible when the applied
variable varies in the range of several tens of percentages (e.g. 0°C – 5°C)
instead of only some percentages (273.15°K – 268.15°K).

Two perspectives of equation [5-7] are shown in Figure 5-7 together with the
data points determined from analyses of the triaxial creep tests.

B wi T,( ) 22.04

1 T–( )ln 7.71 e
7.6 wi

2⋅ 24.8+( )
⋅

----------------------------------------------------------------------= R2 0.60=

temperature [°C
]

0
-1

-2
-3

-4
-5

20%
40%

60%
80%

100%

ice content w
i

10-16

10-14

10-12

10-10

10-8

10-6

10-4

B

temperature [°C]

-1 -2 -3 -4 -5 20%
40%

60%
80%

100%

0% ice content wi

10-16

10-14

10-12

10-10

10-8

10-6

10-4

B

original data points

Figure 5-7: Graphical solution of equation [5-7] without (a) and with (b) original
data points.

(b)(a)



5.1 Creep Analyses
The final solution for the strain rate as a function of temperature T, volumetric ice
content wi and the stress invariant σe can be determined by combining equations
[5-1], [5-3] and [5-5] – [5-7]:

[5-8]

T0 absolute temperature: 273.15°C

The increase of the strain rate with increasing temperature is significant, in par-
ticular close to the melting point. Close to 0 kPa, a rapid drop-off in creep strain
rate can be observed due to the power law of the increase of the strain rate with
applied stress.

Equation [5-8] is shown in Figure 5-8 for three different volumetric ice con-
tents wi. 

ε· wi  σe  T,,( ) 22.04
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5.1.4 Judgement of Creep Equation

The solution presented for the calculation of axial creep strain rates (equation [5-
8]) incorporates sample composition (i.e. volumetric ice content), temperature
and stress state, and is the result of several curve-fits from data derived from
original permafrost and artificial samples. As a consequence, various inaccura-
cies will be inherent in the predictions based on this equation either from the
sample quality itself or the test procedure. Furthermore, several assumptions or
even hypotheses were necessary in order to determine a relationship for the var-
ious components of this general creep equation, such as n, B or Q. Size effects
have also to be considered, since the creep test could only be performed on
samples that had grains with a maximum diameter of about 70 mm and many
larger boulders are present within a rock glacier. In addition, the representation
of a test with grain diameters larger than the maximum grain size acceptable for
samples under triaxial loading, which is a fifth of the sample diameter, is ques-
tionable. However, only some samples had such large solid grains, since most of
the cores containing large stones were damaged during the drilling process.

Even though there are many uncertainties, the fact that results from the two
rock glaciers, Muragl and Murtèl-Corvatsch, as well as from artificially produced
frozen samples, could be combined within the framework presented herein,
seems to support that the presented solution is reasonably representative. It can
be concluded that this solution can also be used for samples from other sites, at
least as a first approximation.

5.2 Shear Strength

The main focus within the current study was the creep response of frozen soils
and therefore the samples were only tested for their shear strength followed sev-
eral creep stages. Consequently, the axial deformation due to creep reduced the
height of the sample to a size smaller than is recommended for proper triaxial
testing (c.f. Head, 1996). In addition, it is not possible to study small strain
behaviour, where an upper yield region can be observed for frozen soils (e.g.
Sayles, 1974; Mellor and Cole, 1982; Jones and Parameswaran, 1983;
Andersen et al., 1995; Da Re, 2000; Da Re et al., 2001). Arenson et al. (submit-
ted, b) showed that samples from borehole 2/1987 from the Murtèl-Corvatsch
rock glacier, which were tested recently (Almasi, 2001), displayed an upper yield
region, with ongoing strain hardening.

The occurrence of a peak shear strength followed by strain softening was
dependent of the volume fraction of solids, and in particular of the percentage of
air, and could only be achieved for few tests. The behaviour of the tests pre-
sented herein most probably represents a reload behaviour, i.e. the peak
strength could only be mobilised because of the previous creep stages and the
subsequent relaxation. The Youngs’ modulus that could be determined from the
inclination of the deviatoric stress against axial strain, is a value for a reload.
Only residual states, i.e. deviatoric stresses at large strains at the end of the con-
stant strain rate test were compared with each other, since the relaxation times
varied and therefore a comparison for the various peak states would not have
been appropriate.



5.2 Shear Strength
5.2.1 Strain Rate, Confining Pressure and Temperature Dependency of 
Strength

Dependency of strength on the applied strain rate, confining pressure and tem-
perature could be determined from constant strain rate tests that were carried
out at the end of a creep test. Varies studies by Fish (1991; 1993; 1994) showed
that the creep strength of frozen soils and ice under triaxial compression can be
described by a parabolic failure criterion. Since creep response and strength at
constant strain rate are strongly related (Chapter 4.4.5), it was thought that a
similar relationship could be obtained for the different axial strain rates applied.
Unfortunately, no such trend was found for the tested samples, which might be
due to the low stress level or due to the different conditions for each sample. In
addition, there were few tests that had different confining pressures, and there-
fore any such conclusions would not be well proven.

However, an increase of the residual deviatoric stress with increasing mean
stress (Figure 5-9) can be estimated using a Mohr-Coulomb failure criterion, but
for total and not for effective stress. An angle of friction φ1 and a cohesion c1

could be determined from the following relationship:

[5-9]

[5-10]

M is the inclination of the linear regression and a is the intercept on the q-Axis,
i.e. at p = 0.

1. the ‘ has been omitted from c and φ to signify that these parameters are based on total
stresses.

test Nos. volumetric 
ice content temp. strain rate angle of 

friction φ
cohesion 

c R2

39, 41, 44 95% -2.1°C 8.2·10-6 s-1 5.9° 520 kPa 0.83

19, 21, 58, 70 85% -3.9°C 8.2·10-6 s-1 12.1° 480 kPa 0.65

34, 36, 43 74% -2.1°C 8.2·10-6 s-1 17.4° 280 kPa 0.72

10, 18 66% -3.4°C 3.8·10-5 s-1 20.7°
38.0°

450 kPa
240 kPa

n/a

Table 5-3: Parameters for selected test groups with equivalent volumetric ice 
content.

φsin 3M
6 M+
--------------=

c a 3 φsin–( )
6 φcos

-----------------------------=
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Even though the samples presented in Figure 5-9 vary in temperature, confining
pressure and applied strain rate (Table 5-3), the parameters show an interesting
trend that is shown in Figure 5-10. This trend was used for the determination of
the angle of friction and the cohesion for the two tests with a volumetric ice con-
tent of about 66%. Since only two results were available, which, in addition, indi-
cate a completely reversed trend by themselves, it was not possible to determine
φ and c without an assumption. Two assumptions are proposed:

• Angle of friction is independent of the temperature and the strain rate
(• in Figure 5-10).

• The cohesion is independent of the applied strain rate (° in Figure 5-

10).

In addition to these tests, values for dry material are included (wi = 0%) with no
cohesion (c = 0) and an angle of friction between 30° and 35°.
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5.2 Shear Strength
Trends indicate for the first assumption that the cohesion c, which is usually
0 kPa for dry granular uncemented soils (e.g. Schofield and Wroth, 1968),
increases with increasing volumetric ice content (Figure 5-10a). The increase is
strain rate dependent and probably temperature dependent as well. The strain
rate dependency is illustrated by the tests at wi 66% that showed a high value
for the cohesion under the assumed conditions. In addition, the tests at -3.9°C
(wi 85%) also show a slightly higher value for c than a smooth fitting curve
through the data at T ~ -2.1°C would imply.

The angle of friction on the other hand, decreases with increasing volumetric
ice content (Figure 5-10b), but seems to be temperature and strain rate inde-
pendent, similar to the observations Ladanyi (1972) made about ice-rich, cold
frozen soil. The fit in Figure 5-10b is only an assumption and has no mathemati-
cal background. However, due to the decreasing amount of solid particles, struc-
tural hindrance is reduced and therefore, the strength becomes insensitive to the
stress level. It is, nevertheless, questionable if the angle of friction is zero for an
ice sample, even though Jones (1982) showed that confining pressures have lit-
tle effect on the shear strength of polycrystalline ice.

A very high angle of friction φ of about 38° can be determined for a volumetric
ice content of 66% if a cohesion c = 240 kPa is assumed, which would indicate
no dependency on temperature and strain rate. An increase of the angle of fric-
tion with increasing volumetric ice content is thought to be unrealistic, consider-
ing for example Ladanyi (1972) or Jones (1982), and therefore the author
concentrates more on the first assumption, even though the true soil response
might be somewhere in-between.
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In summary, the tests showed that the ice strength, which is both tempera-
ture and strain rate dependent, is responsible for the initial strength of the ice-
soil-mixture. Additional strength is further dependent upon the percentage of
solid particles within this mixture. However, the particles lose their strengthening
influence with increasing volumetric ice content and hence, only very low addi-
tional components of strength can be mobilised with increasing normal stress
(low angle of friction φ).

No further analyses have been carried out on this very limited data, but the
observations might help for future investigations.

5.2.2 Volumetric Behaviour

The volumetric response varied significantly for the range of applied test condi-
tions and sample compositions (Figure 5-11). However, all tests demonstrated in
common that the volumetric changes had not been finished at axial strains of
about 10%, even though the deviatoric stress had reached a constant value. It is
thought that a continuous change of the sample geometry is going on due to
crack propagation throughout the sample. A constant strength is reached at an
axial strain of about 6% and this represents the combined strength mobilised by
the bonds and frictional shearing between the ice crystals and the solid particles.
Refreezing processes occur simultaneously due to ongoing stress distributions
within the sample. In addition, bonds fail and reform at a new locations, inducing
ongoing volume change.

Samples that showed compression during the shearing have either been
sheared at very low strain rates, or have high volumetric air contents, allowing
additional compression of the air to occur within the voids instead of leading to
dilatant behaviour.
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5.3 Comparison Between Creep Tests and Shear Tests.
Pore pressures were recorded in parallel to the volume changes, and they
showed behaviour consistent with the statement above (e.g. Figure 4-27), i.e.
decrease of pore pressure (air + water) for most of the tests, which showed vol-
ume increase after a short increase at low axial strain and a continuous increase
of pore pressure for samples with compressive volumetric change. In addition,
the volumetric strain change continued to axial strains larger than 10%, implying
that the sample is still adapting the internal structure to resist the applied load.

The author was not able to find a relationship between the strength and the
volumetric ice, air or solid content and therefore only trends, as shown in Figure
4-28, could be presented. Further studies are therefore necessary to focus on
this particular influence.

5.3 Comparison Between Creep Tests and Shear Tests.

There is evidence of correspondence between the minimum creep strain rate
from experimental data on ice and frozen soils, determined from constant stress
tests (creep) and the shear response from constant strain rate tests. This effect
has also been shown in Chapter 4.4.5 but will now be analysed further.

After Vaid and Campanella (1977), results of constant strain rate compres-
sion can be directly compared with the response of a similar sample under con-
stant stress, which is inducing creep, and vice versa. The applied axial strain
rates for the constant axial strain rate tests, and the applied deviatoric stress for
the creep tests have not been in the range in which a comparison would be pos-
sible for most of the tests. The need to focus on the creep behaviour at the rela-
tively low stresses expected in situ conflicted with the limited time available for
the shear tests. Performing shear tests with corresponding axial strain rates
would have lasted several weeks for each creep stage. However, the sample
used in test No. 35 sheared with a very low strain rate after five creep stages,
and it was possible to compare the two test types for the third stage (Figure 5-
12).
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It was possible to determine the axial strain at which the corresponding axial
strain rate would be achieved in a creep test under similar deviatoric stress from
the deviator stress – axial strain curve. During the constant strain rate test
( = 8.4·10-8 s-1) the deviator stress q reached a value of 370 kPa after about
214 minutes, i.e. at an axial strain of ε = 0.108%. The creep test also showed an
axial strain rate of about 8.3·10-8 s-1 for the similar axial creep strain, indicating a
good agreement between the two types of test.

This coherence can be now applied for other tests with much higher strain
rates, e.g. test No. 47 (Figure 5-13). Two axial strains can be determined for this
particular test at an arbitrary deviatoric stress of 1700 kPa that is higher than the
residual value: 0.34% and 1.95%. This implies a minimum creep strain rate
lower than 8.8·10-6 s-1 for such a load on one hand, but it is also an indicator that
tertiary creep occurs. Assuming that this occurs in-between the two values of
strain (0.34% and 1.95%) and that the applied strain rate is a medium strain rate
for the corresponding (imaginary) creep test, tertiary creep would start about
1.5 days after a load of 1700 kPa would have been applied.
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5.3 Comparison Between Creep Tests and Shear Tests.
Even it is not proven, the author doubts that application of a deviatoric stress
smaller than the residual strength prevents tertiary creep from developing per se,
considering the following points:

• The shear response is highly dependent on the applied shear strain
rate. Higher deformation rates result in higher residual strengths.

• Triaxial responses at large strains are influenced by boundary condi-
tions, such as restraint due to the rubber membrane or platten friction,
and therefore the residual value might be deduced to be higher than
in reality.

• The structure within the frozen sample might change during long term
creep due to recrystalisation and dislocation effects, and therefore the
material properties at the beginning and the end of a creep test may
not be similar and may not be compared with a shear test where the
soil structure remains approximately constant. 

• The method might not be applicable for axial strains smaller than
about 0.2% since these can be attained immediately after loading in a
creep test, i.e. strain rates approach infinity.

The following exponential relationship could be established for the correspond-
ence shown in Figure 4-37 (Equation [5-11] and Table 5-4), linking the residual
strength qres determined from a constant strain rate test at two different axial
strain rates with the minimum creep strain rate  for a deviatoric load q. Note,
that this relationship is independent of the temperature, sample composition and
confining pressure.
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Figure 5-13: Deviatoric stress and axial strain rate for test No. 47 for the
determination of corresponding creep response.

T = -1.35°C, wi = 94.5%
σ3 = 200 kPa

strain rate test: = 8.8·10-6 s-1ε·

ε· min
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[5-11]

While the factor b remains nearly constant for all deviatoric stresses q, a
increases according to a power law dependent of q. The correlation coefficient is
questionable since there are insufficient data available and therefore no further
relationships are given. Nevertheless, the data indicate that the exponent b,
which relates a to qres from a constant strain rate test, decreases less than a for
increasing strain rates:

a( 7.9·10-6·s-1) ≈ 0.2 · a( 7.9·10-7·s-1), and

b( 7.9·10-6·s-1) ≈ 0.5 · b( 7.9·10-7·s-1).

5.4 Conclusion from the Data Analyses

It was possible to determine a relationship for the minimum, steady state axial
creep strain rates as a function of the temperature, volumetric ice content and
applied stress that is valid for a large range of warm, i.e. 0 – -5°C, and ice-rich
permafrost soils within a legitimate accuracy. The results presented herein are
encouraging, considering the differences in sample quality.

It has also been demonstrated that the shear strength is primarily a function
of the sample composition and the axial strain rate. It was further possible to
detect the influences of various boundary conditions. In addition, it was shown
that the creep and strength response are strongly linked.

However, volumetric behaviour could not be analysed properly, mainly due to
limitations of the testing equipment. In order to study this effect, special measur-
ing techniques are required in combination with detailed analyses of the struc-
tural changes taking place during a test. These will be discussed further in the
recommendations for future work (Section 8.3).

CSC:
q [kPa]

CSR: 7.9·10-6 s-1 CSR: 7.9·10-7 s-1

a b R2 a b R2

200 6.3·10-7 -3.0·10-3 0.88 3.0·10-6 -7.3·10-3 0.87

400 3.3·10-6 -3.2·10-3 0.86 1.6·10-5 -7.4·10-3 0.79

600 1.1·10-5 -3.3·10-3 0.74 5.4·10-5 -7.4·10-3 0.72

800 2.7·10-5 -3.4·10-3 0.63 1.4·10-4 -7.5·10-3 0.66

Table 5-4: Parameters for Equation [5-11] for two different strain rates .

ε· min a e
b qres⋅

⋅=

ε· = ε· =

ε·

ε· = ε· =

ε· = ε· =



Chapter 6
Comparison Between Labora-
tory and Field Investigations
Determination of an appropriate constitutive model and the
relevant parameters is the main goal following on from the
laboratory tests performed on real rock glacier samples with a
view to numerical modelling of rock glacier behaviour for
future predictions and past reconstructions. All analyses are
worthless if they do not represent the behaviour experienced
in nature. The laboratory results are now compared with the
field measurements, which have included deformation meas-
urements taken at both rock glacier locations as well as pres-
suremeter tests at the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier (see
Chapter 3). The comparisons made in the current chapter are
very preliminary, and serve only to prove that the laboratory
results can be used for future investigations. Consequently,
many assumptions had to be made, either to simplify the
problem or because of a lack of knowledge. Further investi-
gations are necessary for a better solution of the problem pre-
sented here.

6.1 Deformation Measurements

6.1.1 Scenarios

Various different scenarios were chosen in order to demonstrate the influence of
the temperature and the volumetric ice content with depth for an imaginary, 35 m
layer of frozen soil, which seems to be representative for several Alpine rock gla-
ciers (Barsch, 1996). As a first step, strain rates were calculated with the solution
deduced within the previous chapter (equation [5-8]) in order to compare the dif-
ferent scenarios and influences. These values were then normalised by the max-
imum axial strain rate of the scenario under investigation and summed up from
the bottom to the top after multiplying the result with the depth interval for a unit
time step. This procedure reveals the extent of influence of the various boundary
conditions (Figure 6-1). It is important to note that it is not possible to compare
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each scenario directly, since the maximum strain rates vary considerably. The
input data for the scenarios are given in Table 6-1, different temperature and
earth pressure coefficients based on total stresses (K-values) are investigated
for some specific volumetric ice contents. The K-value, which is the ratio
between the horizontal stress σh and the vertical stress σv, is an indicator for the
current creep inducing stress. A temperature gradient of 0°C/100 m or various
constant K-values would have resulted in similar distributions of the virtual defor-
mation and are therefore not presented. Seasonal changes in temperature within
the upper part of the ground are neglected and a virtual mean temperature TM
was chosen for the surface. A basic volumetric ice content of 90% was selected.
This is a realistic value that differentiates permafrost from an ice glacier.

The scenarios represent the main phenomena as follows:

Scenarios A1 & A2

The temperature is constant throughout the whole depth of the permafrost.
Although this is not realistic, it serves as a basis for comparisons. An increase in
the K-value is also more realistic than a constant value, in particular due to the
inclined nature of a rock glacier. It must be assumed that the horizontal stresses
increase with depth.

Scenarios B1 – B6

Various temperatures and temperature gradients are compared within these sce-
narios. Due to different initial conditions (i.e. temperatures at the surface) and
temperature gradients, the depths of the permafrost base (T = 0°C) varies. A
gradient of 5°C per 100 m is a realistic value (e.g. Corvatsch 2/1987), while 8°C
per 100 m is rather large. However, such a gradient might be possible due to
thermal irregularities.

Scenarios C1 – C3

Constant ice contents were chosen throughout the whole layer and might there-
fore represent various permafrost conditions. The temperature and the K-value
are kept constant.

Scenario D

In contrast to the scenarios C, the temperature increases with depth and a 5 m
thick layer with a volumetric ice content of 50% as well as a layer with 40%
(> depth of 30 m) were included, simulating layered soil conditions. The remain-
der of the rock glacier above 15 m and between 20 and 30 m contained 90% ice
by volume.



6.1 Deformation Measurements
Scenario E

The K-value was set to 2.0 at a depth of 20 m after increasing linearly from
K = 1.1 at 15 m depth. Such a scenario represents a possible arching effect in
the ground resulting in stress concentrations at a definite depth and might also
be typical for layered soils. The value of K reduced again to 1.1 over the depth of
20 – 25 m. The volumetric ice content was constant at 90%.

Scenario F

This is probably the most realistic scenario, due to the changes in temperature,
volumetric ice content and K-value with depth. However, all changes are
assumed to be more or less gradual, which may not be correct for natural condi-
tions.

The sum of lateral deformations for the different scenarios as shown in Figure 6-
2 is determined as follows:

 1. The creep strain rate at a depth z,  is calculated according to
Equation [5-8] as a function of the temperature T, stresses (σv,
σh = K·σv) and volumetric ice content wi.

 2. The relative strain rate is expressed as a function of the maximum
strain rate for the whole layer:

 3. Over a finite depth interval ∆z = z2 - z1, the deformation d can be
calculated according to: .

 4. The sum of the normalised deformations shown in Figure 6-2 were
subsequently determined by summarising the lateral deformations
of the intervals ∆z from the bottom to the top. 

ε· z( )

ε· rel. z( ) ε· z( )
ε· max
-----------=

d ∆z ε·⋅ rel.= z( )
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temperature K-value ice content

Scenarios A gradient: 0°C/100 m
TM = -4°C

const. (2.0) /
linear increase

90%

Scenarios B gradient: 5°C & 8°C/100 m, 
TM = -4°C, -3°C, -2°C

2.0 90%

Scenarios C gradient: 0°C/100 m
TM = -4°C

2.0 40%, 60%, 90%

Scenario D gradient: 5°C/100 m
TM = -4°C

2.0
15–20 m: 50%
>30 m: 40%

rest: 90%

Scenario E gradient: 5°C/100 m
TM = -4°C

15 – 20 m: 1.1 – 2.0
20 – 25 : 2 – 1.1

rest: 1.1
90%

Scenario F gradient: 5°C/100 m
TM = -4°C

linear increase 90% – 30%

Table 6-1: Overview scenarios.
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6.1 Deformation Measurements
Σ normalised lateral deformation
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Figure 6-2: Deformation distribution plots for various scenarios (Table 6-1).
a) Scenario A (dT/dz = 0, variation in K, wi = const.)
b) Scenario B (variation in dT/dz, wi and K = const.)
c) Scenario C (variation in wi, dT/dz = 0, K = const.)
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Some major mechanisms and conclusions can be summarised from the defor-
mation profiles presented:

• Constant conditions in terms of temperature, ice content and K-value,
result in a smoothly curving deformation profile, i.e. no distinct shear
horizon can be determined. This is because only the stresses
increase without affecting the creep parameters.

• A variation of the boundary conditions with depth in order to represent
more “realistic” states, results in much higher strain rates with depth,
and therefore, the deformations tend to be more concentrated near
the bottom of the frozen layer.

• Larger temperature gradients have the effect that temperatures
become closer to zero centigrade at a shallower depth. Considering
the strongly exponential influence of temperatures on the strain rate
close to the melting point, it is not surprising that the main part of the
deformation occurs within the lowest few metres.

• Low volumetric ice contents reduce the creep susceptibility, and
therefore the deformations are more uniformly distributed.

• Distinct shear horizons or zones can only be formed when a sharp dif-
ference in the volumetric ice content or stress occurs. The former con-
dition is very typical when considering the stratigraphy of a rock
glacier. However, this effect might even act in very thin layers of some
millimetres (see also Arenson et al., 2002). The latter effect is possi-
bly due to arching effects or porewater that influences local stress
conditions, either through seepage or due to high pressures of water
trapped within the pores.

• Theoretically, sharp changes in temperature would also evoke a
shear horizon. However, numerous temperature measurements have
shown that this is not likely to be relevant within the Alpine permafrost
under investigation.



6.1 Deformation Measurements
6.1.2 In Situ Deformation Measurements

The borehole deformations of the two
rock glaciers, Muragl and Murtèl-Corvat-
sch, which were recorded with slope
inclinometers, are presented in
Chapter 3. As shown in the previous
section, the shear horizons observed
cannot be explained by smooth changes
in the stratigraphy, temperature or stress
conditions assumed in this simplified
analysis. Temperature profiles (Figure 6-
3) with a temperature gradient of 5.8°C/
100 m for Muragl and 3.5°C/100 m for
Murtèl-Corvatsch were chosen, neglect-
ing seasonal variations within the upper
15 m as recorded during in situ monitor-
ing. The volumetric ice contents and
densities (Figure 6-4) were determined
using sample analyses of the cores.
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The ratio between the horizontal and
vertical stresses, i.e. K, was assumed
to increase linearly from a value of 1.0
at the surface towards 2.0 at the per-
mafrost base, i.e. 21.5 m for Muragl
and the depth of the shear zone within
borehole 2/1987, i.e. 31.5 m for
Murtèl-Corvatsch

A maximum lateral strain rate
could be determined similar to the pro-
ceedings described on page 197, from
the boundary conditions mentioned
above at a depth of about 26 m for
Murtèl-Corvatsch and 19 m for Muragl
(Figure 6-5). Both maxima can be
found in layers that are warm, but still
have a considerable amount of ice.
The distribution (in percent) also
reveals that lateral deformations are
more uniform for the colder site
(Murtèl-Corvatsch). This is mainly due
to the strong increase in strain rate at
temperatures close to the melting
point, and therefore the strain at 19 m
depth is predominant within the Muragl rock glacier.

A deformation profile was calculated from the individual strain rates shown in
Figure 6-5, and this is presented in Figure 6-6, showing the consequences of the
phenomena described above. Typically a very distinct shear zone can be
deduced for Muragl, whereas the Murtèl-Corvatsch model shows several distinct
layers, which exhibit increased strain rates. However, the top layers show nearly
no creep deformations, which is larger due to the cold temperatures. A compari-
son of the actual numbers is not very appropriate due to a large difference in the
maximum strain rate, which was the basis for the calculations. The maximum for
Muragl was about five magnitudes higher than for Corvatsch, and since this
maximum was calculated for a depth close to the permafrost base, with a rapid
decrease for shallower depths due to the temperature decrease, the sum of all
deformations was about four magnitudes smaller. Smoothly distributed strain
rates result in a larger sum of the deformations, even though the maximum strain
rate may be much smaller and vice versa.
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strain rate with depth in
percent. 100% represents
the maximum strain rate
determined within the per-
mafrost layer.



6.1 Deformation Measurements
Judgement of deformation profiles

Comparing the calculated deformation profiles with those measured in situ (Fig-
ure 3-24 and Figure 3-39), agreement in terms of shape of the curves can be
determined as well as many nonconformities. The distinct shear zone is repre-
sented very well for the Muragl site, which is a function of the high temperature.
In addition, the stress assumption does not appear to rule the response predom-
inantly. For the colder Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier, it was not possible to model
a distinct shear zone, since the influence of the temperatures is less dominant. A
shear zone similar to the inclinometer data can therefore only be explained by
sharp changes in stress conditions. Several arching events within the ground
may result in horizontal stresses that cannot be linked to the vertical stress in the
same way throughout the whole depth. Some layers may have K-values close to
1 whereas other layers might show values that are closer to passive failure
(K ≈ 3, assuming no cohesion) and hence increasing the strain rate tremen-
dously.

Extrusion effects, such as those observed at Muragl 3/1999 at about 16 m, or
at Murtèl-Corvatsch 2/1987 between 22 and 28 m, could not be modelled. As
discussed in Arenson and Springman (2000) or Arenson et al. (2002), such
anomalies might be induced by three dimensional interactions caused by the
very heterogeneous nature of rock glaciers and due to deformations within the
active layer.
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The model used, assumes ice within the lowest part of the Muragl rock gla-
cier at temperatures just below zero centigrade, even though data from the bore-
holes have shown that no ice was present at temperatures below 0°C, due to
sub permafrost air circulation (Vonder Mühll et al., submitted) and therefore, the
creep should be zero at this depth. 

In addition, the author could not determine absolute numbers for the defor-
mations, mainly due to a lack of knowledge of the stresses acting and due to a
missing reference length that could be used to multiply the strains in order to
obtain displacements.

It was shown that some features can be explained by the solution presented
by comparing calculated and measured deformations. A one dimensional analy-
sis, however, is insufficient for modelling rock glacier behaviour due to the very
complex structure and stress distribution. Numerical modelling, such as finite
element (FEM), finite difference (FDM) or particle flow code (PFC) analysis, are
therefore inevitable, even though several drawbacks have to be considered such
as

• limitation for large strains with FEM,

• the determination of in situ stress conditions, and

• discontinuities and brittle behaviour are difficult or impossible to
model with FEM and FDM.

6.2 In Situ Pressuremeter Tests

A detailed analysis of the modelling of pressuremeter results and a comparison
between creep parameters determined from in situ pressuremeter and triaxial
tests are given in Arenson et al. (submitted, a), and therefore only a brief sum-
mary will be given herein. From the two different approaches for the determina-
tion of creep parameters, a primary creep approach (e.g. Ladanyi and Johnston,
1973) and a secondary creep approach (Kjartanson et al., 1988), only the latter
will be investigated since this method adopts steady state creep rates and con-
sequently, comparable creep parameters can be determined. It was not possible
to investigate the dependency of the field data on the temperature since the
number of these tests was limited. Therefore, the basic form of the creep equa-
tion was used (see also Chapter 5.1):

[6-1]

The radial creep strain rate  was expressed as a function of the stress invariant
σe and two creep parameters A and n, which are temperature and structure
dependent and are therefore not constant throughout the length of the borehole.
The variation of these two creep parameters for the pressuremeter tests and for
all triaxial creep tests that were performed on samples from borehole 1/2000, are
shown in Figure 6-7. Most of the triaxial creep tests were performed at lower
temperatures than those in situ, so that greater creep susceptibility would be
expected. Only the test on the sample from a depth of 22.8 m (No. 45:
T = -1.15°C) was performed at a comparable temperature. The samples from
25.7 and 25.9 m were tested at about -2.1°C, whereas the rest were tested at a
temperature of about -4.1°C.

ε· A σe
n⋅=

ε·



6.2 In Situ Pressuremeter Tests
However, considering the differences in test temperature, the pressuremeter
reveals very consistent results that are comparable with the triaxial creep tests
and especially that of test No. 45 at a comparable temperature. The very low val-
ues of n and higher values for A at depths between 17 and 22 m indicate a layer
with low volumetric ice content. This might have been the cause for the failure in
saving cores from that particular zone. The deepest pressuremeter test (24.5 m)
indicates a very high ice content, which might not be really true when analysing
the triaxial creep test. The ‘real’ value for n might be slightly lower, at maximum
3.0, and A higher, since equation [6-1] is very sensitive to small changes in n and
A. Nevertheless, the pressuremeter shows that at the corresponding depth there
is a layer with a higher ice content compared to the adjacent layers.

Even though pressuremeter tests can be used as an alternative method of
determining creep properties in situ for Alpine permafrost and of obtaining some
hints about the stratigraphy, the heterogeneity of rock glacier soil conditions
make it essential to perform a number of tests at various depths and locations. In
addition, exceptional care has to be taken while drilling and preparing the testing
probe. Both aspects are responsible for the test quality. While careful drilling
results in better borehole stability and a smoother borehole wall, temperature
equalisation of the probe minimises thermal disturbances. Furthermore, pres-
suremeter tests might be able to be carried out under conditions where sampling
is nearly impossible. 
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Chapter 7
Discussion
The current discussion includes several aspects from micro-
structural analyses of frozen soils to rock glacier behaviour in
general. In contrast to the construct of the previous chapters,
the discussion starts with the fundamentals of frozen soils,
which is important for the explanation of the various proc-
esses influencing the creep and strength response of ice-soil-
air mixtures. Only with an understanding of the mechanisms
at micro–scale it is possible to explain meso– and macro–
scale behaviour. Therefore, the following chapters try to ana-
lyse the mechanisms within a rock glacier on the basis of the
findings from the microstructural analyses.

This discussion is primarily based on the laboratory tests
and field measurements presented within the current work.
Several aspects from literature, that have been summarised
in Chapter 2, are also included and discussed.

7.1 Microstructural Mechanisms of Frozen Soils

A range of microstructural mechanisms characterises the response of frozen
soils. This work confirmed past findings (cf. Chapter 2) and has thrown new light
on the interaction between solid particles, ice crystals and air voids during load-
ing. Various effects are dominant, depending on the temperature, stress condi-
tions and sample composition and are therefore responsible for the sample
response and behaviour induced by an external load or deformation.

 In contrast to most of the tests that have been presented in the literature, the
frozen soil under investigation is characterised by high volumetric ice contents
and volumetric air contents up to about 25%. In addition, unfrozen water is
present, since the temperature within Alpine rock glaciers is typically close to the
melting point of ice, in particular within the zones of major deformation that are of
main concern. The structure of an unloaded frozen model soil, which will be used
for further description of the microstructural behaviour, is shown in Figure 7-1
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and is adopted from Schulson (2001) who demonstrated the formation of a shear
fault in polycrystalline ice. This soil consists of a reasonably symmetric ice
matrix, that is more or less similarly oriented, i.e. the C-axis of the ice crystals
are nearly parallel. This assumption might not be true, but simplifies the various
sketches. The grain size of the ice crystals vary and is smaller close to the solid
particles. The percentage of solid particles is low and hence, the particles are not
in contact with each other from the beginning. A volumetric ice content of about
68%, a particle content of about 28% and an air content of 4% is given within the
presented Figure 7-1. Typically, there is a thin layer of unfrozen water around the
soil grains that adheres to the solids and forms between them and the ice crys-
tals. This layer might be several µm thick, since the temperature is only just
below 0°C. Air bubbles and cracks present within the ice matrix will influence the
behaviour significantly. Some of these air voids might be interconnected, when
considering a three dimensional expansion, but there are also air voids that are
trapped within the ice matrix.

The soil will now be loaded. The response will differ depending on the loading
rate and the amount of air voids (Figure 7-2). Open air voids will be more com-
pressed than trapped air voids, since the pressure in the air can be adjusted to
the overall condition. Within a soil with a high volumetric air content, the pressure
within the compressible air increases as the volume reduces. In addition, damp-
ing can develop, resulting in enhanced grain boundary sliding instead of ice crys-
tals breaking due to secondary cracks that take effect in the case of a rapid
loading (brittle failure). The response of a creep tests might be different, depend-
ing on the test procedure used.

H0

Figure 7-1: Structure of a model frozen soil, before any loading or deformation
occurred.

ice crystal

air bubble
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7.1 Microstructural Mechanisms of Frozen Soils
A loading frame with a stepper motor was used in this study, i.e. the load could
not be applied immediately, since several steps were necessary to achieve the
desired load. Maximum loading velocity was 10 N/s. The time interval between
the start of the loading until the full load was acting lasted up to 90 s for a softer
sample. In contrast, it is possible to put the sample immediately under the
desired stress conditions for creep tests where a dead load can be placed
directly on the sample (usually for uniaxial creep tests). This difference in loading
rate results in larger primary creep response for the finite loading, since more
grain boundary sliding occurs. The nearly infinite loading rate accounts for the
stiff behaviour of ice under rapid loading. However, it is assumed that the
stresses within the sample are independent of the test procedure after some
time, i.e. secondary and tertiary creep responses will be similar.

Four situations of the deformed structure of Figure 7-1, with an initial height
of H0, are shown in Figure 7-3 and described in the following sections. Steps one
to four represent situations with an increasing axial compression ∆H.

The deformed soil sample is shown in Figure 7-3 after step 1. The solid parti-
cles are still in the same position within the ice matrix, and only very few ice crys-
tals have been broken into smaller pieces. The reduction in the volume of the air
voids results in a general volume decrease, i.e. reduction in height (∆H1), without
affecting the horizontal extension of the sample.

Further loading (Figure 7-3, step 2) prompts more sliding between the ice
crystals, which might be promoted by the high pressures within some of the
trapped air voids due to a local reduction of the effective stress. The solid parti-
cles are now being moved closer together until they come into contact with each
other. Some pressure melting must be expected around the particles due to
stress concentrations, enhancing the sliding process. The volume of the air voids
cannot be decreased similarly to the first loading step and hence the cross
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Figure 7-2: Dependency of the response mechanism of frozen soil on the loading
velocity and the volumetric ice content.
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sectional area increases. The dislocation within the crystalline structure also
breaks some of the bonds between the crystals, and additional voids can be cre-
ated, starting with the formation of new wing cracks. Some air voids might also
be split into two halves due to compression, and crystals may start to refreeze in
areas of stress reduction.

The particles that are in contact have to pass around each other, since the
strength of the individual grains is much higher than the strength of the crystal-
line matrix. The soil will re-structure, accompanied by cracking of bonds and
destructuration of ice crystals into smaller pieces. However, smaller crystals
enlarge the critical strain necessary for crack initiation (Sinha, 1984), possibly
resulting in a slight increase of shearing resistance. This change of the matrix
causes the sample to increase in volume. Pore air expands within the opening
cracks, and hence pore pressures might decrease within a closed system (Step
3). Stress concentrations through the particles may further result in pressure
melting, and ice crystal fracturing occurs between the solid grains.

∆H1
∆H2

∆H3 ∆H4

Figure 7-3: Deformation mechanisms.

Step 1 Step 2

Step 3 Step 4



7.1 Microstructural Mechanisms of Frozen Soils
A preferential shear plane develops for very large deformation, along which
smaller ice crystals can be observed (Step 4). The solid particles cannot contrib-
ute anymore to the shearing resistance, other than by limiting the degrees of
freedom of shearing deformation within the fractured series of ice crystals along
the failure plane. The bonds in low-stress areas can refreeze, since deforma-
tions are only expected within a thin shear layer. Further volume decrease or
change in pore pressures may not develop as long as the air voids remain
trapped. The sample has reached a residual state, characterised by constant
volume for further shear deformations. However, some voids within the area of
concentrated shear might be connected to an open system due to the ongoing
deformation, allowing further volume decrease. On the other hand, new fractur-
ing between the bonds or within the ice crystals may as well result in opposing
behaviour, i.e. a volume increase.

In terms of deviatoric stress q, pore pressure u and volumetric response V,
the steps 1 to 4, shown in Figure 7-3 and described above, can be presented as
shown in Figure 7-4.

Step 1 is represented by a steep increase of q up to the primary yield region,
where the bonds between the ice crystals start to break and grain boundary slid-
ing occurs (2). Further strength with subsequent strain softening is now mobi-
lised due to structural hindrance, i.e. the particles come into contact with each
other and have to move within the ice matrix (3). A peak in strength can therefore
only be mobilised if enough solid particles are present (Figure 7-5). The ice crys-
tals within a matrix with a low percentage of solids will keep on sliding at a low
strain rate and no peak will be reached at small strains. The behaviour is ductile
in contrast to the dilatancy that can be observed for samples with more solid
grains.

The volume decreases as the pore pressures reach a maximum before the
behaviour becomes dilatant, while mobilising additional strength during the sec-
ond step. The pore pressures, however, are actuated by a mixture of porewater,
that might be present as free water or as water bound to the grains, and pore air,
which is trapped within closed voids.
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The volume increases again and the pore pressures can even become negative
(4) provided that the grains, ice crystals and solids, move further apart from each
other. The volume (or under undrained conditions, the pore pressure)
approaches a constant value under drained conditions for unfrozen soils, such
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Figure 7-4: Deviatoric stress q, pore pressure u and volumetric response V
during shearing of frozen soils.
a) deviator stress q against axial strain ∆H/H0
b) pore pressure u against axial strain ∆H/H0
c) volume V against axial strain ∆H/H0
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7.1 Microstructural Mechanisms of Frozen Soils
as a dense sand. This might be the case for very large strains within a frozen
environment, but ongoing melting, refreezing or bond breaking processes may
result in continuous change in volume and pore pressure, of which, the former
has also been recorded by Shibata et al. (1985).

Only a volume decrease, i.e. compression, in combination with an increase
in pore pressures can be measured for a very loose soil, which is characterised
by high ice and air content. However, for very large strains, even such a material
might start to behave similarly to a denser soil. This could be shown from the
constant strain rate tests for very loose samples after long lasting creep tests.

Brittle fracture has to be considered in addition to the physical mechanisms
leading to a dilatant or a ductile response (Figure 7-5). Ice can behave very stiffly
under rapid loading conditions. A peak shear response will be mobilised within a
few micro strain, followed by a sudden decrease in strength due to a collapse of
the crystalline structure. Severe fracturing results in the formation of many new,
but much smaller ice grains. The volume increases and the pore pressures
decrease at the beginning, but change their behaviour immediately at the peak
strength due to this ‘pulverisation’ of the sample. Therefore, nominally ductile
soils can also have a peak strength if they are loaded fast enough (Figure 7-5).

The transition from dilatancy to ductile behaviour can only be estimated for the
current tests and has to be investigated more intensively in the future. The
experiments presented reveal that this transition seems to be at around 5%
to10% volumetric air content for an axial strain rate of about 8·10-6 s-1. The value
might also be dependent on the distribution of the air voids.

On a microstructural level, the mechanisms can be regarded as an ice-struc-
ture interaction between the ice and the solid particles. Palmer (1991a) showed
that depending on the loading regime, different fragment sizes have to be
expected, which may result in the sample responses shown in Figure 7-5.

It also seems to be obvious that mechanisms under shear are similar in a
way to mechanisms occurring under conditions of creep, but at a lower deviator
stress, since creep tests and constant strain rate tests can be compared directly
(e.g. Vaid and Campanella, 1977). Mainly soil compression, i.e. compression of

ductile

dilatant

brittle

loading velocity (strain rate)

volum
etric ice content

Figure 7-5: Stress response as a function of the loading velocity and the ice
content.
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air voids, accompanied by grain boundary sliding occurs due to the low devia-
toric stresses during a creep test. Stress concentrations along the grain bounda-
ries induce these bonds to break, allowing deformation to occur with stress
release. This does not happen continuously and that is why most of the creep
tests displayed irregularities in their strain-time diagrams. Depending on the
sample, a sudden increase in strain rate was measured sometimes for a very
short strain period. This can be explained by an increase in stress at various
locations within the sample until the bonds break, followed by stress redistribu-
tion. Solid particles may come into contact with each other with ongoing com-
pression of the sample during creep, reducing the strain rate due to dilatant
processes. A sample with low volumetric ice content that indicated imminent
creep failure through the development of tertiary creep, may reduce its creep
rate again when particles start to interact and dilatancy must be overcome en
route from shearing to failure.

Relaxation tests showed the self healing potential of frozen soils. As a con-
sequence, stress releases, or reductions in deformation, allowed the frozen
matrix to reform and broken bonds to refreeze. Recrystallisation can occur,
changing the ice matrix. This is a function of the time scale and changes in tem-
perature. Hence, the strength after a stress release increases until the situation
is similar to the conditions before the stress decreased in terms of broken bonds,
and the response will again be the same. This occurs within the first percentage
of further strain, and it is therefore very dangerous to count on such a peak shear
strength.

The potential for self healing and recrystallisation might also be very impor-
tant for the whole creep process. It is assumed that local stress concentrations
within the soil result in similar behaviour independent of whether the local stress
concentration was induced by loading or a deformation at the boundary. The
stress will probably increase due to further displacement during shear, which
induces a new stress concentration, whereas local relaxation may act during the
creep tests. The crystalline matrix may now reconfigure, appropriate for the new
stress conditions during creep or relaxation, until the next stress concentration
may result in local grain boundary sliding or even crack formation. Such a mech-
anism may be similar to the change in stress paths in a granular material that
has been measured by means of grains of photoelastic material. The grains
translate the contact forces into a second rank tensor and secondly they permit
the stress components to be measured (Allersma, 2002). 

It must be concluded that the creep process, as well as the loading-unload-
ing-reloading process, are quite similar in terms of microstructural response. The
presumption can be made that the ice-soil mixture undergoes ongoing changes,
even though the loading conditions remain unchanged, and the overall sample
response seems to be continuous. Examples of microscopic flow in polycrystal-
line ice demonstrate such ongoing crystalline changes during pure shear (e.g.
Wilson and Marmo, 2000).
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7.2 Constitutive Approach

Several constitutive models for creep of frozen geomaterials are presented
within the literature review (Chapter 2.3.5). Most of the more sophisticated mod-
els aim to model the entire range of creep behaviour, i.e. primary, secondary
(steady state) and tertiary creep. In addition, importance has been attached to
creep failure, in particular the time until creep failure occurs (e.g. Fish, 1976;
1984), for which the assumption of reaching the end of secondary creep as an
inflection point in the strain rate - time diagram was necessary. Such an assump-
tion opposes the steady state creep theory that follows a Glen (1955) type law,
showing a constant strain rate with time. Even though the selection of an inflec-
tion point results in a unique solution for creep for all three stages, the question
remains if secondary creep really is only an inflection, and if so, where it can be
located with respect to time (Gardner et al., 1984). Most of the creep tests,
uniaxial or triaxial (cf. Table 2-8) could not give a clear answer since the duration
of the tests were either too short, the stress could not been maintained constant
during the whole test, or the applied load was so large that the secondary creep
phase was very small, i.e. there was only an inflection point. Similar problems
occurred during the current study due to problems with the measurement of the
sample volume and area. Therefore it was not easy to keep the stress constant.
The primary creep phase was enlarged due to the continuous stress decrease
associated with increase of sample area and hence a continuous decrease of
the strain rate with time. Alternatively, instead of creating tertiary creep, a sec-
ondary creep phase with a constant strain rate was provoked.

With respect to the nature of the geomaterial under investigation, it is impor-
tant to note that the stress conditions within a creeping rock glacier are much
lower than the stresses induced due to artificial constructions, for which most of
the presented constitutive equations and laboratory investigations have been
developed and set up, respectively. Furthermore, rock glacier creep can be con-
sidered as a continuous process and not as an initial loading, resulting in a
change of the stress conditions, such as would be the case for a new foundation.

As a conclusion, the simple form of steady state creep (Glen, 1955), incorpo-
rating the variation in sample condition and temperature directly in the creep
parameters, was chosen to be the constitutive approach that accounts best for
the natural boundary conditions. Comparisons with published data using a simi-
lar approach are not really possible, since sample conditions, stress states or
temperatures varied substantially. However, the stress exponent n expected for
polycrystalline ice (n = 2.78) can be compared with tests on samples with a volu-
metric ice content of about 100% (n ~3, see Table 2-3), indicating that the results
presented fit well with previous observations.

7.3 Unfrozen Water

The pore water is always a very important element in geotechnical analysis,
since it can change the effective stress conditions dramatically and hence may
be responsible for significant changes in the mobilisation of shear strength. Liq-
uid water is present within frozen soils at temperatures close to the melting point.
This depends both on the amount and size of the solid particles (Williams,
1967b; Anderson and Morgenstern, 1973; Stähli and Stadler, 1997). Weakly and
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strongly bonded water have varying effects. The strongly bonded water, is
present around the particle, and holds them together due to negative pore water
pressure that increases the effective stress and is responsible for the strength of
the ice – particle mixture. In order to sustain that bond, the ice matrix has to be
present all around the solid grain. If the ice is not present and the water is con-
nected to a positive pressure, such as the atmospheric pressure, the particle will
fall out of the ice matrix (Figure 7-6a & b), which could be observed at the edge
of various samples (e.g. Figure 7-6c).

The mechanism described can also occur within a frozen soil as soon as a parti-
cle comes into contact with air voids that are large enough to change the pres-
sure within the water film. This may be an important mechanism that reduces the
strength of a soil with a high volumetric air content.

Weakly bound water may have three central effects:

• reduction of effective stresses,

• increasing effect on grain boundary sliding, and

• thermal disturbances.

Figure 7-6: Origin of rough surfaces for samples with low volumetric ice content:
a) Some particles may be cut during the drilling process (dashed line)
or exposed to a melting front so that the suction in the unfrozen water
film dissipated.
b) There is no suction in the water film and it cannot retain the
particle, which falls out of the ice matrix.
c) The sample from the Murtèl-Corvatsch borehole 1/2000 from a
depth of 27.4 m shows many surface voids. Such a sample cannot
be used for proper triaxial testing (height ≈ 150 mm, diameter ≈
74 mm).
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7.4 Field Observations
The reduction in effective stress is of major concern in unfrozen soils and can, if
additional seepage or confined groundwater occurs, cause severe damage. It
may also influence the crystalline ice structure. Free water will destroy the con-
nection between the ice matrix and solid particles, similar to air voids that come
in contact with strongly bonded water. In addition, water can enter cracks and
enhance crack propagation and grain boundary sliding.

Despite these direct mechanical influences, weakly bound water has temper-
atures typically close to 0°C and can therefore accelerate the warming of the fro-
zen soil, generating more water, reducing the suction and consequently
influencing the mechanical response. Seepage through a rock glacier occurs as
soon as voids are connected and preferential flow channels from the surface are
present. Melt water or water from rainfall with temperatures above zero centi-
grade changes the thermal conditions due to conduction and convection along
these channels. If the flow velocity decreases and the water has reached a tem-
perature of zero centigrade, it can refreeze and formerly open channels will be
closed. In addition, the volumetric ice content will be increased.

Even though these investigations have demonstrated more clearly the com-
plexity of these systems, there is a strong need for more research that focuses
on that influence, in particular on the rock glacier hydrology and its influence on
the thermal regime.

7.4 Field Observations

Seasonal effects on deformations within the active zone have been reported,
among others, by Bennett and French (1991) and Wang and French (1995). The
variations have been caused by temperature changes, and in particular by the
presence of water within these uppermost layers consisting of fine materials.

7.4.1 Muragl Rock Glacier

Seasonal variations in deformation have been measured for the first time for
deep seated creep, i.e. within the frozen body of a rock glacier (Arenson et al.,
2002). This change in velocity can be attributed to the shift in temperature. There
will be a phase shift in temperature with depth, so that the warmer temperatures
reach the shear zone (16 – 18 m) five to six months later in winter, which is
accompanied by an acceleration in strain rate. Vonder Mühll et al. (submitted),
however, showed seasonal temperature variations of about 0.5°C underneath
the permafrost base within borehole 3/1999, indicating an open air system con-
nected to the surface, which might reduce the delay in the temperature change
within the shear zone. The main question to be asked is how fast the deforma-
tions react to variations in temperatures, since a temperature change has also
implications on the composition, i.e. ice content of the soil. The insulating effect
of the snow cover (Vonder Mühll et al., 1998) could also be discussed alongside
the temperature measurements, even though the measurement of the snow
height failed several times due to tilting of the mast. Nevertheless, colder soil
temperatures were recorded during the winters 1999/2000 and 2001/2002 than
during the year in-between, where a thicker snow cover was measured.
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The constant value of about 0°C within borehole 4/2000 is an indicator of the
degrading nature of the permafrost within the Muragl rock glacier, where the ice
only exists because it has been carried down-slope within the rock glacier. The
shearing movements have tended to take place in the lowest part of the frozen
zone, where the material was found to be ice-rich (>50 vol.-% ice). If melting
from the bottom occurs, the shear zone may move further to the surface, for
example due to decreasing ice content or, increasing structural hindrance. The
ice in the non-moving layer will melt while the process will slowly proceed and
the shear zone might gradually move towards the surface, accompanied by a
loss in volume (Figure 7-7).

Water accumulation within the layer underneath the permafrost base can be
ruled out due to the free draining nature of the soil matrix. Dramatic deformation
events, similar to those demonstrated by surging glaciers due to uplift pressures
(e.g. Björnsson, 1998), are not likely to occur. The deformations observed seem
to be more or less continuous, which has major implications for the slope stability
(see below).

Unfortunately, it is not possible to follow up on the borehole deformations due
to the large deformation within the shear zone, which destroyed both inclinome-
ter casings within four and nine months, respectively. However, future monitoring
of the temperatures might be an indicator of possible changes in the depth of the
shear zone if the temperature conditions change in the future. This conclusion
can be drawn from the observation that the shear zone within the Muragl rock
glacier is currently about 2 – 4 metres above the thermally determined perma-
frost base.

Velocity and attenuating tomograms were inverted from travel times and
amplitudes measured during 22 MHz georadar crosshole experiments (Musil,
2002) for the planes through the boreholes 3/1999 – 4/1999 – 2/1999 and bore-
holes 3/1999 – 4/1999 – 1/1999. The tomograms can be subdivided into several
zones (Figure 7-8), which have been confirmed by the loggings from the drillings
presented in Section 3.2.5. The spatial distribution of the frozen material could
be determined from the geophysical investigations. The voids within the layer
underneath the permafrost are an additional proof that these might have been
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Figure 7-7: Melting at the permafrost base resulting in a shift of the shear zone to
a shallower depth. 
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filled with ice, which melted only recently. The distinct change in properties
between layer B and C is an indicator for the internal deformation process, since
creep will only occur within the ice containing layer. However, it is not possible to
determine if the deformations are constrained to a shear zone or distributed
within the entire layer from the tomograms alone.

 

Figure 7-8: Tomographic inversion of Muragl crosshole georadar data. a) and b)
show the velocity and c) and d) the attenuation distributions,
respectively. Small solid black lines indicate bedrock depth obtained
from borehole logs and small green lines indicate the range of
groundwater-table depths in the boreholes (Musil, 2002; Maurer et
al., submitted).

3/2000 4/2000 2/2000

3/2000 4/2000 2/2000 3/2000 4/2000 1/2000

3/2000 4/2000 1/2000

A upper 3-10m, con-
taining mainly 
large boulders with 
numerous air voids 
(active layer).

B 7-11m thick, indi-
cating large 
amount of ice.

C dry zone of sandy 
gravel, which is 
virtually ice-free.

D probably large 
voids (layer is diffi-
cult to interpret).

E low velocity and 
high attenuations 
indicate the pres-
ence of water.

F bedrock.
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7.4.2 Murtèl-Corvatsch Rock Glacier

The deformation processes and the temperature distributions are slightly differ-
ent for the second rock glacier under investigation. An internal deformation pro-
file was available from early measurements (Wagner, 1992). Since the
deformation rate is expected to be about nine times lower than for the boreholes
at Muragl, it was assumed that the TDR measurements would not reveal any
useful results within the duration of this project, but might deliver interesting data
in the future within the framework of PERMOS (Vonder Mühll et al., 2001b).
However, the strange TDR measurements within borehole 2/2000 can only be
explained by the coaxial cable shearing off. The same borehole also shows a
temperature distribution that is very different from earlier observations from bore-
hole 2/1987, with temperatures constant at 0°C below about 25 m and with
sharp rises and exponential decay with time occurring at shallower depths
(Vonder Mühll et al., submitted). Water within the borehole was thought to have
entered the casing at a depth of between 20 and 25 m, thereby filling it up. How-
ever, the author doubts that a sudden movement of the rock glacier has induced
the failure. Local rearrangement of the soil around the boreholes is more likely to
be the cause of a possible damage of the casing and the coaxial cable, resulting
in the phenomenon measured.

Nevertheless, there is strong proof that there is free water within the rock gla-
cier. Lehmann and Green (2000) attributed their first reflection in the GPR-profile
(Figure 3-30) to a shear zone. Georadar detects changes in the dielectricity of
the ground, which will be caused by having water filled pores, it is likely that this
first reflection actually shows a perched water table due to free water within the
rock glacier. Since the ground temperatures at that particular depth are about -
1.5°C, it is not very likely that the water can stay there for long without freezing.
In addition, the temperature gradient of borehole 2/1987 would change at that
particular depth. It must therefore be the case that water flows along a preferen-
tial path, which seems to be at the same depth as the shear zone. This is very
reasonable, since water reduces effective stresses and may weaken the shear-
ing resistance of the soil and increase its creep susceptibility. The hypothesis of
seasonal free water flow is supported further by the temperature readings at
depths between 10 and 20 m in borehole 2/2000, that show periodical water run
off. Comparison with surface temperatures and precipitation measurements indi-
cate a close relationship to melt water run off (Vonder Mühll et al., submitted).

The talik at the bottom of the rock glacier (Vonder Mühll, 1992), seems to
define the location of the permafrost base and consists of very poorly graded
boulders and cobbles, and hence large air voids are present, allowing easy
water and air circulation. In contrast to the first conclusions from borehole data
(2/1987: Haeberli et al., 1988) it must be assumed that bedrock is not reached at
a depth of 62 m. The recent drillings indicate that the bedrock is deeper with an
unfrozen layer of boulders, through which melt water and air from the surface
can circulate. This influences the thermal gradient in the frozen body above, sim-
ilar to the observations made at Muragl. Since the temperature variations
reported at a depth of about 55 m (Vonder Mühll, 1992) only vary between -0.15
and +0.10°C, water or air that had been cooled by the permafrost seems to be
the most likely thermal source. Air circulation underneath the permafrost base is
also supported by observations during the drilling operation, where air rose
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through the boreholes due to the Venturi effect (Vonder Mühll et al., submitted).
The cold air temperatures suggest that the air void system is very large and that
the connection to the atmosphere is further up-stream of the rock glacier, since
the air needs some time to be cooled down to about 0°C during the summer.

7.4.3 Summary

The various field observations at both locations revealed significant new infor-
mation concerning rock glacier behaviour and response to climatic changes. The
internal structure and the temperature profiles of both rock glaciers are quite dif-
ferent from each other, nevertheless, some common general behaviour and
observations can be determined:

• Deformation is concentrated within a shear zone.

• In addition to horizontal down-slope movements in the main direction
of the rock glacier deformation, only vertical settlements (i.e. no heav-
ing) occurred.

• Soil temperatures are a function of the snow cover, in particular the
first snow fall and subsequent melting, rather than of the mean air
temperatures.

• Air and water is present within the frozen matrix, either in trapped
voids (mostly air) or in a open void system that can be supplied from
the surface, such as from melt water.

• The internal water circulation may result in local water accumulations
within the frozen layer, reducing effective stresses. This water may
freeze and change the flow paths within the permafrost.

• The drainage conditions underneath both rock glaciers are very good,
i.e. melt water originating from the lowest icy layers will not accumu-
late at the base, but will flow away.

• Due to the void system underneath the frozen layers, flow of air and
water can influence the thermal conditions of the permafrost from its
basis. This results in a change of the thermal gradient and an acceler-
ation of the melting process compared to surface–down temperature
stimulation.

Several differences have to be stated:

• Temperatures within the Muragl rock glacier are much warmer than in
the Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier. The depth of the zero annual ampli-
tude is at about 15 m for Muragl and about 18 m for Murtèl-Corvatsch.

• The warmer conditions within the Muragl rock glacier contribute to a
higher creep velocity. In addition, seasonal changes in velocity can be
observed due to small temperature variations within the shallower
shear zone.

• The topographic conditions of the Muragl rock glacier are steeper
(surface inclination in the area of the boreholes: ~22°) than at the
Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier (~14°), also contributing to higher grav-
ity-driven forces and therefore a higher creep velocity.
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• The area under investigation on the Muragl rock glacier seems to be
within a zone of degrading permafrost, which is indicated by the 0°C
isothermal conditions within borehole 2/1999 and the presence of a
relatively thin layer of frozen geomaterial.

• The front of the Muragl rock glacier has advanced into an environ-
ment where new permafrost cannot be generated under the current
climatic conditions. It only exists because it has been created at
higher elevation and carried down-slope within the rock glacier.

7.5 Testing Equipment, Experimental Set-Up and Data Acquisition

7.5.1 Laboratory Testing

The precision of the data cannot be better than the quality of the sampling and
the testing techniques will allow. It is crucial to know the limits of a particular test-
ing procedure. This starts with the sampling and ends with the analysis of the
melted sample after the test and the accuracy of the data processing. Therefore,
the testing equipment, the set-up of the experiments and the data acquisition will
be discussed within the following sections.

Testing equipment and conditions

The triaxial test devices that were used herein have their limitations in investigat-
ing the microstructural and volumetric behaviour. The accuracy of the measure-
ment of volume change is quite low (variations up to 4% of the sample volume)
and is only good for trend analysis. However, in order to determine the axial
stress acting on a frozen soil sample more accurately, the area and conse-
quently the volume change should be measured with significantly better resolu-
tion. A large increase in the area results in a decrease in the axial stress so that
the assumption that the stress remains constant cannot be satisfied. It should be
possible to imply the change of the area directly for future tests, which must have
a better volumetric change measurement instrument, and hence, the axial load
can then be changed continuously, guaranteeing constant stress conditions. The
load was increased manually in steps for the current tests according to a
guessed change in area that was recalculated after the test was finished. The
average stress was then used in order to determine the corresponding minimum
strain rate. This approach might lead to slightly lower strain rates because i)
stress concentrations might be different and therefore pressure melting, re-freez-
ing or crack inducing and closure might vary from constant stress conditions, ii)
different deformations might have developed for stresses under the average
value influencing the initial deformed condition of the subsequent loading step.
There is, however, no proof of the extent of the influence since no comparison is
available. However, the author assumes that the effect of this influence on the
final result, in particular the minimum strain rate, is only minor.

The pore pressures measured can only be described as local to the plattens,
although the interlinking of the unfrozen voids will increase as the temperature
approaches zero centigrade. It might be possible to place several mini pore
pressure transducers directly into a frozen sample in order to get pore pressure
distributions of a sample during shear for further investigations on artificially fro-
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zen soils. However, there are other penalties to be expected in terms of affecting
the test outcome in a mechanical sense. This would allow for an analysis of
effective stresses, which has to be a major goal in the future.

The temperature conditions during a test, and over the whole test series, are
also very important for the data analyses. The temperatures within the cold room
varied by about ±1°C and therefore influenced the test apparatuses, even
though the temperature of the sample itself could be maintained more or less
stable to within ±0.05°C. It was not possible to carry out tests within a tempera-
ture range between 0°C and about -1°C because of the loss of efficiency relating
to the control of the temperature within the cold room, which would lead to signif-
icant temperature variations in the sample. Trends for such temperatures were
simply extrapolated from the current analyses and might not be correct given the
considerable changes in structure of frozen soils close to 0°C. Secondly, some of
the transducers (both pore pressures and the cell pressure) are located outside
the cell liquid (cf. Figure 4-3) and are therefore exposed to larger temperature
changes than the actual liquid they measure, resulting in an oscillation of the
readings around the correct value. Thirdly, the temperature within the cold room
was not exactly the same at the three different locations of the triaxial test appa-
ratuses due to the air circulation.

It was decided to use confining pressures that would represent in situ condi-
tions and therefore the applied confining pressures were relatively low (up to
400 kPa). It seemed as if there was nearly no influence on the sample response.
This is expected to be different if high confining pressures would induce pressure
melting or would be able to suppress a dilatant behaviour with strain softening.
The behaviour may also move from a sample response with brittle fracture to a
more ductile failure regime with strain hardening.

Sample condition and preparation

The major achievement of the current project was the mechanical testing of real
rock glacier soil samples. Even though these samples have been crucial for the
determination of the stratigraphy, the calibration of geophysical investigations,
solid and ice grain characteristics, etc., mechanical as well as thermal distur-
bance occurred during the drilling process. The fragile crystalline structure might
have been damaged, particularly around the circumferences of the samples for
low volumetric ice contents, the shape of the sample was also not a perfect cylin-
der (e.g. Figure 7-6c) and consequently the stresses are not equally distributed
throughout the sample due to the variations in diameter.

The size of the particles in the frozen soils might also be a crucial factor for
the behaviour of the frozen soil. Small particles have a larger specific surface
and therefore more water is able to adhere. In addition, structural hindrance
might be prevalent for mixtures with larger particles since fine particles will move
more easily around each other. It must therefore be expected that a frozen soil
with large solid particles is less creep susceptible than a sample with a similar
volumetric ice content but smaller particles. Within the current study, however,
this effect could not be shown since the particles within the original permafrost
samples looked very similar for comparable volumetric ice contents, and only
very few samples with different grain sizes were prepared and tested artificially.
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The samples were cut to length using a circular saw, which also added some
disturbance. It was important to level off the surfaces at each end of the sample
so that axial stress was applied perpendicular to the planes, and therefore any
holes were filled with water, which was frozen and ground to smooth parallel
horizontal planes.

Recrystallisation must be expected during transportation and storage of the
sample at about -18°C and this might not be completely reversed while warming
up the sample to the test temperature. In particular, the amount of unfrozen
water might be slightly different, since the unfrozen water content during freezing
is not the same as the unfrozen water content during thawing (Stähli and Stadler,
1997). This replicates the hysteretic water retention curves obtained from wetting
and drying cycles for unsaturated soils (e.g. Fredlund and Xing, 1994; Fredlund,
2000). For similar temperatures, there is likely to be more unfrozen water
present during the freezing stage than during the thawing stage. Consequently, it
is important to know the actual state of the permafrost samples taken from the
field. It must be assumed that the amount of unfrozen water is lower than in
nature for the sample tested, since they were transported and stored at a tem-
perature of about -18°C and only brought to the test temperature some days
before the test started. The author is not aware of a study about the time effects,
i.e. whether the unfrozen water content may stabilise at a single value for freez-
ing and thawing if the sample is kept for a long enough time at the corresponding
temperature. 

Additional recrystallisation might also take place due to a change in stress
conditions after bringing the sample out of the ground. Since the samples were
stored in the inner plastic liner that was used during the triple tube drilling, hori-
zontal expansion was not possible. However, stress release might have caused
expansion along the vertical axes and refreezing of formerly melted areas due to
local stress concentrations.

Probably the most important fact concerning the sample condition was the
extreme difference in composition and condition. Every sample was quite
unique, and consequently it was not possible to produce several samples, which
were exactly the same, to obtain absolute redundancies by repeating all aspects
of some of the tests, which is very important for scientific work. Even though
some samples showed similar composition, the in situ stress conditions, temper-
atures, the stress history or the sample might have been different and therefore
the response might differ. This problem, which is typical when testing real soil
samples, can only be eliminated when samples similar to the natural ones are
prepared artificially. 

Data analysis

The sensitivity of the equations describing the stress–strain response is shown
in Chapter 5. Nevertheless, reasonable results could be presented, by taking the
various effects that may influence the sample response into consideration. This
fit to the data is only valid for creep tests at temperatures colder than about -1°C
and for deviatoric stresses greater than 50 kPa. The former limitation is due to
assumptions about the activation energy, which become invalid close to the
melting point. This also calls the use of Equation 2-31 into question. In addition,
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no data are available at warmer temperatures due to problems with test temper-
atures close to the melting point (cf. above) and because the number of good
quality samples was limited. The restriction concerning low deviatoric stresses
can be solved by carrying out creep tests over a period of several months, judg-
ing by the creep response of the tests at a deviatoric stress of 100 kPa, where it
was very difficult to obtain steady state creep within a few days to weeks. The
facility at the Institute for Geotechnical Engineering has only three test units and
therefore the author had to concentrate on creep tests at higher deviatoric
stresses. In addition, it would make not much sense in extensively studying that
particular behaviour since most of the long term creep tests showed that the
most of the samples never reached a steady state creep phase, they
approached a constant value for the deformation, i.e. the strain rate approached
zero.

The analysis about the mobilised shear strengths was very rudimentary,
largely because the creep response was considered to be more important and
so the triaxial tests were designed to take this into account. Most of the samples
were exposed to several creep stages before they were sheared, so the
response was primarily that of a dense frozen soil. A more advanced model link-
ing strain behaviour with mobilised strength could not be determined, last but not
least because of the problems with the volume measurements.

Summary

The results presented from the laboratory investigations help in arriving at a gen-
eral understanding of the mechanisms that are important in frozen soil behav-
iour. The degree of accuracy of these interpretations are consistent with the
sample quality and the sophistication of the measurement techniques. For future
investigations, however, it is recommended that the accuracy of the testing
apparatus is improved to permit a focus to be made on testing thoroughly spe-
cific aspects of frozen soil response. Artificial samples are thought to be ideal to
focus on particular points of interest in a more detailed manner. It might also be
useful to develop optical methods of investigation into frozen soil behaviour, sim-
ilar to those presented in ice mechanics (e.g. Wilson and Marmo, 2000), which
might reveal more information on the effect of solid grains on the crack propaga-
tion and ice crystal boundary sliding. Additional recommendations for future
investigations are given in Chapter 8.3.1.

7.5.2 Field Measurements and Testing

Several different field measurement and monitoring instruments were used
within this project. These had to be synchronised with each other, and as it was
not possible to use the best technique for each individual measurement, compro-
mises had to be made and accepted.

All these measurements were dependent on having a borehole causing min-
imal disturbance in the surrounding soil. This has to be drilled under very difficult
conditions into an active rock glacier. Despite the mechanical and thermal distur-
bances of the samples and the adjacent ground, drilling through such a hetero-
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geneous soil might alter the existing connectivity of water and air channels within
the rock glacier and therefore change the current hydrological and thermal con-
ditions.

In-situ pressuremeter

There was no previous experience of performing pressuremeter tests within an
active rock glacier. Despite the mechanical and thermal disturbances of the
ground close to the borehole wall, the results are very promising and reasonable
creep parameters could be determined because the time span between finishing
drilling and starting testing was kept within three to five hours (pressuremeter
probe assimilation). Pressuremeter tests might even be the only possible test
that is able to deliver creep parameters within layers of low volumetric ice con-
tents, where the borehole stability is difficult to maintain for a longer period of
time (Arenson et al., submitted, a). The use of cased drilling with preliminary per-
cussion drilling might be a solution. Underneath the casing, the borehole only
needs to be stable for a length of about 2 m.

The pressuremeter tests should be performed with caution, ensuring that
there is temperature stabilisation of the probe and that enough time has to be
allowed for the individual creep stages. Even though the test is difficult to per-
form, stress relaxation tests may be a good alternative to reduce the test dura-
tion (e.g. Ladanyi and Huneault, 1987).

Deformation monitoring

The different systems used to measure vertical and horizontal deformations
have been presented and discussed in Chapter 3. All systems need a plastic
tube to be grouted into a borehole. These include slope inclinometers, USBR-
type settlement hooks or magnet extensometers. They have several advantages
as well as disantvantages. On one hand, the systems are very accurate (1 –
5 mm per 30 m depth), the direction of the deformation can be determined,
measurements may be carried out relatively easily and the instruments are not
very expensive. On the other hand, it is not possible to obtain continuous read-
ings and the installation of a plastic tube into heterogeneous and unstable
ground, that might have large air voids and cavities, is quite difficult. Local defor-
mations cannot be detected with these techniques, since differences are only
recorded over a fixed length. The stiff plastic tube might also not be as flexible as
the ground in which it is embedded and therefore the real deformation may be
larger in zones where the slope changes significantly over each fixed length.
Therefore, fine shear bands cannot be identified, even though they might be
important for deformation processes.

Time domain reflectometry (TDR) allows continuous readings to be made
and thin shear zones to be detected. In addition, the cable is extremely flexible
and will deform much better with the soil. On the other hand, it is not possible to
determine absolute deformations or directions of deformation and the cables has
to be grouted into the ground, hence, it is not possible to lower other monitoring
or testing devices into the borehole at some time in the future.
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Table 7-1 summarises some of the borehole deformation techniques used for
a range of applications in permafrost monitoring, in particular of creeping soil
masses, such as rock glaciers.

instrument direction 
of meas. range of application

slope inclinometer horizontal Very accurate (±1 mm/30 m) and horizontal direc-
tions can be determined along the whole borehole.
Requires human intervention to read data. It is a
snap-reading method and it is not possible to have
an automatic alarm system.

in-place slope 
inclinometer

horizontal Continuous deformation measurements are possi-
ble but due to their costs they are only recom-
mended for selected depths.

TDR - Continuous reading is possible and sudden events
can be measured. It is, however, not possible to
measure absolute deformations and directions.
This would be ideal as a warning system up to the
point that the TDR cable has been severed.
It may be installed in an inclinometer casing that
cannot be accessed any more using a probe
(Kane et al., 2001).

magnet exten-
someter

vertical Good for trend measurements (±3 - 5 mm per
reading). Requires human intervention to obtain
data. Only a snap-reading method.

settlement hook vertical Similar to magnet extensometers with a slightly
higher accuracy if installed properly (±1 mm per
30 m). Since the diameter of the probe is larger,
the lifetime is much shorter than for magnet exten-
someters. Only momentary readings and requires
human intervention to obtain data.

sliding micrometer
sliding deformeter

vertical High accuracy instrument (±0.01 mm/1 m). Only
momentary readings and very time consuming
over large depths. Requires human intervention to
obtain data.

Trivec horizontal/
vertical

Combination of slope inclinometer and sliding
micrometer with a very good accuracy
(±0.003 mm/m vert., ±0.05 mm/m horiz.). Since
measurements are very time consuming and no
continuous readings are possible, it is not recom-
mended for these purposes. Expensive installation
and operation. Requires human intervention to
obtain data.

Table 7-1: Deformation monitoring in permafrost.
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Concentrated deformations within a borehole, induced by sharp shear horizons
might lead to a relatively short measuring time within the borehole by rendering
the measurement system unserviceable. It is therefore highly recommended
also to measure surface deformations. Possible movements at the bottom of the
borehole are recognised, and it is essential to correct for this in obtaining the
rock glacier deformation profile.

Temperature monitoring

In general, thermistors were mounted on a cable at predetermined spacings (i.e.
thermistor strings) and used for temperature monitoring. Automatic data logging
allows continuous readings of temperatures at the thermistor depths within a
borehole. Thermistor strings lowered into a plastic casing, might be subject to a
different temperature regime than that in the surrounding ground, since new
water channels might be created or a ‘Venturi’ effect might be imposed (Vonder
Mühll et al., submitted), unless the string is either grouted or frozen into position.
However, additional measurements within the borehole and recalibrations of the
thermistors are not possible any longer. A faster response to changes in temper-
ature may occur in an air or water filled borehole, than would be the case for
equivalent depths within the rock glacier. The depth of the various thermistors
should represent the main thermal features, i.e. it is important to be able to
measure the depth of the active layer within the first few metres, as well as the
depth of the zero annual amplitude, which is at about 12 – 18 m. It is also very
important to be able to determine the permafrost base. It is therefore recom-
mended to increase the distances between the thermistors with depth.

It is known that the temporal, spatial and geometrical details concerning the
snow cover strongly influence the temperature regime within Alpine permafrost.
It is recommended that the snow height should be measured at the location of a
borehole in addition to the air temperature.

Geophysical borehole logging

Geophysical borehole loggings have delivered some useful results concerning
ice content or density of the soil around the boreholes during previous drilling
campaigns. However, it was necessary to install a metal casing in most of the
boreholes to ensure stability of the wall and this eliminated the use of some
methods (e.g. geoelectric, georadar). Furthermore several of the remaining
methods require the borehole to be filled with water. This was not possible due to
the very porous layer directly below the permafrost. Despite the cross-hole geo-

fibre optic sensors - Might be a good alternative to TDR measurements
since continuous readings are possible and there-
fore sudden changes can be recognised. However,
the accuracy and the costs for long cables under
changing temperatures are not known.

instrument direction 
of meas. range of application

Table 7-1: Deformation monitoring in permafrost.
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radar measurements that were performed in the plastic casing, which was
placed into the boreholes before the steel casing was pulled out of the ground
(Musil, 2002), the results that were obtained from Muragl were not very meaning-
ful.

Organic material

The cores from the borehole Murtèl-Cor-
vatsch 2/1987 contained some organic
materials at depths down to 25.7 m (Hae-
berli et al., 1999b; Almasi, 2001). All sam-
ples from all boreholes were carefully
melted and inspected after the mechani-
cal testing. No organic material was found
within the Muragl rock glacier and only
very little was present within the two
recent boreholes at Murtèl-Corvatsch
(borehole 1/2000, at a depth of about
14.0 m and within borehole 2/2000 at
depths between 9.2 and 15.4 m). The
weight of the moss within a 15 cm sample
was less than 0.2 mg, except for a sam-
ple from borehole 2/2000, 13.77 –
13.92 m depth, where a larger piece was
discovered (2.5 mg: Figure 7-9). The amount, however, was not enough for dat-
ing the organic remains using the 14C method.

7.6 Implications for Rock Glaciers

Within Alpine mountain areas, where the temperatures inside the permafrost lies
between 0°C and about -2°C, the deformation behaviour of rock glaciers is influ-
enced by the ice content, the size and distribution of the soil particles, the confin-
ing pressure and the temperature. The laboratory tests have shown that low ice
contents and larger particles strengthen the frozen material due to interlocking of
the soil particles on one hand and change the behaviour from brittle to more duc-
tile on the other hand. In addition, there is enough cold energy stored within the
permafrost body in order to refreeze water and to induce recrystallisation in
zones of low stress within the ground.

The horizontal deformation measurements show that the layers within a rock
glacier have a different susceptibility to creep. Extrusion beneath the active layer
was observed for all sites. This gravity-driven effect, which is induced by the dif-
ferent equivalent shear stiffnesses of these layers, including the rate effects from
creep has been described by Arenson et al. (2002). The conditions are slightly
different within the shear zone (temperature, amount of soil particles, unfrozen
water content, grain size distribution, etc.) than in the layer above and therefore,
this layer is more creep-susceptible.

5 mm

Figure 7-9: Organic material: bore-
hole 2/2000, 13.8 m.
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7.6.1 Shear Strength

The mobilisation of the strengthening mechanisms will be summarised briefly in
order to analyse failure and deformation processes that determine rock glacier
stability. Shear strength may be thought to derive from friction and cohesion
(Coulomb, 1776). For permafrost containing particles in contact with each other,
the shear strength is based on the former mechanism and is a function of the
angle of friction and the effective normal stress mobilised between these parti-
cles, where pore pressure is positive if it acts to push the soil particles apart from
each other. The angle of friction of the soil matrix may be judged approximately
by the angle of repose of a dry body of this soil. Additional components of shear
strength may be mobilised due to interlocking and the accompanying dilatancy in
densely packed soil matrixes (e.g. Bolton, 1986), which has first been described
and named by Osborne Reynolds (1885, 1886).

The shear strength within the ice-rich zones is mainly due to cohesion. This
was shown to be nearly independent of the confining pressure within the stress
range tested, which was similar to conditions assumed to act in the natural envi-
ronment. The shear strength and therefore also the susceptibility to creep will
vary principally as a function of the structure and the temperature. Changes to
either of these may be one of the triggers leading to transition from secondary to
accelerating tertiary creep and failure.

Stability analyses depend on the determination of driving forces as well as
resisting forces acting on possible failure planes. The latter are usually quantified
based on mobilised shear resistance. This may be affected by influences at the
micro-scale and so unfrozen water is thought to play an important role in adding
to or detracting from the stability of the rock glacier in terms of slip failure, since it
is likely to influence the effective stresses at temperatures close to zero centi-
grade. With decreasing temperature, the unfrozen water content is reduced and
suction is generated between the particles. This increases the effective stresses
and hence the frictional component of the shearing resistance. However, the
thickness of the unfrozen water film around the particles will increase as the per-
mafrost approaches 0°C. When the water-filled voids increase further in extent,
positive porewater pressures will develop, reducing the effective stresses to the
detriment of the frictional shearing resistance.

7.6.2 Stability

It is possible to consider the stability of a rock glacier based on the observations
presented herein. It is clear that creep processes dominate within the potential
shear zone. The main question to be asked is whether the creep mode will
develop towards the tertiary stage - which implies an acceleration of the velocity
until this local element 'fails'. For slope failure to occur, a sufficient number of ele-
ments must lose shearing resistance along a potential failure zone. The labora-
tory tests on specimens under triaxial conditions, as well as the in situ
pressuremeter tests, have demonstrated tertiary creep, but only at shear stress
levels significantly higher (3 – 4 times) than are thought to be relevant for Alpine
rock glaciers.
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A rock glacier can have a large system permeability due to inter-linked air
voids and cavities, even though the ice matrix itself is almost impermeable. Sig-
nificant bodies of unfrozen water can also be locked into cavities within the fro-
zen body for some time, and can influence the deformation behaviour due to
local reduction in effective stress. Additional factors affecting the shearing resist-
ance within a rock glacier, and hence the stability, can be condensed as follows:

• When ice is present, slopes can be stable at angles steeper than the
angle of repose of the dry granular mass, representing the friction
angle of the soil mass. However, the possibility of tertiary creep
should be considered.

• Infiltrating water generates positive increments of porewater pressure,
which then reduce the effective stress and hence the shearing resist-
ance of the soil. The angle of the stable slope is reduced to less than
the friction angle of the soil under conditions of water flow within a sat-
urated regime. This is a more dangerous scenario and is much more
likely to lead to slip failure or debris flows, particularly within the active
layer.

• If the density of the packing (solid particles per volume) increases
above a critical ratio, interlocking and dilatancy occur, increasing the
shearing resistance. The melting of the ice matrix within a frozen soil
can increase the relative density of the soil matrix, which would then
mobilise greater shear resistance.
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Several stability mechanisms can be determined from these conclusions. These
are shown in Figure 7-10 and are discussed in the following section.

Surface instability (1)

Instabilities can occur in combination with seepage within the active layer for
steep slopes. The water flows on the permafrost table and reduces the effective
stresses within the unfrozen active layer, triggering debris flows.

1

5

4

2

3

bedrock or unfrozen soil

active layer

permafrostpermafrost

Figure 7-10: Possible stability problems within active rock glaciers.

1) surface instability
2) front instability
3) toe instability

4) failure at permafrost base
5) failure in shear zone
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Front instability (2)

Rock glacier fronts are usually steep
(>40°) and consist primarily of fine
surficial materials over the majority
of the slope, i.e. gravel to silt size.
Large stones and boulders, which
had been carried on top of the rock
glacier, usually roll down the front
and end up at the foot or in the fore-
field (Figure 7-11).

A humid environment can be
expected due to vapour exchange
between the ice, water and air
phases within the rock glacier,
resulting in partially saturated soil
conditions. Suctions develop between the particles and therefore increase the
shearing strength. However, a retreat of the ice-rich layer in combination with
either complete drying or complete saturation during and following rainfalls
results in destruction of the negative pore pressures and hence may lead to
slope failure in the front (Springman et al., in press). Such minor failures are very
likely to occur, since the front is likely to be in a state of incipient failure. In addi-
tion to possible damage further below the front due to the run out of the debris
flow, such a slip failure enhances warming and melting of the frozen core within
the tongue of the rock glacier.

Toe instability (3)

Slope failure may emerge through the frozen body and the toe of the rock gla-
cier. This may only be dangerous if water can enter the permafrost through a
large void system inducing high water pressures along the slip circle or generate
sufficient high pore pressure or exit flow rates to cause uplift or erosion. 

Failure at permafrost base (4)

Sudden deformations at the basis of the permafrost, or more precisely below the
frozen material, is not very likely to occur for the two rock glaciers under investi-
gation. Higher temperatures within the lowest frozen layers might increase creep
velocities, but a reduction of the volumetric ice content, that accompanies melt-
ing from the bottom, increase the strength of the material and reduces its creep
susceptibility. In addition, stresses are too low to either develop tertiary creep
failure or even crushing of the solid particles (e.g. Bowman and Soga, 2002),
and are likely to be consistent over long periods of time (i.e. no further deposi-
tion).

The high permeability of the layers underneath the frozen soils rules out the
possibility of high pore pressures developing to reduce the strength sufficiently to
cause failure.

Figure 7-11: Front of Muragl rock glacier.

~30 m~30 m
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Failure in shear zone (5)

A shear zone may develop within the frozen ground (e.g. Murtèl-Corvatsch),
depending on the internal composition and geometry of the rock glacier. Water
might also accumulate within such a shear zone due to the heterogeneity of the
frozen soil matrix, increasing its creep susceptibility. However, it is very unlikely
that a failure occurs throughout the whole rock glacier within such a layer, since
the stresses are generally very low. Temperature increase within the frozen
mass, that will take effect very slowly, results in a dislocation of the shear zone
towards the surface together with volume reduction of the rock glacier mass, but
rapid failure is unlikely to occur.

Tensile creep failure (6)

The topography can also be very important in the development of an instability.
Tensile creep is induced within steep slopes due to gravity forces, which might
result in tensile creep failure similar to hanging glaciers (e.g. Alean, 1985). Since
the rock glaciers under investigation are not located in such a steep environ-
ment, tensile creep properties have not been investigated within this study. It is
also questionable whether a rock glacier could be sustained on a steep slope. It
must be assumed that melting of the ice at the front will cause ongoing instabili-
ties of mode 2 until the unfrozen front is stable so that no tensile forces can be
developed within the rock glacier to cause failure of the whole permafrost body.

It is known from various studies, performed mainly on frozen silts (e.g. Bragg
and Andersland, 1980; Zhu and Carbee,1987), that tensile creep is less temper-
ature dependent than compression creep and therefore a change in climatic con-
ditions would be less damaging for these zones.

If a rock glacier is located in such an environment, surface deformation
measurements can help in determining a potential failure since an acceleration
of the deformation can be expected and recorded.

Summary

In conclusion it can be said that failure modes 1 and 2 are probable and such
instabilities also have a damage potential for the environment below, even
though the amount of material released is limited relative to the mass of the
entire rock glacier. However, depending on the location of the rock glacier, large
debris flows can be triggered with severe consequences further downhill. Failure
mode 3 is not very likely to occur due to the low stress conditions within the
tongue of a rock glacier and the high permeability of the large boulders at the
toe. Modes 4 and 5 are also very unlikely to occur considering the large permea-
bility of the layers below the frozen body of known rock glaciers. And since it is
very unlikely that a rock glacier can sustain steep slopes, it is also very doubtful
that instability mode 6 will develop and in addition it can be measured with
appropriate deformation measurements.



Chapter 8
Summary, Conclusions and 
Recommendations
A total of six boreholes were drilled into two different Alpine
rock glaciers in the Engadin, Swiss Alps. The geomechanical
aspects of the investigations included an array of field as well
as laboratory tests in order to determine the thermo-mechani-
cal response of frozen soils and associated parameters relat-
ing to creep and failure. Field investigations were performed
in all six boreholes, and from the surface, for the purpose of
determining the spatial distribution of the rock glacier material
and to monitor rock glacier behaviour. These data form the
basis for an assessment of slope stability processes. Numeri-
cal models may be adopted in future to evaluate the impact of
ongoing climate changes.

Several mechanisms might be responsible for the micro-
mechanical behaviour of frozen geomaterials. These have
been reviewed extensively with respect to the general behav-
iour of creeping ice-rich permafrost within the discussion from
the previous chapter. The current chapter presents major
conclusions from the laboratory tests and field investigations
and their major influence on general rock glacier behaviour is
summarised.

An additional section will deal with recommendations for
further investigations in the laboratory as well as in the field.
Monitoring and preventative measures will be illustrated
briefly with respect to the natural hazard potential of melting
Alpine permafrost.

8.1 Mechanical Response of Frozen Soils

The response of original permafrost samples to loading under temperature and
stress conditions similar to their natural environment has been the main focus of
the triaxial creep tests. Sudden major changes of these boundary conditions
could be excluded and therefore the steady state long-term behaviour was
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investigated using triaxial test equipment that has been developed and manufac-
tured at the Institute for Geotechnical Engineering at the Swiss Federal Institute
of Technology, Zurich. Failure processes, creep failure and shear failure induced
at constant stress and constant strain rate, respectively, have been investigated
revealing a range of responses that could be incorporated into a general under-
standing of the micromechanical behaviour of frozen soils, in particular of Alpine
permafrost. Additional tests were conducted on artificially frozen samples in
order to compare the behaviour of natural and artificial samples, since the
extraction, transport and storage of naturally frozen samples comes with many
technical, logistic and financial challenges. The range of the sample conditions
and the test set up are as follows:

• artificial samples:

- volumetric ice content: 61 – 100%; volumetric air content: 0 – 19%

- grain size: 0 – 16 mm

- crushed ice, columnar grained ice

• rock glacier samples:

- volumetric ice content: 39 – 96%; volumetric air content: 0 – 25%
(generally lower ice contents within the Muragl rock glacier)

- grain size: 0 – >80 mm
(mainly silty sand, well graded; however, some tests had large
piece of stones that might have influenced the sample response)

• confining pressure: 50 – 400 kPa

• temperatures: -4.5 – -1.0°C

• deviatoric stress (in creep tests): 60 – 1300 kPa

• creep stages: 1 – 7

• axial strain rates (in constant strain rate tests): 1·10-7 – 7·10-5 s-1

Minimum creep rates were assumed to be constant with time and can be consid-
ered as steady state creep. Therefore, a Glen type flow law was used to describe
the secondary axial creep rate as a function of the applied deviatoric stress
based on triaxial compression test results. The creep parameters, however, are
not constant for the selected test conditions, i.e. the influence of temperature and
sample composition had to be incorporated. Below about -1.5°C the effect of the
temperature could be modelled with an Arrhenius approach. Close to the melting
point of the ice, however, the temperature severely affects the sample composi-
tion, i.e. phase changes occur from ice to water, which influences the behaviour.
This could be accounted for by an exponential increase of the activation energy
with temperature approaching zero centigrade. In addition, the creep parameter
B (multiplier of the exponential components) also appears to be a function of the
temperature. On the other hand, the stress exponent n was only a function of the
initial volumetric ice content and showed good consistency with values from liter-
ature for pure ice samples.

The results of the creep tests showed the very high sensitivity to the various
sample conditions. Generally it can be stated that the temperature influences the
creep more than does the volumetric ice content for low stress conditions. The
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creep rate may vary by an order of magnitude, even for small temperature
changes close to the melting point, due to the exponential nature of the influence
of the activation energy. Decreasing ice contents reduce the creep susceptibility
at large, but the stress dependency increases, i.e. the gradient of the creep rate
normalised by the initial creep rate increases faster for a frozen soil with a low
volumetric ice content compared to a sample with high ice content.

Tests under constant strain rate loading as well as constant stress (creep)
conditions seemed to indicate similar response at a microstructural level, which
is extremely strain rate dependent. Fast loading results in more brittle behaviour
whereas very slow loading tends to induce a ductile response, although this is
also a function of the volumetric ice content. Structural hindrance will cause dila-
tancy for frozen soils with dense packing of the solid phase and low air contents.

The stress distribution within the sample will not be uniform, with preferential
stress paths developing and enforcing local phenomena such as pressure melt-
ing, crack formation (wing cracks, secondary cracks) or re-freezing in connection
with recrystalllisation of the ice. It must therefore be assumed that the structure
of the sample keeps on changing during the entire experiment. Even though the
shear tests showed some indication of a residual state, because the deviatoric
stress reached a value that was quite constant for large strains, ongoing volu-
metric changes were observed. These were mainly compressive, but for some
tests, dilation was measured. It is possible that air voids are compressed due to
the high volumetric air content and the density of the samples increase in combi-
nation with the development of a shear zone, on which the residual shear
strength is mobilised. This may provoke a different mechanism to dominate the
ongoing response to shearing. A loose sample would show a ductile behaviour
initially accompanied by volumetric compression to form a denser mixture of ice
crystals and soil particles along a failure plane, and this may then lead to dilation
at large strains.

The creep, as well as the shear response of the samples tested did not show
significant influence of the applied confining pressure, which was chosen to be of
the order of the magnitude of the in situ stresses. Larger confining pressures
than expected for Alpine rock glaciers will tend to suppress dilatancy and crack
formation, and pressure melting is more likely to be induced.

No triaxial tests were performed close to the melting point of the ice, i.e. 0 –
-0.5°C, even though this is the most sensitive temperature range in terms of sta-
bility, since the unfrozen water content increases with temperature. The constitu-
tive approach might therefore slightly underestimate the creep rates because an
extrapolation was based on the results carried out at colder temperatures. An
increase in temperature combined with an increase in unfrozen water content
results in a decrease of the volumetric ice content and a change in volume. On
the other hand, negative pore pressures in combination with an increased struc-
tural hindrance due to particle interaction reduces the creep susceptibility. There-
fore, the proposed solution may also be applicable close to 0°C, even though
further investigations are strongly recommended with tests to be performed on
artificially frozen samples since the response seems to be quite similar. Precau-
tions are necessary with the sample preparation. It is of particular importance
that the particles are uniformly distributed and a volumetric air content resem-
bling natural observations is essential.
237



8 Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations

238
8.2 Slope Stability and General Movements of Rock Glaciers

The analyses of measured borehole deformations within active rock glaciers in
combination with the results from field and laboratory tests investigating the
thermo-mechanical response of ice-rich frozen soils leads to the conclusion that
rock glaciers are relatively stable in general. This might also be the reason why
rock glaciers are relatively old compared to temperate glaciers, since sudden
dramatic events that may change their general morphology have not occurred
very often.

However, smaller instabilities can be induced by thawing processes within
the active layer, most probably in combination with seepage from melt water or
rainfall. Such relatively small mass movements, compared with the steady creep
of the whole rock glacier, may nevertheless be the trigger for larger debris flows,
depending on the environment around the rock glacier. These local instabilities
also change the thermal regime, e.g. erosion of the active layer, and accelerated
permafrost degradation can be induced. Mass movements induced by models
reviewed in McRoberts and Morgenstern (1974), such as the thaw-consolidation
model or the ablation model are not of importance for rock glaciers, but might be
relevant for other permafrost sites in a mountain environment that are less ice-
rich and consists of uniform finer grains (e.g. silts).

Seasonal changes in the creeping movements of active rock glaciers may be
observed, depending on the depth of the shear zone. For shallow shear horizons
at depths above the zero annual amplitude (Alpine environment: 16-20 m), sea-
sonal differences have to be expected, with a phase shift depending on thermal
properties, and hence, heat propagation within the ground. At greater depths,
changes in velocity can be induced by long-term variations of climatic conditions,
which influence the permafrost temperature through changes in the mean
annual air temperature, the snow cover or the solar radiation. Additional strati-
graphical effects, such as layers with high permeability underneath the perma-
frost, that are likely to be connected to the atmosphere, also influence the
thermal regime and hence the deformation process. However, such influences
can be strongly retarded.

The majority of both the vertical and the horizontal deformations were meas-
ured within the shear zone. Even though compressive flow occurs down-slope in
the areas under investigation, only settlements, i.e. a decrease in thickness of
the rock glacier, were observed. These deformations were an order of magnitude
smaller than the vertical deformations. Air voids and cavities were noted within
the permafrost body during the drilling operations. Subsequent analysis of the
core samples indicated an average value of about 5% to 10% from the zones in
which it was feasible to take nominally undisturbed samples. These voids may
allow the soil mass to deform horizontally in regions of compressive flow within
the rock glacier, without any effect in the orthogonal direction, due to volume
reduction of the soil-ice-air matrix.

The movements of a rock glacier can be described by three major zones
(Figure 8-1). The advance of rock glaciers is induced by gravitational forces.
Near the front there is a general volume reduction probably due to melting of
interstitial ice and an ongoing compaction of loose soil due to compression. Boul-
ders that had been carried along on top of the rock glacier will fall off the front
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and accumulate in the forefield of the rock glacier. Further up-slope there is a
compression zone, which is signified by furrows and ridges. Mainly creep defor-
mation due to compression occurs within this zone, which is accompanied by a
volume reduction due to the compressibility of the air voids within the very heter-
ogeneous nature of the ground. Even though a general settlement of the rock
glacier is recorded it must be assumed that the ridges are formed due to local
heave or movements at the transition between the compressive and the exten-
sive creep zones, possibly in connection to additional shear zones. However, the
formation of the ridges is still not clear and further investigations are necessary.

The upper zone of a rock glacier is dominated by extensive flow due to the
steep slope. It is characterised by a smooth surface and higher surface velocities
than within the compression zone (e.g. Kääb, 1998). However, no internal defor-
mation or stress measurements are available within this zone and therefore sev-
eral assumptions are based on speculations. Nevertheless, it can be assumed
that a decrease of the horizontal stresses occurs within this zone due to the incli-
nation of the slope, resulting in extension of a soil element. Close to the surface
this might even result in negative stresses, i.e. tension. Due to this stress
decreases, cracks could be created or enlarged, increasing the average volu-
metric air content. These cavities will again be compressed and closed within the
adjacent region of compression. In consequence, a volume increase may be
expected in the direction of the rock glacier flow, i.e. down-slope.

bedrock / unfrozen soil

permafrostpermafrost

Figure 8-1: Stages of rock glacier deformation.
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8.3 Recommendations for Further Research

8.3.1 Laboratory Investigation

Several limitations had to be accepted due to the testing equipment. These have
been mentioned already during the data analysis and the discussion. Despite
unproven details concerning mechanisms on a microstructural level during creep
and shear, the major problem in frozen soil mechanics is the uncertainty about
the effective stresses. Therefore there is a strong need for more sophisticated
testing equipment and instrumentation. The current research showed that it is
possible to use artificially frozen samples, and hence, further laboratory investi-
gations can be carried out on samples, of which the composition is known and
reproducibility can be guaranteed. The following improvements are recom-
mended for the determination of effective stresses:

• Mini-pore pressure transducers (e.g. Muraleetharan and Granger,
1999): It should be possible to place several transducers in a frozen
sample for a spatial determination of pore pressures (air and water).

• Pressure pads (Garnier et al., 1999; Laue et al., 2002) can be placed
between the top and the bottom platten. Eventually it might even be
possible to spot miniature pressure pads directly in a sample without
disturbing its response too much.

The volumetric behaviour as well as the crack formation has to be investigated
more intensively for a better understanding of the mechanisms. The following
methods, most of which have already been used in geotechnical testing, would
lead to improved characterisation:

• Optical determination of the sample volume during the test (digital
imaging techniques: e.g. Macari et al., 1997; summary of various
methods: Geiser et al., 2000).

• Pore volume determination with air similar to the triaxial tests per-
formed on snow (von Moos, 2002) or on partially saturated soils (e.g.
Geiser et al., 2000).

• Determination of acoustic waves, which are induced by breaking
bonds (e.g. Fish and Sayles, 1981; Glaser and Hand, 1998; Weiss et
al., 1998). Fracturing and sliding effects could be distinguished as a
function of the ice content.

• Computer tomography (e.g. Desrues et al., 1996; Walters et al., 1998;
Alshibli et al., 2000) during a test. This would allow for a determination
of compressing and dilating zones as well as of crack development
within a sample. Special treatment of the samples before the tests
may be required depending on the applied method. The influence of
such additives has to be investigated previously.

• DC resistivity (e.g. Hauck, 2001) or TDR (Stähli and Stadler, 1997)
measurements during the test should allow for a determination of the
volumetric amount of unfrozen water subject to the condition that the
method is carefully calibrated.
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• Optical investigations of samples under shear stress with micro-
scopes and polarised light similar to Wilson and Marmo (2000) may
reveal development of stress paths and changes in ice crystal geome-
try.

An improvement of the volume measurement would also help in maintaining
constant stresses during a creep test at large strains. However, all recommenda-
tions presented have to be tested very carefully to establish the extent of their
influence on the thermo-mechanical behaviour of the frozen sample under inves-
tigation. Instruments that are inserted into the soil may change its response
severely.

The tests presented showed that there is still a need for further tests at
warmer temperatures, i.e. > -1°C, at low deviatoric stresses, with volumetric ice
contents lower than about 40% and under triaxial extension. These tests should
help to improve the formulation herein and in particular for soils with more unfro-
zen water. Investigations on creep deformations under low stresses can also be
problematic because such tests might last several months before any conclu-
sions can be drawn. Last but not least, the effect of the grain size distribution
should be investigated more intensively, since the amount of small grains will
influence the unfrozen water content (e.g. Anderson and Morgenstern, 1973).
Triaxial testing has its limits for larger grain sizes (e.g. Head, 1996). In order to
gain feasible results, the maximum grain size may not be larger than a fifth of the
sample diameter. This was exceeded for some of the original samples extracted
from the rock glaciers.

Different testing approaches have to be considered to solve such a problem.
One possibility may be a geotechnical centrifuge (e.g. Schofield, 1980; Spring-
man et al., 2001). Due to the scaling effects, relatively large parts of a slope can
be modelled effectively and long-term behaviour could be investigated due to the
scaling effects on time. In addition, failure can be induced due to a warming at
the surface or the bottom, without endangering populated areas. Solifluction
processes have already been modelled successfully and are described in Irving
et al. (2000) or Harris et al. (2000a; b; 2002). The modelling of models, i.e. simi-
lar tests carried out under different acceleration levels, would also allow grain
size effects to be studied. If the processes are not viscosity-controlled, no con-
flicts should emerge due to the scaling in the centrifuge (Harris et al., 2002).
However, fracturing effects, such as brittle behaviour, have to be interpreted with
caution since the fracture toughness will not be modelled linearly with the accel-
eration of the centrifuge (Palmer, 1991b). The sample preparation for centrifuge
testing also has to be investigated since the ratio between sample grains and ice
crystals should be maintained in the model compared to the prototype.

Instead of triaxial tests, direct shear box tests at various scales (e.g. Yasuf-
uku et al., submitted) may also be very useful in the determination of frozen soil
behaviour under load or deformation. The stress paths experienced in a rock gla-
cier are more akin to direct shear than to triaxial compression. Similar to the rec-
ommendations for better triaxial testing mentioned above, improvements have to
be made to a direct shear box in order to study the volumetric and effective
stress behaviour. Larger sample size might even reduce the effect due to the
insertion of the instrumentation on the thermo-mechanical response.
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Oedometer tests with large samples may be an important additional source
of information, since the response of frozen soils under compression can be
studied with TDR, DC resistivity or Bender elements (e.g. Bates, 1989). The
former two might help in determining the unfrozen water content under various
stress conditions. Bender elements allow the elastic properties (shear modulus)
of the sample to be measured during the test.

In conclusion, the author also thinks that a unified testing system for frozen
soils under triaxial as well as direct shear conditions, that considers sample
geometry, grain size, strain rates, creep stages, deformation measurements,
pore pressure determination and volume determination, would be desirable.

8.3.2 Field Investigations and Monitoring

Slope instabilities, that may have severe consequences for the environment
below a rock glacier are the main threat in connection with global warming in
densely populated areas in the Swiss Alps. This has been the major force in
pushing permafrost research in Switzerland. Even though it could be shown that
sudden collapses of Alpine permafrost may not be expected for these two rock
glaciers, there is a potential for inducing debris flows depending on the geome-
try, hydrology, exposure, etc.

Temperature changes and variation in composition within a frozen mass only
happen very slowly. Therefore a change in movement, resulting from internal
structural changes, also develops gradually. Terrestrial surface deformation
measurements may therefore be the most effective method to determine irregu-
larities such as a possible acceleration in movement. Such measurements can
be performed automatically and the data can be viewed on-line. Fixed points
have to be positioned where no deformation occurs and the possibility of per-
forming measurements when there is a snow cover has to be considered in
order to obtain reasonable results.

There are still several unanswered problems concerning the morphology and
the history of rock glaciers that may be answered when performing additional
field investigations:

Rock glacier hydrology

The drilling and the temperature measurements revealed that water flow within a
rock glacier is very likely. Seasonal GPR-measurements, for example on the
Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier, may reveal changes of the water flow during the
year. Additional tracer measurements might expose preferential water flows and
mean macro permeability within the connected channels. Such measurements
are also necessary in the modelling of thermal regimes within Alpine rock gla-
ciers. Installation of pore pressure transducers (e.g. piezometer) at several loca-
tions within a rock glacier may also assist in determining seasonal water flow
and can then be linked to surface processes, such as melt water or rainfall. Such
installations have to be performed very carefully without creating new open
channels.
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In addition to the network of channels of water within the rock glaciers, air cir-
culation was also observed during the drilling process within and underneath the
rock glaciers. Unfortunately, the author is not aware of any reasonable method
concerning a measurement of the extent of air circulation, however, in terms of
thermal modelling, it might be useful to have a better knowledge of the spatial
variation of the temperature with time for correlation with surface conditions.

Stress states within a rock glacier

The very heterogeneous rock glaciers under investigations may have highly
complex stress conditions. Arching effects and local failure processes in combi-
nation with time-dependent deformations result in a non-uniform stress distribu-
tion. Field investigations can help in a better understanding of these stresses.
Pressure sensors may give some hints about stress distributions, even though it
might not be trivial to install them (e.g. Pfeffer et al., 2000) and there are always
questions posed about precisely what is being measured (e.g. Burland, 1967).

Pressuremeter tests may be a more useful tool for determining in situ stress
conditions. However, the tests have to be carried out very carefully in order not to
disturb the ground during drilling and installation of the probe (c.f. Arenson et al.,
submitted, a).

Rock glacier deformation

The borehole deformation measurements within the Muragl rock glacier con-
firmed previous observations within Alpine rock glaciers: that a zone exhibiting
higher local shear deformations than the surrounding soil may be found. How-
ever, the measurement techniques used did not allow for a detailed analysis of
this zone. More advanced methods, based on TDR or fibre optic cables are
promising in terms of obtaining a better understanding of this zone as well as
long-term alterations, such as change in depth and seasonal variations. In addi-
tion, continuous measurements are possible.

Borehole deformation measurements that are distributed over a larger area
of a rock glacier may help in determining the spatial geometry of the shear
zone(s). Such an investigation would reveal if there is only one shear zone
throughout the whole rock glacier and how its depth may change. An indirect
determination of the shear zone distribution might be possible with GPR meas-
urements from the surface as soon as water is present in such a zone (e.g.
Murtèl-Corvatsch rock glacier).

Stratigraphy

A proper knowledge of the stratigraphy is not only of scientific interest, it is also
crucial for proper modelling. Improved geophysical investigations from the sur-
face and from borehole-to-borehole (Musil, 2002) might deliver the appropriate
information. In distinct cases, additional boreholes have to be drilled for calibra-
tion. Cores are indispensable. Unfortunately, cone penetration tests, that have
been used extensively in Arctic permafrost (e.g. Ladanyi and Huneault, 1989)
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are not appropriate in an Alpine environment since the mixture of ice and hard
rocks would be impenetrable, even though such a method would be much faster
and more economical.

Temperature measurements

Permafrost is a thermal phenomenon. Temperature monitoring is very important
in terms of studying the reaction to climate change. However, several studies
showed that it is not only the mean air temperature that influences the soil tem-
perature, but also the snow cover. Therefore, every temperature profile should
be compared with the daily mean air temperature and the snow height. Thermal
modelling also has to account for this insulating effect.

8.3.3 Numerical Modelling

Numerical modelling of rock glacier behaviour and its influence on the environ-
ment has to be the final goal of the current emphasis on permafrost research in
Switzerland with special focus on the consequences of climate change. Thermal
and mechanical processes need to be coupled. The field investigations also
showed that the hydrology of a rock glacier is much more complex than originally
thought and since water influences the mechanical as well as the thermal
responses, it has to be modelled as well. Temperature measurements with depth
showed that one-dimensional thermal approaches are not sufficient since
warmer air temperatures within cavities underneath the permafrost base have a
major influence on the thermal gradient and may accelerate melting processes.

Finite element or finite difference methods, which are very widespread in
geotechnical engineering, may have their limitations in rock glacier modelling in
terms of representing the thermo-mechanical behaviour, since rock glacier ‘soils’
should not be modelled as a continuum. However, a first approach could be
implemented in such a code if temperature distributions can be modelled and
suitable constitutive relationships are available. Discrete or distinct element
modelling is considered to be considerably more promising (Cundall and Strack,
1979). A particle flow code could be adopted to model the interrelationship
between solid and either air or liquid phases. The inclusion of cementation
effects could also be modelled although further development would be required
to replicate phase changes and grain boundary sliding during creep with ongoing
temperature variations. However, the author assumes that this can be best mod-
elled when accounting for the various phases of a frozen soil individually instead
of using a single constitutive relationship for the whole mixture. Consequently,
this should be the focus of future numerical modelling of aspects of frozen soils,
which may then be extended to reproduce the whole rock glacier behaviour
under changing environmental boundary conditions, such as temperature or
topography.

Increasing computational power and improvements in particle flow code
modelling (e.g. Thavalingam et al., 2001; McDowell and Bolton, 2001; McDowell
and Harireche, 2002) might probably soon allow for the modelling of rock glacier
behaviour more accurately than today and may help in determining their future
stability.
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