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Abstract: Dams are built for different purposes, but failure of a dam could result in extreme disasters
such as floods. The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) was mainly built for power generation,
but concerns about its safety, location and site conditions have led the downstream countries to
investigate the GERD’s stability. This paper aims to investigate the impact of the failure of the
dam on the downstream countries using the Hydrologic Engineering Center River Analysis System
(HEC-RAS). Outflow hydrographs and flood inundation maps were provided through a hypothetical
dam break scenario. An unsteady flow hydrodynamic routing with a 2D model was used to simulate
the failure of the dam. A sensitivity analysis study of the output’s findings against breach parameters
was also performed. The breach outflow discharge increases as the breach dimension increases.
However, the peak discharge decreases with increasing breach formation time. Moreover, to prepare
emergency action plans, it is important to predict the inundation depth, levels, arrival of flood waves,
flood coverage area and water velocity. Furthermore, the results showed that Khartoum would
turn into lakes within about 10 days and flood water depth would exceed 11 m at some locations in
residential areas. Moreover, the flood waves overtopped the Roseires, Sennar and Merowe dams by
11, 7 and 20 m, respectively. In addition, the level of Lake Nasser would reach 188 m above sea level
and the Aswan High Dam might be in great danger.

Keywords: dam failure; flood wave hazards; breach parameters; GERD; HEC-RAS

1. Introduction

A dam is a strategic structure that holds huge amounts of water upstream. Dams have
been a crucial component of the social infrastructure that supports socio–economic growth
and prosperity [1]. They are constructed for a variety of objectives, such as irrigation, flood
control, hydroelectric generation and supply of water. Nevertheless, failure of dams can
cause catastrophic events such as floods that release an uncontrolled volumes of water
downstream [2]. The effects of dams’ failure on the ecosystem have not yet been formally
defined. The fundamental meaning of the term “environmental effect” is environment and
ecological changes in the area around the reservoir as a result of dam failure [3].

In the previous 20 years, floods caused by dams’ failure have resulted in terrible
catastrophes. Moreover, the creation of effective emergency response plans requires accu-
rate predictions of inundation elevations and the timing of the arrival of the floodwater
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at a particular place [4]. Around the world, there were more than 200 significant dams
breaches between the years 2000 and 2009 [5]. Additionally, there have been a number
of dam failure incidents in recent years in various countries. For instance, in 2017 the
spillway of Oroville Dam in the United States failed and caused significant downstream
damage [6]. The Brumadinho iron mine’s tailings dam in Brazil catastrophically collapsed
in January 2019, resulted in 259 fatalities [7]. Another disaster in 2018, a saddle dam failure
in the Mekong basin of Laos, resulted in devastating floods, killing dozens of people and
displacing thousands of people [8]. Recently, two catastrophic earthquakes recorded as
7.5 and 7.8 on the Richter scale happened relatively near to the Atatürk Dam in southeast
Turkey, and it now appears to be in critical condition. According to experts’ expectations,
about a 30 square kilometer area next to the dam might be devastated if the dam failure
occurred [9].

Due to public concern, decision makers are now more accountable for the safety of
dams. Disasters brought about by dam failure can happen more frequently as infrastructure
ages. As a non-structural measure to reduce the effects of flooding, emergency preparation
is crucial to crisis management. Using accurate flood inundation maps to learn more about
the flood risk is one of the keys for avoiding and minimizing flood disasters [10]. Distinct
and social structural preparation may help with risk reduction when a disaster cannot be
prevented [11]. Therefore, a dam failure analysis should be taken into account for every
dam. When compared to the total cost resulting from disasters, the cost of a dam failure
evaluation is negligible [12].

Several studies showed that internal erosion and external factors both contributed to
dams’ failure. There are several factors that might cause a dam to fail, including internal
erosion, seepage, overtopping because of inadequate spillway capacities or free board
and settlement owing to slope slips on upstream shells, as well as earthquakes [13]. In
addition, no matter the cause, most failures begin with a breach formation. A breach is
defined as a hole made in the body of a dam that induces the dam to break and spreads
water from upstream areas to the downstream [4]. The three main goals of dam break
analysis are to estimate the hydrograph of the dam break out flow, route the hydrograph
through the downstream valley, estimate the degrees of inundation and estimate damages
to downstream structures [14]. Accordingly, in a dam breach flood wave assessment, the
hydrograph’s shape and length are the two most crucial variables [15].

Although the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) is planned to be utilized in
the hydropower generation process, the downstream region is anticipated to experience a
number of negative effects. Potential flow reduction and lack of control over the operation
of the dam are the main concerns for those downstream countries. One of the main effects
is the surge wave that is produced when a dam fails or when a dam spills quickly due
to unanticipated circumstances. The downstream region will be significantly impacted
by such rapid release of a large volume. A dam failure might cause a flood wave with a
depth of tens of meters to travel down the river at very high velocities, which could have
extremely disastrous effects on the developed communities downriver. If there are no early
warning systems or emergency evacuation preparations in place, such a devastating force
results in an unavoidable loss of life.

Due to the enormous size and massive dimensions of dams, the dam break assessment
is a very important part of the analysis in the case of the GERD. Additionally, there is a
considerable possibility of soil instability at the site, which increases the likelihood that
the GERD may collapse. One of the world’s principal tectonic plates and faults is located
where the GERD is situated. There have been 15,000 earthquakes recorded in Ethiopia
around that fault [16]. About 11 earthquakes in Ethiopia that recorded 6.2 on the Richter
scale during the 20th century caused significant damage [17]. Despite the fact that a large
system of faults and stress fractures crosses right next to the dam [18], this fear about
the GERD’s safety is continually neglected. In spite of the importance of the GERD, few
studies have been carried out on it so far. Moreover, few studies have assessed the effect of
dam failure. Soliman et al. [19] used the International River Interface Cooperative (IRIC)
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two-dimensional model to investigate GERD failure. In addition, Ali et al. [20] used a 1-D
HEC-RAS model to assess GERD failure via a piping failure process.

Thus, this study aims to investigate the effects of the GERD’s failure with different
scenarios, which will help to define the amount of damage likely to be caused by dam
failure. Accordingly, it will be useful to prepare an emergency plan and disaster mitigation
strategies to limit the damage in the event of such a catastrophic failure.

2. Materials and Methods

A 2D dam failure model was simulated using HEC-RAS. The HEC-RAS model has
recently risen to the top of the list for dam breach flow analysis due to its accurate predic-
tions and accessibility [21]. Furthermore, West et al. [22] provide information on various
techniques for simulating the process of a dam break. HEC-RAS is an integrated software
system designed for use in multi-tasking networks. HEC-RAS is frequently used for chan-
nel and floodplain management, as well as flood insurance studies to analyze floodway
encroachments, due to its comprehensive modeling capabilities. Moreover, terrain data
and 2D flow area must be included in the 2D model created in HEC-RAS [23]. Furthermore,
a HEC-RAS dam break model is an important tool for predicting the potential flooding and
damage from dams in terms of flood water time arrival, peak outflow and time to peak,
maximum water level, extension of inundation, flood water depth, flood wave velocity and
the duration of flood.

2.1. The Study Area Description

To conduct a 2D model simulation using HEC-RAS, a digital elevation model (DEM)
should be provided. The geometric information needed for hydraulic simulation is pro-
duced using a digital elevation model (DEM) with a 30 m × 30 m resolution, which was
provided by the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM). Although the accuracy of
DEM data at different resolutions may raise questions about accuracy, the huge amount
of water discharged as a result of dam failure means that DEM accuracy will not have a
substantial impact on dam break simulation [24].

The study region includes three existing dams, Roseires, Sennar and Merowe, along
the watercourse from the GERD in Ethiopia to the Aswan high dam (AHD) in Egypt, as
shown in Figure 1.

The GERD is about 20 km upstream from the southern Ethiopian and Sudanese
borders. The reservoir storage capacity is 74 BCM at full reservoir level of 640 ASL [25].
GERD is an Ethiopian project that combines a 50 m high concrete-facing rock-fill saddle
dam with a 175 m high roller-compacted concrete gravity dam [26]. Due to the relatively
low topography of the dam site, the saddle dam helps to maintain the design storage and
water level for the gravity dam, which is constructed over the Blue Nile. In addition, the
design discharge of the main dam is equal to 4305 m3/s [27].

Roseires dam is the first dam downstream of the GERD, and is located in Sudan at
Ad Damazin city. It is a concrete dam built in 1966 and strengthened in 2013. Moreover,
it is located 500 km upstream of Khartoum and 120 km downstream of the GERD. The
initial capacity of this dam was 3.0 × 109 m3, and it was increased to 7.4 × 109 m3 in 2013.
The final height of the dam is 78 m, and its lake length is 75 km. Furthermore, Roseires
dam is used to provide irrigation on demand to the surrounding lands and is also used in
hydropower generation, where it generates 280 megawatts [28].

The second dam is Sennar dam, which is located 300 km south of Khartoum, across
the Blue Nile. It is the oldest rock-fill dam in Sudan and was built in 1925. Sennar dam is
about 3.0 km in length, and its height is 40 m. Moreover, this dam has a reservoir capacity
of 0.63 × 109 m3. It is also used to provide irrigation water for agricultural projects, and it
is used in hydropower generation with a capacity of 15 megawatts [29].

The third dam is the Merowe dam, which is located approximately 350 km north of
Khartoum city, across the Nile River. It was built in 2009 and has a storage capacity of
12.4 × 109 m3. Moreover, the dam is about 9 km long and 67 m high. Moreover, it is an
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embankment dam, and the length of the reservoir is about 174 km [30]. This dam is mainly
used to produce hydropower with an installed capacity of 1250 megawatts [31].

The last dam in this study is Aswan High Dam (AHD). It was built in 1968 across the
Nile River in Egypt, at Aswan city. AHD is a rock-fill dam with a clay core. It stands 111 m
height and has a storage capacity of 162 × 109 m3 at the maximum allowable water level.
The reservoir of the dam is called Lake Nasser; it has a surface area of 5250 km2 and is
550 km in length. Moreover, the dam has an emergency spillway, which is called Toshka
spillway. This spillway was built in 1982. Furthermore, a channel was built to link Lake
Nasser with the downstream Toshka Depressions. AHD is considered a multi-purpose
dam as it is used to provide water for irrigation, flood control and hydropower generation,
with an installed capacity of 2100 megawatts [32].
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2.2. Methodology

Figure 2 shows the developed methodology for assessment of dam failure. The
methodology of this paper starts with data processing and ends with creation of inundation
maps and flood hydrographs. The first step is data processing, which involves collection of
the topographic data for the study area and obtaining the digital elevation model (DEM).
Then, this DEM was pre-processed using ArcGIS. Afterward, the breach parameters such
as breach size and formation time were predicted, according to guidelines. Then, the



Water 2023, 15, 1609 5 of 13

dam characteristics, such as location, size and height were defined. Then, the 2D flow
area and the reservoir of the dam were created. The following phase was to define the
upstream and downstream boundary conditions in addition to defining the initial condition
of the unsteady flow. Once these steps are completed, the HEC-RAS model is ready for
simulation. After the simulation is finished, the output results can be obtained. The results
are displayed in terms of flood hydrographs, flood stage curves, flood wave velocity,
inundation depth, flood arrival time and water surface elevation. Afterward, the flood
inundation maps are provided using RAS mapper and can be exported to any GIS software.
Furthermore, a sensitivity analysis of the output results against the breach parameters is
carried out by changing the breach size and formation time. Additionally, for constructing
dam break analysis utilizing a hydraulic model, the following project components have
been represented in the model.
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Figure 2. Flow chart of the dam break stages.

2.2.1. Boundary and Initial Conditions

Both upstream and downstream boundary conditions in addition to the initial condi-
tion must be specified to define both ends of a river system. The reservoir basin upstream
of the dam can be represented using either cross-sections or storage areas. HEC-RAS
employs level pool routing across the reservoir and unsteady flow routing downstream
of the dam if a storage area is used. In the current study, storage area is taken into ac-
count using upstream boundary conditions for dam break simulation. Table 1 shows the
elevation–capacity curve data of the reservoir. The reservoir’s lateral inflow hydrograph
is regarded as an upstream boundary condition, as shown in Figure 3. On the other side,
normal depth is assumed to be the downstream boundary condition. In addition to the
boundary conditions, the input data in the HEC-RAS software at the start of the unsteady
flow simulation has been provided. The initial conditions comprise the elevation of the
storage area. The GERD reservoir’s initial storage elevation is considered to be 645 m ASL,
which represents the dam’s crest elevation.

Table 1. Elevation–Storage curve data of the GERD reservoir, (after [33]).

Elevation (m ASL) Storage (109 m3)

506 0
586 9.6
606 17.5
636 56
652 80.5
686 173
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2.2.2. Defining Breach Parameters

It is obviously very difficult to predict the probability of dam failure in any dam break
research because predicting the dam breach dimensions and time of breach is beyond the
capabilities of any commonly available mathematical models [34]. Estimating the location,
magnitude and development time of the breach is crucial in order to provide accurate
estimates of outflow hydrographs and downstream flooding [35]. After estimating the
breaching parameters, the HEC-RAS may be utilized to compute the outflow hydrograph
from the dam breach and execute downstream routing. The following breach characteristics
are used as input into the existing dam break models: (i) entire final bottom width of the
breach; (ii) final bottom elevation of the breach; (iii) left and right-side slopes of the
breaching section; (iv) full formation time of the breach and (v) reservoir level at the time
of breach start. Furthermore, the breach development mechanism is heavily influenced by
the type of dam and the cause of the dam failure [34].

A statistical analysis study of 100 concrete dams around the world was conducted, and
it was found that the most common cause of failure for concrete dams is quality problems,
followed by overtopping [1]. The dam break scenario in this study basically depends on
the following assumptions:

• The breach height (H) is equal to 50 m and it refers to the difference between the
maximum operation level (640 m ASL) and the minimum operation level (590 m ASL);

• The breach is rectangular, with a width of 250 m. This width equalizes to five times
the breach height (5H) according to Wetmore and Fread recommendations [36];

• Based on the previous guidelines, the breach formation time should be H/40 in
minutes, but it is believed this period would really be shorter. Thus, as recommended
by agencies such as HEC [37] and ICOLD [38], the time of breach formation ranges
from 0.1 to 0.5 h for concrete dams. Therefore, the breach full time was assumed to be
0.1 h;

• The main dam will break when reservoir elevation reaches up to 645 m ASL;
• The failure mechanism is overtopping.

3. Results and Discussion

The first set of analyses examined the effect of the GERD failure due to the previously
mentioned breach parameters. The current case findings show that the peak outflow from
the GERD approaches 163,230 cubic meters per second and the maximum water elevation
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is equal to 566 m ASL. In addition, these peak discharge and water levels occur 3 and
2 h after dam failure. Furthermore, this peak outflow is equivalent to more than 37 times
the design discharge of the dam. The flood wave triggered by the dam failure has a high
velocity that reaches 10 m per second.

3.1. Sensitivity of Results against Breach Parameters

Sensitivity analysis is carried out by changing the values of the input breach param-
eters to simulate the dam failure and analyze the impact of each breach parameter on
discharge values and water levels. Thus, the breach time and breach size are analyzed as
input parameters for the sensitivity analysis.

3.1.1. Effect of Breach Size

Figure 4 indicates a cross-section of the dam with a breach showing the different
parameters that affect the dam breaching process due to overtopping, where Qin is the
reservoir inflow, bb is the breach width, hb is the breach height and HW refers to the
reservoir headwater.
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By modifying the breach bottom width and consequently the breach height, (where
H = 5b), the dam failure model with this sensitive parameter is examined. In contrast, other
parameters remain constant. The breach widths were assumed to be increased by 50% of
the base case as the first scenario and 100% as the second one, while the breach heights
were increased by 50% and 100% from the base case, respectively.

Flood hydrographs and stage curves for the previous three cases are displayed in
Figures 5 and 6. It was found that, when the bottom width and breach height are increased
by 50%, the maximum flow increases from 163,230 to 385,678 m3/s. Moreover, the flood
elevation due to the dam failure at the dam location increases from 566 to 585 m ASL.
Additionally, when breach width and height are increased by 100%, the peak outflow
becomes 787,042 m3/s and the peak flood water level increases to 611 m ASL. It is clearly
apparent that water levels stay at higher elevations for a longer duration in smaller breaches
than in larger breaches since the dam’s reservoir is emptying more slowly.

It was found that at a distance of 450 km from the GERD site, the effect of breach width
on the flood peak and inundation area can be neglected. Shallow slopes and significant
floodplain storage will cause the downstream attenuation to occur more quickly.
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3.1.2. Effect of Breach Formation Time

Breach time refers to the time required for the breach to be fully formed through the
dam body. Various breach times (0.1, 0.3 and 0.5 h) were chosen for running the model so
as to carry out a sensitivity analysis for the time of breach for a height of 50 m and 250 m
width. The peak flow was found to be slightly reduced by increasing the time until full
formation occurred. Where the maximum outflow for time equals 0.1 h was 163,230 m3/s
and occurred 8 min after dam failure, the maximum outflow for time equals 0.3 h was found
to be 163,131 m3/s and occurred 20 min after dam failure. After that, when increasing the
breach time to 0.5 h, the peak discharge decreased to 163,030 m3/s and occurred 32 min
after dam failure. The reason for this result is that slower-forming breaches of the same size
allow the reservoir’s headwater to drop more gradually and the tailwater to peak later than
those that form quickly. Furthermore, nearly the same maximum water level is observed at
the downstream locations as the breach time is increased.
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3.2. Emergency Plan and Inundation Map

Accurate forecasting of inundation levels, top widths and the time of flood wave
arrival at a specific location where infrastructure and population are at risk is required for
the development of effective emergency response strategies. The predicted velocity and
water surface elevation in the HEC-RAS model can be determined when the flood waves
arrive at the vital spot along the flood path. Table 2 summarizes the flood wave velocity,
maximum water surface elevation, maximum depth and arrival time at critical locations
downstream of the GERD.

Table 2. Flood parameters downstream of the GERD.

Location
Downstream

Distance from
GERD (km)

Vmax
(m/s)

Max. W.S.E
(m ASL)

Max. Water
Depth (m)

Arrival Time
(hrs.)

Roseires dam 123 5 490 11 8
Sennar dam 420 1.4 429 7 76
Khartoum 809 1 394 11 240

Merowe dam 1582 1.3 320 20 572
Lake Nasser, AHD 2670 0.8 188 10 960

A detailed perspective of the flood area, propagation and depth is provided by the
two-dimensional flood modeling in HEC-RAS Mapper. Depending on the study results,
high population communities such as Khartoum would experience high flood waves up to
11 m. This would endanger the lives of residents and destroy roads and properties. The
arrival time of the waves was 10 days, which may be considered sufficient for inhabitants
to be evacuated. Based on the results in the above table, the flood water depth above the
Roseires, Sennar and Merowe dams would reach 11, 7 and 20 m and, as a result, these
Sudanese dams would fail due to overtopping. Moreover, the water levels exceeded the
peak levels of the dams’ reservoirs.

The maximum reservoir level of Roseires dam is 480 m ASL [39], and it may reach
490 m ASL because of the GERD failure, as shown in Figure 7. In addition, the water
level upstream of Sennar Dam increased from 420 m ASL [40] to 429 m ASL. Likewise,
the water level upstream of the Merowe Dam increased to 320 m ASL, exceeding the
maximum reservoir elevation of 300 m ASL. It was also found that the wave’s velocity
just downstream of the GERD was 8 m/s, and it decreased further downstream to reach
1 m/s in highly populated areas. In addition, the water surface elevation in Lake Nasser
upstream of the AHD would reach 188 m ASL whereas the peak allowable level of the lake
is 182 m ASL, and this would expose the AHD to danger. In order to prevent overtopping,
the gated and ungated spillways must be opened to increase the outflow from tunnels to
its maximum capacity to reduce the level of the lake to below the allowable level. However,
in this case, the downstream structures and floodplains would be highly endangered.

Figure 8 represents the extent of inundation depth due to the GERD’s failure. Due to
the topography and closeness to the dam, the depth and extent of the inundation varies.
Furthermore, the analyzed inundated regions were identified as being approximately
168,000 km2 of agricultural lands, roads and houses using the created maps. Furthermore,
the water spreads up to 105 km transversely to the river.

In places with limited topographic and cross-sectional data, the use of a high-spatial-
resolution DEM was necessary for the preparation of 2D flood maps and the assessment
of inundation extent. For numerous rivers around the world, cross-sectional dimension
statistics at a given interval are hardly ever accessible. Furthermore, it is crucial to employ
a 2D model to establish the flow direction for flood patterns near discrete features [41].
Furthermore, due to a lack of data, the existing structures downstream of the dam could not
be included in this analysis. Weirs, bridges and dykes are examples of existing structures
that can be added to the model to increase the results’ accuracy. To illustrate scenario-based
flow change and anticipated damage, the impact of land use on the floodplain and the
watershed may be observed. In order to aid the estimation of damage and flood forecasting,
the velocity and depth of inundation can be synchronized.
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4. Conclusions

The process of dam break is so complex that the real failure mechanisms are not really
understood. However, flood mapping and prediction of inundated levels are important
in evaluation of flood risk and mitigation strategies. In this study, the GERD downstream
important structures are examined in terms of the flood hydrograph, flood arrival time,
water level, velocity and flood map in case of the GERD’s failure. Additionally, sensitivity
analysis for the overtopping mode is performed for breach time and breach magnitude.
The magnitude of the hazard and the identification of risk zones were considerably aided
by the use of 2D flood mapping, especially in places with high population density. In
the event of the GERD’s failure, the peak discharge is 162,248 m3/s, and the maximum
flood stage just downstream of the dam equals 566 m above mean sea level. According to
sensitivity analysis, breach time has less impact on water levels than outflow discharge.
Furthermore, there is a positive correlation between breach size and flood wave discharge
and elevation. Using 2D flood mapping, a greater evaluation of the extent of any form
of a flood’s inundation can be achieved. Moreover, cities with massive populations in
Sudan will be inundated by flood waves as high as 11 m, resulting in the devastating loss of
highly agricultural lands, livestock, people and infrastructure. Additionally, within 10 days,
Khartoum city would be under water from the flood. Therefore, this city will quickly fall
into a terrible condition and turn into a large lake. Results show that the three Sudanese
dams, Roseires, Sennar and Merowe, will be overtopped and as a result they may collapse.
The water level in Lake Nasser will reach 188 m above mean sea level, exceeding 182 m,
which is considered the maximum allowable water surface elevation. Thus, the emergency
spillway must be fully opened to provide safety to the AHD and to avoid overtopping. On
the other hand, it is believed that the floodplains and structures downstream of the AHD
will be at high risk. It is strongly advised that the dam safety study be revised in light of the
research’s findings and that a thorough monitoring and safety inspection program should
be put in place. Moreover, a comprehensive socio–economic impact study is required to
evaluate the significant damage, loss and cost associated with flooding such large areas
with high inundation depths.

Further research is recommended to investigate the GERD’s failure using a DEM with
more accuracy than the one used in this research and each dam downstream of the GERD
should have an emergency action plan specific to the conditions at its location. Moreover,
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emergency preparedness plans should be provided in coordination with local authorities
to help put together evacuation plans.
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