
AUSTRALIAN GEOGUIDE LR5 (WATER & DRAINAGE) 

WATER, DRAINAGE & SURFACE PROTECTION 

One way or another, water usually plays a critical part in initiating a landslide (GeoGuide LR2).  For this reason, it is a 
key factor to be controlled on sites with more than a low landslide risk (GeoGuide LR7). 

Groundwater and Groundwater Flow 

The ground is permeable and water flows through it as illustrated in Figure 1.  When rain falls on the ground, some of it 
runs along the surface ("surface water run-off") and some soaks in, becoming groundwater.  Groundwater seeps 
downwards along any path it can find until it meets the water table: the local level below which the ground is saturated.  If 
it reaches the water table, groundwater either comes to a halt in what is effectively underground storage, or it continues 
to flow downwards, often towards a spring where it can seep out and become surface water again.  Above the water 
table the ground is said to be "partially saturated", because it contains both water and air.  Suctions can develop in the 
partially saturated zone which have the effect of holding the ground together and reducing the risk of a landslide.  
Vegetation and trees in particular draw large quantities of water out of the ground on a daily basis from the partially 
saturated zone.  This lowers the water table and increases suctions, both of which reduce the likelihood of a landslide 
occurring.    

 
Figure 1 - Groundwater flow 

Groundwater Flow and Landslides 
The landslide risk in a hillside can be affected by increase in soak-away drainage or the construction of retaining walls 
which inhibit groundwater flow. The groundwater is likely to rise after heavy rain, but it can also rise when human 
interference upsets the delicate natural balance.  Activities such as felling trees and earthworks can lead to: 
• a reduction in the beneficial suctions in the partially saturated zone above the water table.   
• increased static water pressures below the water table,   
• increased hydraulic pressures due to groundwater flow, 
• loss of strength, or softening, of clay rich strata,   
• loss of natural cementing in some strata, 
• transportation of soil particles.  
Any of these effects, or a combination of them, can lead to landslides like those illustrated in GeoGuides  LR2, LR3 and 
LR4.    
Limiting the Effect of Water  
Site clearance and construction must be carefully considered if changes in groundwater conditions are to be limited.    
GeoGuide LR8 considers good and poor development practices.  Not surprisingly much of the advice relates to sensible 
treatment of water and is not repeated here.  Adoption of appropriate techniques should make it possible to either 
maintain the current ground water table, or even cause it to drop, by limiting inflow to the ground.  
If drainage measures and surface protection are relied on to keep the risk of a landslide to a tolerable level, it is important 
that they are inspected routinely and maintained (GeoGuide LR11).   
The following techniques may be considered to limit the destabilising effects of rising groundwater due to development 
and are illustrated in Figure 2.   
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Figure 2 - Techniques used to control groundwater flow 

Surface water drains (dish drains, or table drains) - are often used to prevent scour and limit inflow to a slope.  Other 
than in rock, they are relatively ineffective unless they have an impermeable lining.  You should clear them regularly, and 
as required, and not less than once a year.  If you live in an area with seasonal rainfall, it is best to do this near the end 
of the dry season.  If you notice that soil or rock debris is falling from the slope above, determine the source and take 
appropriate action. This may mean you have to seek advice from a geotechnical practitioner. 
Surface protection - is sometimes used in addition to surface water drainage to prevent scour and minimise water 
inflow to a slope.  You should inspect concrete, shotcrete or stone pitching for cracking and other signs of deterioration at 
least once a year.  Make sure that weepholes are free of obstructions and able to drain. If the protection is deteriorating, 
you should seek advice from a geotechnical practitioner.   
Sub-soil drains - are often constructed behind retaining walls and on hillsides to intercept groundwater.  Their function is 
to remove water from the ground through an appropriate outlet.  It is important that subsoil drains are designed to 
complement other measures being used.  They should be laid in a sand, or gravel, bed and protected with a graded 
stone or geotextile filter to reduce the chance of clogging.   Sub-soil drains should always be laid to a fall of at least 1 
vertical on 100 horizontal.  Ideally the high end should be brought to the surface, so it can be flushed with water from 
time to time as part of routine maintenance procedures.    
Deep, underground drains - are usually only used in extreme circumstances, where the landslide risk is assessed as 
not being tolerable and other stabilisation measures are considered to be impractical.  They work by permanently 
lowering the water table in a slope.  They are not often used in domestic scale developments, but if you have any on your 
site be aware that professional maintenance is essential.  If they are not maintained and stop working, the water table will 
rise and a landslide may even occur during normal weather conditions.  Both an increase or a reduction in the normal 
flow from deep drains could indicate a problem if it appears to be unrelated to recent rainfall.  If changes of this sort are 
observed, you should have the drains and your site checked by a geotechnical practitioner.   
Documentation - design drawings and specifications for geotechnical measures intended to minimise landslide risk can 
be of great assistance to a geotechnical specialist, or structural engineer, called in to inspect and report on them.  Copies 
of available documentation should be retained and passed to the new owner when the property is sold (GeoGuide 
LR11).  You should also request details of an appropriate maintenance program for drainage works from the designer 
and keep that information with other relevant documentation and maintenance records.    
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 LR4    - Landslides in Rock 
• 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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