
AUSTRALIAN GEOGUIDE LR4 (LANDSLIDES IN ROCK) 

LANDSLIDES IN ROCK 
Rocks have been formed by many different geological processes and may have been subjected to intense pressure, 
large scale distortion, extreme temperature and chemical change.  As a result there are many different rock types and 
their condition varies enormously. Rock strength varies and is often significantly reduced by the presence of 
discontinuities (GeoGuide LR1).  You may think that rock lasts forever, but in reality it weathers under the combined 
effects of water, wind, chemical change, temperature variation, plant growth and animal activity and erodes with time.  
Rock is often the parent material that ends up forming soil slopes (GeoGuide LR3).  Inevitably different rocks have 
different physical and chemical characteristics and they weather and erode to form different types of soil.     

Weathering can lead to landslides (GeoGuide LR2) on rock slopes. The type of landslide depends on the nature of rock, 
the way it has weathered and the presence or absence of discontinuities.  It is hard to generalise, though normally a 
specific combination of discontinuities and material types will be the determining factor and these are often underground 
and out of sight.  Typical examples are provided in the figures 1 to 4.  A geotechnical practitioner can assess the 
landslide risk and propose appropriate maintenance measures.  This often entails making geological observations over 
an area significantly larger than the site and a review of available background information, including records of known 
landslides and aerial photographs.  Depending on the amount of information available, geotechnical investigation may or 
may not be needed.  Every site is different and every site has to be assessed individually.    

It is impossible to predict exactly when a landslide will occur on a rock slope, but failure is normally sudden and 
the consequences can be catastrophic. 

 
Figure 1 - Failure of an undercut block 

 
Figure 2 - Toppling failure 

 
Figure 3 - Block slide on weak layer 

 
Figure 4 - Wedge failure along discontinuities 

If the landslide risk is assessed as being anything other that Low, or Very Low, (GeoGuide LR7) it may be possible to 
carry out work aimed at reducing the level of risk.   

The most common options are: 
1) Trimming the slope to remove hazardous blocks of rock. 
2) Bolting, or anchoring, to fix hazardous blocks in position and prevent movement. 
3) Installation of catch fences and other rockfall protection measures to limit the impact of rockfalls. 
4) Deep drainage designed to limit changes in the ground water table (GeoGuide LR5).   

Although such measures can be effective, they need inspection and on-going maintenance (GeoGuide LR11) if they are 
to be effective for periods equivalent to the life of a house.  Design should be undertaken by a geotechnical 
practitioner and will normally require local council approval.   It should be appreciated that it may not be viable to 
carry out remedial works in all circumstances: for example where the landslide is on someone else's property, where the 
cost is out of proportion to the value of the property, or where the risk inherent in carrying out the work is actually greater 
than the risk of leaving things as they are.  In situations such as these, development may be considered inappropriate.  
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ROCK SLOPE HAZARD REDUCTION MEASURES 

Removal of loose blocks - may be effective but, depending on rock type, ongoing erosion can result in more blocks 
becoming unstable within a matter of years.  Routine inspection, every 5 or so years, may be required to detect this.    

Rock bolts and rock anchors (Figure 5) - can be installed in the 
ground to improve its strength and prevent individual blocks from 
falling. Rock bolts are usually tightened using a torque wrench, whilst 
rock anchors carry higher loads and require jacking.  Both can be  
designed to be "permanent" using stainless steel, or sheathing, to 
inhibit corrosion, but the cost can be up to 10 times that of the 
"temporary" alternative. You should inspect rock bolts and rock 
anchors for signs of water seepage, rusting and deterioration around 
the heads at least once every 5 years.  If you notice any of these 
warning signs, have them checked by a geotechnical practitioner.  It 
is recommended that you keep copies of design drawings and 
maintenance records (GeoGuide LR11) for the anchors on your site 
and pass them on to the new owner should you sell.  

Figure 5 

Rock fall netting, catch fences and catch pits (Figure 6) - are 
designed to catch or control falling rocks and prevent them from 
damaging nearby property. You should inspect them at least once 
every 5 years, and after major falls, and arrange for fallen and 
trapped rocks to be removed if they appear to be filling up.  Check for 
signs of corrosion and replace steel elements and fixings before they 
lose significant strength. 
 

 
Figure 6 

Cut-off drains (Figure 7) - can be used to intercept surface water 
run-off and reduce flows down the cliff face.  Suitable drains are often 
excavated into the rock, or constructed from mounds of concrete, or 
stabilised soil, depending on conditions. Drains must be laid to a fall 
of at least 1% so they drain adequately.  Frequent inspection is 
needed to ensure they are not blocked and continue to function as 
intended.  

Clear trees and large bushes (Figure 7) - from slopes since roots 
can prize boulders from the face increasing the landslide hazard.   

  
Figure 7 

Natural cliffs and bluffs - often present the greatest hazard and yet are easily overlooked, because they have "been there forever”.  
They can exist above a building, road, or beach, presenting the risk of a rock falling onto whatever is below.  They also sometimes 
support buildings with a fine view to the horizon. Cliffs should be observed frequently to ensure that they are not deteriorating.  You may 
find it convenient to use binoculars to look for signs of exposed "fresh" rock on the face, where a recent fall has occurred, or to go to the 
foot of the cliff from time to time to see if debris is collecting.  A thorough inspection of a cliff face is often a major task requiring the use 
of rope access methods and should only be undertaken by an appropriately qualified professional. If tension cracks are observed in the 
ground at the top of a cliff take immediate action, since they could indicate imminent failure.  If you have any concerns at all about the 
possibility of a rock fall seek advice from a geotechnical practitioner.   
More information relevant to your particular situation may be found in other Australian GeoGuides: 

• GeoGuide LR1    - Introduction 
• GeoGuide LR2    - Landslides 
• GeoGuide LR3    - Landslides in Soil 
• GeoGuide LR5    - Water & Drainage  
• GeoGuide LR6    - Retaining Walls  

• GeoGuide LR7    - Landslide Risk 
• GeoGuide LR8    - Hillside Construction    
• GeoGuide LR9    - Effluent & Surface Water Disposal 
• GeoGuide LR10  - Coastal Landslides 
• GeoGuide LR11  - Record Keeping 

The Australian GeoGuides (LR series) are a set of publications intended for property owners; local councils; planning authorities; 
developers; insurers; lawyers and, in fact, anyone who lives with, or has an interest in, a natural or engineered slope, a cutting, or an 
excavation.  They are intended to help you understand why slopes and retaining structures can be a hazard and what can be done with 
appropriate professional advice and local council approval (if required) to remove, reduce, or minimise the risk they represent.  The 
GeoGuides have been prepared by the Australian Geomechanics Society, a specialist technical society within Engineers Australia, the 
national peak body for all engineering disciplines in Australia, whose members are professional geotechnical engineers and engineering 
geologists with a particular interest in ground engineering.  The GeoGuides have been funded under the Australian governments’ 
National Disaster Mitigation Program. 
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