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Abstract: Ignoring the role of soil suction and implementing unsaturated soil mechanics when as-
sessing slope stability in Indonesia is a common practice. One of the main reasons is due to the
precognition that incorporating soil suction means using higher shear strength, which leads to less
conservative analysis, while it is difficult to practically obtain accurate input parameters for unsatu-
rated soil analysis. However, a number of slope failures occur all over the world due to rainfall, which
becomes evidence that ignoring the role of soil suction may not necessarily lead to a conservative
result. On 9 January 2021, rainfall-induced slope failure occurred at Cimanggung after four hours of
heavy rainfall and killed 32 people. Many of them were injured, and houses were destroyed. This
event shows the significance of considering the interaction between infiltration and soil suction when
conducting slope stability analysis. Difficulties in obtaining input parameters for unsaturated soil
analysis experimentally hindered practitioners in applying unsaturated soil mechanics. While the pa-
rameters can be estimated, it is always of question whether the estimated parameters are sufficiently
accurate for practical purposes. In this paper, conventional site investigations were carried out while
unsaturated soil parameters were estimated to study the mechanism which triggers the landslide
that occurred at Cimanggung. It will be shown that estimating unsaturated soil parameters can be
practically accurate and manage to capture the failure mechanism such as critical rainfall duration
and critical slip surface.

Keywords: rainfall-induced slope failure; Cimanggung; Indonesia; slope stability; unsaturated soil

1. Introduction

The existence and role of negative pore-water pressure above the ground-water table is
commonly ignored. The reason for such ignorance is due to the assumption that there is no
need for such science [1]. Hence, analysing slope stability is conventionally carried out by
assuming zero pore water pressure above the ground-water table and positive pore-water
pressure below the ground-water table. The position of the ground-water table is assumed
based on instrumentation or borehole data and the effect of climates is taken care of by
assuming a higher ground-water level. The role of suction is commonly viewed to increase
soil shear strength [2] which then leads to less conservative analysis. However, a number
of landslides occurred due rainfall infiltration [3,4] which then raised a question whether
the conventional approach which ignores the role of soil suction has been sufficiently
conservative. Rahardjo, Ong [5] have shown that water-table location is secondary in
rainfall-induced slope failure, especially when the water table is sufficiently deep. Hence,
slightly raising the water table might not be sufficient as the effect of infiltration is located
at a shallower depth.
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Rainfall infiltration causes an increase in pore-water pressure or a reduction in soil
suction, which then leads to an increase in degree of saturation and the formation of a
perched water table or increase in ground-water level [6], which leads to a reduction in soil
shear strength which triggers slope failure [1,7–10]. Such a phenomenon has been observed
all over the world, such as an increase in ground-water level which triggered a deep-seated
landslide in Zhejian, China [11,12], and formation of a perched water table which induced
a landslide in Shilong, India [13]. The role of suction in altering soil permeability [14,15]
is very important in controlling the formation of perched water table and changes in
ground-water level.

However, rainfall is not the only triggering mechanism which causes slope failure.
Soil properties and slope geometry also take an important role in determining whether the
slope failure is susceptible to landslide [9,16]. Brand [17] shows that the effect of rainfall
in Hong Kong is not significant due to high soil permeability. Hence, slopes geometry
with different soil properties or geological formation and under different ground-water
table positions will have different critical rainfall infiltration rates and durations [18]. The
problems become especially severe when the slope is located on top of expansive soils as
described in Yao, Li [19].

Unsaturated soil mechanics allow a more realistic determination of the perch water
table or an increase in ground-water level which is transient by considering the interaction
between climates, soil properties, and slope geometry, which can be more conservative
than conventional approach. It also allowed us to determine critical rainfall infiltration and
durations which can be important in assessing whether the slope of interest is prone to
failure due to rainfall or not.

In order to conduct unsaturated slope stability analysis, it is necessary to have a soil–
water characteristic curve (SWCC), permeability function of unsaturated soils, and shear
strength of unsaturated soils. SWCC describes the amount of water that can be retained by
the soil pores at a certain matric suction value and has a very important role in determining
or estimating shear strength, compressibility, and permeability of unsaturated soils [20,21].
However, directly measuring SWCC is difficult [22] as it is not part of routine geotechnical
practice especially in Indonesia. Moreover, when the SWCC test is conducted, it is important
to note that experimental and field SWCC are usually different [22,23]. Hence, it is very
difficult to directly conduct SWCC tests and obtain SWCC for each soil layer. However, a
rough estimate of SWCC is generally sufficient for unsaturated soil analysis [1] due to the
significant order of difference between the SWCC of different soil types. Hence, a number
of methods to estimate SWCC have been proposed, such as: (1) estimating SWCC based on
basic soil properties [24–26]; (2) SWCC database, i.e SoilVision [27] and unsaturated soil
hydraulic database (UNSODA) [28,29]; or (3) SWCC sample data available in commercial
software (i.e., Geostudio or MIDAS GTS NX).

Estimating SWCC based on basic soil properties is perhaps the easiest to employ as it
does not require any database and some of them have been incorporated in the commercial
software. For instance, the Aubertin, Mbonimpa [25] method or modified Kovacs [24]
can be used to determine SWCC based on basic geotechnical properties and have been
employed in Geostudio. Aubertin, Mbonimpa [25] assume that there is a distinction
between the adhesion of water with a solid surface and surface tension at the interface
with air causing capillary retention. These adhesion forces and capillary forces are acting
simultaneously to create suction in the soil. The equation initially determined the degree of
saturation-based SWCC (SWCC-S) and then converted to volumetric water-content-based
SWCC (SWCC-θ). The equation for the degree of saturation is provided in Equation (1):

Sr =
θ

n
= Sc + S∗a (1− Sc) (1)
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where Sc is the degree of saturation due to capillary forces, and S∗a is the truncated values of
the degree of saturation due to adhesive forces. The method to make sure that the adhesion
component does not exceed unity at low suction S∗a is defined in Equation (2):

S∗a = 1− 〈1− Sa〉 (2)

The contribution of capillary component (which mainly contributed at low suction) to
the total degree of saturation is defined in Equation (3):

Sc = 1− [(hco/Ψ)2 + 1]
m

exp[−m(hco/Ψ)2] (3)

where m is the pore-size distribution parameter, Ψ is the matric suction, and hco is the
equivalent capillary rise for granular soils which is provided in Equation (4):

hco =
b

eD10
(4)

with:
b =

0.75
1.17 log Cu + 1

(5)

where Cu is the coefficient of uniformity. For plastic cohesive, hco is defined as:

hco =
ξ

e
w1.45

L (6)

where wL is the liquid limit and ξ is a constant approximately equal to 402.2 cm2. The
contribution of the adhesion component (which mainly contributed at higher suction) to
the total degree of saturation is defined as:

Sa = acCΨ
(hco/Ψn)

2/3

e1/3(Ψ/Ψn)
1/6 (7)

where ac is the fitting parameter, Ψn is the suction term to ensure dimensionless component,
and CΨ is the correction function from Fredlund and Xing [30] which is defined as:

CΨ = 1− ln(1 + Ψ/Ψr)

ln(1 + Ψ0/Ψr)
(8)

where Ψr is the suction corresponding to residual water content.
Determination of the unsaturated permeability function is more difficult and tedious

than obtaining SWCC. Hence, it is quite common to the estimate permeability function for
unsaturated soil by using the Fredlund, Xing [31] statistical method, which is defined as
follows:

kr(ψ) =

ln su∫
ln ψ

w(ey)−w(s)
ey w′(ey)dy

ln su∫
ln sL

w(ey)−w(sL)
ey w′(ey)dy

(9)

where kr is the relative coefficient of permeability, and w is the water content that can be
either gravimetric water content, volumetric water content, or degree of saturation. ψ is
soil suction, sL is the suction at the lower limit of integration (corresponding to gravimetric
water content w(sL)) and is commonly taken as the air-entry value (AEV), sU is the soil
suction at the upper limit of integration (corresponding to gravimetric water content
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wU) and is commonly taken as residual soil suction [1] or 1 GPa [14]. The coefficient of
permeability for unsaturated soil (k) can then be defined as:

k = kskr(s) (10)

The shear strength (τ) of unsaturated soil is commonly represented by using extended
Mohr–Coulomb [2], which can be written as:

τ = c′ + (σ− ua) tan φ′ + (ua − uw) tan φb (11)

where c′ is effective cohesion, (σ − ua) is net normal stress, φ′ is the effective friction angle,
ua is pore-air pressure, uw is pore-water pressure, and φb is the angle representing change
in shear strength due to change in soil suction. Based on some experimental values, φb

ranged from 1/3 to 2/3 of the φ.
Estimating unsaturated soil properties is a way to make unsaturated soil mechanics

become practically applicable for routine industrial practice. However, it is important to
verify whether the estimated parameter is able to capture the mechanism of slope failure.
Back analysis of slope failure is one of the tools used to verify whether such a routine can
be adopted. Based on the issue which has been raised in this paper, the objective of this
paper is to verify whether estimating unsaturated soil properties based on an empirical
approach is sufficient to capture the failure mechanism of rainfall-induced slope failure.
Cimanggung slope failure will be used as a case study in this paper.

2. Site Overview of Cimanggung Slope Failure

On 9 January 2021, catastrophic slope failures occurred at Cihanjuang village, located
at Cimanggung, Sumedang, West Java. It is interesting to note that, for more than 20 years,
slope failure never occurred in this area. SBG Housing (Perumahan SBG) is located at the
crown of the slope while Daud housing (Perumahan Daud) is located at the body of the
slope, as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Post-failure slope conditions.

According to UInspire [32], 32 people died, 3 people were heavily injured, 22 people
were lightly injured, while 8 people were missing. A total of 24 houses were completely
destroyed, 5 houses were heavily damaged, 1 school, and 1 mosque were destroyed.
Figure 2 shows the example of the destruction caused by the slope failure. The housing
complex has been there for more than 25 years without any effect from slope failure which
makes the citizens wonder at the causes of slope failure.
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Figure 2. Destruction caused by the slope failure ((a) shows destruction of house located at the edge
of the slope; (b) shows buried house at the bottom of the slope).

According to the witnesses, slope failure occurred after more than four hours of heavy
rainfall which might be the major cause of the slope failure. According to several ground
stations around the slope area [32], rainfall during the slope failure was as follows:

(a) Jatinangor district (143 mm/day);
(b) UNPAD Jatinangor (99 mm/day);
(c) Tanjung Sari (104 mm/day);
(d) AWS Cikancung (69.8 mm/day).

The data shows some variability and, as hourly rainfall data is not available at the site,
it is difficult to accurately determine the actual infiltration rate and duration.

Another aspect which is worth considering is the possibility that drainage household
capacity was exceeded. According to the site observation, household drainage, which is
commonly located in front of the citizen housing, which is shown in Figure 3, is designed
for 5 years of rainfall which appears to be insufficient. Hence, water floods and flow from
the housing complex to the slope triggered the first landslide and damaged the drainage
pipe located at the crown of the slope, as indicated in Figure 4. It is important to note that
the first landslide was located below the drainage pipe. Hence, it will be evaluated whether
the slope failure was only due to the rainfall or also due to the failure of the drainage
system which caused overtopping or flooding at the crown of the slope.

In order to conduct proper back analysis, accurate geometry of the sliding plane
or the post-failure slope geometry is very important. However, obtaining post-failure
geometry might be hazardous as the site might remain unstable for the operator. Due to
the development of the photogrammetry technique, it is now possible to generate a 3D
slope model from a series of overlapping photographs by using aerial reconnaissance using
an unmanned aerial vehicle or UAV [33–35]. By using UAV, post-geometry slope failure
can now be determined accurately from a safe distance within a day.
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3. Materials and Methods

In order to study the rainfall-induced slope failure at Cimanggung, conventional site
investigations were carried out, while unsaturated soil parameters were estimated. For
the conventional site investigations, nine cone penetration tests (CPT) and three boreholes
(BH) along with the standard penetration test (SPT) and undisturbed soil samplings were
conducted. Piezometer was also installed at a 15 m depth. According to the site inspection,
soils located around the slope consisted of clayey silt and gravels. Soils at the site were
residual soils from Gunungapi Muda Rock which consist of tuff, lapilli, breccia, lava, and
agglomerate. Ground-water levels were located approximately 20.5 m near the slope
locations.

Location of the boreholes, piezometer, and CPT are shown in Figure 5 and are sum-
marized in Table 1, while laboratory test data are summarized in Table 2. Figure 6 shows
the soil stratification based on the borehole data. In the simulation, three soil layers were
modelled. The upper layer was clayey silt where the sliding plane was located. All samples
for laboratory tests were located in this layer, and it is shown that the soil properties were
quite variable. However, it is important to note that the sliding plane was located at the first
layer and hence, more emphasize was given to the first layer. Three triaxial consolidated
undrained (TX-CU) tests were conducted on the three samples obtained from this layer.
The range of effective cohesion was from 10 to 12 kPa, while the friction angle (φ′) ranged
from 35◦ to 37◦. The value of φ appeared to be relatively high. One of the possible reasons
was the soil, which is above the sliding plane, might have been colluvium and, hence, may
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have had lower φ. In the simulation, φ was back analysis such that the slip surface from the
simulation and the actual slip surface matched, while φb was always taken as 1/2φ. The
middle layer was very stiff clayey silt where only standard penetration test (SPT) N values
were available. The SPT N value ranged from 25 to 32. Su = 6 N is commonly adopted in
Indonesia. By averaging the SPT N value, the total stress analysis with undrained shear
strength equaled 170 kPa, which was adopted for the middle layer. Total stress analysis for
the second layer was sufficient as the sliding plane was located at the first layer. Table 3
summarizes the parameters adopted in the simulation.
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Table 1. Boreholes and CPT coordinates.

BH
Coordinate: UTM 48 M

Elevation (m) Depth (m)
GWL

Easting Northing (m)

BH-1 811,380 9,230,325 732.29 18 *

BH-2 811,427 9,230,270 728.95 24 20.5

BH-3 811,421 9,230,173 726.62 9.5 8.5

S-01 811,427 9,230,263 729.08 7.6 -

S-02 811,446 9,230,237 731.51 9.4 -

S-03 811,432 9,230,218 726.88 5.0 -

S-04 811,411 9,230,259 719.27 3.2 -

S-05 811,353 9,230,304 716.06 5.0 -

S-06 811,414 9,230,142 722.58 4.0 -

S-07 811,413 9,230,244 712.67 5.2 -

S-08 811,413 9,230,228 715.21 3.8 -

S-09 811,355 9,230,200 696.07 3.4 -
* The ground water table is not detected.
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Table 2. Properties of soils.

Borehole No. BH-01 BH-02 BH-03

Sample Depth, m 6.00–6.50 2.50–3.00 2.00–2.50

Specific Gravity, Gs 2.58 2.55 2.53

Liquid Limit (wL) 46.56 - 53.71

Plastic Limit (wP) 31.20 - 31.18

Index Plasticity (IP) 15.36 - 22.53

Wet Density, gr/cm3 1.77 1.88 1.77

Dry Density, gr/cm3 1.25 1.45 1.26

Natural Water Content, % 40.41 30.12 36.47

Void Ratio, e 1.06 0.76 1.00

Porosity, n 0.52 0.43 0.50

Grain Size

Gravel, % 0.00 15.72 0.00

Coarse Sand, % 4.13 11.77 0.66

Medium Sand, % 8.41 13.59 4.04

Fine Sand, % 15.96 19.46 11.13

Silt, % 38.80 26.13 43.62

Clay, % 32.70 13.33 40.55
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BH 
Coordinate: UTM 48 M 

Elevation (m) Depth (m) 
GWL 

Easting Northing (m) 

BH-1 811,380 9,230,325 732.29 18 * 

BH-2 811,427 9,230,270 728.95 24 20.5 

BH-3 811,421 9,230,173 726.62 9.5 8.5 

S-01 811,427 9,230,263 729.08 7.6 - 

S-02 811,446 9,230,237 731.51 9.4 - 

S-03 811,432 9,230,218 726.88 5.0 - 

S-04 811,411 9,230,259 719.27 3.2 - 

S-05 811,353 9,230,304 716.06 5.0 - 

S-06 811,414 9,230,142 722.58 4.0 - 

S-07 811,413 9,230,244 712.67 5.2 - 

S-08 811,413 9,230,228 715.21 3.8 - 

S-09 811,355 9,230,200 696.07 3.4 - 

* The ground water table is not detected. 

Table 2. Properties of soils. 

Borehole No.  BH-01 BH-02 BH-03 

Sample Depth, m 6.00–6.50 2.50–3.00 2.00–2.50 

Specific Gravity, Gs 2.58 2.55 2.53 

Liquid Limit (wL) 46.56 - 53.71 

Plastic Limit (wP) 31.20 - 31.18 

Index Plasticity (IP) 15.36 - 22.53 

Wet Density, gr/cm3 1.77 1.88 1.77 

Dry Density, gr/cm3 1.25 1.45 1.26 

Natural Water Content, % 40.41 30.12 36.47 

Void Ratio, e 1.06 0.76 1.00 

Porosity, n 0.52 0.43 0.50 

Figure 6. Soil layer according to borehole data.

Mapping of the slope contour after the landslide was conducted by using an unmanned
aerial vehicle (UAV) or drone, as shown in Figure 7. The post-landslide slope contour
through the photogrammetry method is shown in Figure 7. Figure 8 also shows the
position of the first landslide, second landslide, and third landslide. The post-landslide
slope contour could then be compared with the original slope contour in order to study
the landslide-triggering mechanism. Based on the site investigations and the contours, the
geometry of the slopes and soil stratifications are shown in Figure 9. Rainfall infiltration
was modelled by using the flux boundary while overtopping was modelled by applying
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pressure head equal to 0 at the location where the overtopping was located, as shown in
Figure 9a. Figure 9b shows the hydraulic boundary when there was no overtopping where
only the flux boundary was applied. Figure 9c shows the post-failure slope geometry. The
post-failure slope geometry is shown in Figure 9a,b to indicate the location of the sliding
plane.

Table 3. Adopted Parameters for Simulation.

Soil Type MaterialMmodel k
Unit Weight

(kN/m3)

Su c′ φ′ φb

(kPa) (kPa) (◦) (◦)

Volcanic Soil Mohr–Coulomb 1 × 10−6 18.8 - 10 26 13

Stiff Clay Undrained (phi = 0) 1 × 10−8 19 170 - - -

Bedrock Bedrock
(Impermeable) 1 × 10−9 - - - - -
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(c) Post-failure geometry.

In order to assess the effect of rainfall infiltration in the unsaturated zone, it is im-
portant to determine the soil–water characteristic curve (SWCC), especially for the upper
layer where the landslide occurred and which is sensitive to climate change. Aubertin,
Mbonimpa [25] employed the pedotransfer function to estimate the SWCC of the upper
layer based on basic soil properties which were obtained from laboratory tests which
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are shown in Table 2. For the second and third layers, typical SWCCs from the sample
function available in Geostudio were adopted. Figure 10 shows the adopted SWCCs for
the simulation.
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Figure 10. Estimated SWCC-θ.

The saturated coefficient permeability of soil was estimated from the saturated per-
meability database for volcanic soil collected by Wesley [36]. The saturated coefficient of
permeability was then taken as 10−6 m/s for the upper layer, 10−8 m/s for the second layer,
and 10−9 m/s for the third layer. Unsaturated permeability function was then determined
from the SWCC and ks by using the statistical method [31] and are shown in Figure 11.
Grid and radius method in slope/W was adopted to determine the safety factor of the
slope by assuming a circular slip surface.
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Figure 11. Permeability function based on Fredlund, Xing [31].

Inclinometers were installed at three locations as an early warning of potential hazards
for public safety and provide an overview of the depth of the moving soil mass. The location
of the inclinometer and illustration of the reading directions are shown in Figure 12. Only
the inclinometer reading towards the slope direction A0 is shown.

The results of the three inclinometer readings are shown in Figures 13–15. The three
inclinometer readings (IN-01, IN-02, and IN-03) show that there was no significant move-
ment in the investigated site up to the present day. However, it is worth evaluating whether
the slope remains stable under various rainfall infiltration rates and durations.

Parametric studies on the infiltration rates to the safety factor (SF) of the slope were
conducted by applying a flux of 144 mm/day, 100 mm/day, 50 mm/day, and 30 mm/day.
The rainfall was applied along the surface of the slope for a 1-day duration in order to
determine critical rainfall duration under different flux.
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Figure 15. Inclinometer reading IN-03.

4. Results and Discussion

Figure 16 shows the slope failure contour after 4.5 h of rainfall with a flux of 144 mm/day
with overtopping while Figure 17 shows the change in safety factor with time under differ-
ent flux. The analysis shows that rainfall with flux of 144 mm/day will cause the slope to
be under critical condition when the duration is approximately 4 h to 5 h. When the flux is
100 mm/day, 50 mm/day, and 30 mm/day, the duration required to reach SF equal to one
will be longer. The slope contour matched with the post-failure contour. The triggering
mechanism is indicated to be due to the decrease in soil suction and also due to an increase
in the ground-water table. It is interesting to note that the phreatic line indicated by the
blue dashed line raised up to the top of the slope. This phenomenon is not according to the
site condition where the first crown was located somewhere below the drainage pipe.
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Figure 17. Change in safety factor with time under different flux.

Figure 18 shows the slip surface contour when the flux is 144 mm/day without
considering broken drainage. It is shown that, without broken drainage, the phreatic line
does not reach the top of the slope but reaches below the drainage pipe. The most critical
slip surface appears to be more consistent with site observation where the first landslide
occurs below the drainage pipe. Based on this analysis, the triggering mechanism for
the first landslide is only the heavy rainfall and not the overtopping. The first landslide,
induces progressive failure (second landslide) and damage to the drainage pipe which
then causes overtopping. The red zone (zone with safety factor range from 0.981 to 1.081)
appears to be quite consistent with the actual slip surface from the observation and hence
indicates that progressive failure occurs as the second landslide is located inside the red
zone.
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Figure 18. Slope failure after 5.5 h with a flux of 144 mm/day without overtopping.

Figure 19 shows the change in safety factor due to the infiltration without overtopping
with time. It is shown that the change in safety factor with time does not differ much
whether there is overtopping or not when the flux is high. However, as the flux, due to
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rainfall, decreases, the effect of infiltration due to overtopping becomes more prominent.
This phenomenon is due to the infiltration rate, due to overtopping, being limited by the
saturated permeability of the soil. For a better presentation, Figure 20 shows the critical
duration (duration required to reach safety factor equals to one) and rainfall flux with and
without overtopping. It is shown that with overtopping, the critical duration required
under the same rainfall flux will be shorter, especially when the rainfall flux is lower.
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Figure 20. Critical duration under different rainfall infiltration.

Post-failure slope stability is also investigated in this paper. Figure 21 shows the
stability of the slope when subjected to rainfall with a flux of 144 mm/day. Change in
safety factor with time under different flux is shown in Figure 22. It can be seen that the
slope remains stable even with 24 h of rainfall with a flux of 144 mm/day. While the soil
properties remain the same, the slope has become much steeper and, hence, ground-water
level does not raise significantly. Hence, post-failure slope geometry has a sufficient safety
factor. This observation is consistent with the inclinometer reading where the movement of
the slope is very small.
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5. Conclusions

In this paper, the phenomenon which triggers slope failure at Cimanggung was
investigated, and it is shown that a rational assessment can be made by estimating the
unsaturated soil properties with limited soil data. It is shown that, when there is no
overtopping, the slip surface appears to be more consistent with the site observation.
Hence, according to the analysis which has been carried out, the triggering mechanism
of the first landslide is heavy rainfall, with a rainfall flux of 144 mm/day, triggering the
first landslide. Progressive failure then triggers the second landslide and, hence, damages
the drainage pipe. While the unsaturated soil parameters were deduced based on some
well-known correlation and databases, it can be seen that the triggering mechanism can
be rationally estimated. Zones with a low safety factor from the analysis match very well
with the actual slip surface that was observed at the site. The critical duration of slope
failure can be reasonably estimated based on the parameters determined by using an
empirical approach as the simulation shows that the safety factor of the slope with a flux of
144 mm/day will cause the slope to be under critical condition when the rainfall duration
is approximately 4 h to 5 h, which matches with the testimony from the witnesses where
slope failure occurs after 4 h of heavy rainfall. Slope stability of the post-failure geometry
was also investigated. It is shown that the post-failure slope geometry has a higher safety
factor when subjected to rainfall and is, hence, consistent with the instrumentation result.
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