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Abstract. Ensuring the stability of railway embankments under high groundwater
conditions is an important geotechnical challenge, as the saturation of weak foundation soils
may alter their strength and deformation characteristics and lead to additional displacements
of the earthwork. This study aims to numerically assess the stability and deformation
behaviour of a railway embankment incorporating an integrated structural solution in which
a gravel layer is positioned 0.5 m above the design high-water level and the foundation is
reinforced with geosynthetic materials. Numerical modelling was performed using the finite
element method in PLAXIS 2D, employing the elastoplastic Mohr-Coulomb model. Stability
was evaluated using the Strength Reduction Method under both basic and special load
combinations. In addition, the deformation behaviour of the embankment was analysed after
300 days of consolidation. Under the basic load combination, the calculated factor of safety
was 1.47, compared with the minimum permissible value of 1.20. Under the special load
combination incorporating seismic action, the factor of safety decreased to 1.10, compared
with the prescribed value of 1.08. The maximum calculated foundation settlement was 0.151
m, while the maximum horizontal and vertical displacements were 0.280 m and - 0.450 m,
respectively. The results demonstrate that the proposed structural configuration satisfies the
adopted stability criterion under both load combinations, although the special load
combination governs the available stability margin. The findings characterise the combined
response of the drainage gravel layer, geosynthetic reinforcement, and foundation soils and
may support the design of railway embankments under challenging hydrogeological
conditions.
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HETI'I3I CYFA KAHBIF'YIAH KOHCTPYKIHAJIBIK
KOPT'AYJbIH TEMIPKOJI YUIHAICIHIH OPHBIKTBIJIBIT'BIHA
OCEPI
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Aunatna. JKepacmul cynapvinvly OeHeelli JHco2apvl  Hca20auiapoa memipiHcon
YUIHOLNepIiHiY OPHLIKMBLIbIZbIH KAMMAMACHI3 emy 63eKmi 2eOMeXHUKAIbIK MiHOem O0abln
maowbLIaosl, OUmMKeHi Heei30e2i dNCci3 MONbIPAKmMapobly Cyed KAHbIZYbl 0AApObll Oepikmik
JHcoHe Oehpopmayusivlk CUNAMmMAaMAailapblHbly 632epyiHe JHCaHe JHcep MOCeMIHIH KOCbiMuld
OpbIH  AYbICIBIPYIAPLIHLIY  OAMYbIHA JKeLyi MYMKIH. 3epmmeyoiy makcamvl ecenmik
arcogapul ¢y Oeneeuinen 0,5 m Ouikmixme marmamac KaOAMulH OPHALACMBIPYObl HCIHE
He2i30i  2e0CUHMEMUKANbIK — MAmepuaioapmer  Kyuweumyoi — Ke30eumin  KeueHOl
KOHCIMPYKYUSIBIK Weim KOIOAHbLIAH Ke30e2i MeMipIHCo YUIHOICIHIH OPHbIKMbLIbIZbL MEH
oepopmayusnvik Kyuin canovix baeanay 6oavin maowiiadst. Canoviy mooenvoey PLAXIS 2D
bazoapramanviy Keuteninoe cepnimoi-niacmuxanvik Mohr—Coulomb modenin natidanana
OmMbIPLIN, AKbIPIAbL dNlemMeHmmep 20icimer opbiHOaNObl. OpHLIKMBLILIK JHCYKmemenepoiH
Hezi32l JicaHe epeKule Yillecimoepi Ke3iHOe MONbIPAKMbIY OepiKmik CcUnammamaiapbii
memenoemy aodicimen 6azananovl. Convimen kamap, 300 maynix Koncoruoayusoau Keuinel
YVUinOiHiy Oegopmayusnvix Kyui mandanovl. JKyxmemenepoiy Heeizei yiliecimi Kesinoe
ecenmik OpHLIKMbLILIK KO duyuenmi ey meomen pykcam emineen 1,20 monimen
canvicmoipzanoa 1,47 6onovl. CellcMukanvlk acep eckepileeH epeKuie Yiliecim Ke3iHoe
OPHBIKMBLILIK KO3 Duyuenmi nopmamusmix 1,08 monimen canvicmuipeanoa 1,10-ga oetiin
memenoedi. He2iz0iy maxcumanowvt ecenmix wie2yi 0,151 m, 2copuzonmans opviH aybicmulpyvl
0,280 m, an eepmuxanv opvin ayvicmuipyvl -0,450 m 6ondwi. 3epmmey Homudicenepi
Kapacmulpbliean KOHCMPYKYUSIbIK CXeMAHbIH JHCyKmemenepoiy exi yiiecimi Ke3iHOe Oe
KaObLIOAHAH OPHBLIKMbLILIK KpUmMepuuin KamMmamacsls ememinit, anauoa OpHuIKMbLIbIK
KOpbl OOUbIHWA epeKuie YUNeCIMHIY aHbIKMmayutbl 00a6in MAObIIAMbIHGIH KOPCEemmi.
Anvinean  Homudcenep  OpeHadMtcOblK — Maimamac KaOamoulHblY,  2e0CUHMEemMUKAIbIK
Kyweumyoiy dcaHe He2i3 MONnbipakmapulibly OIpIecKeH HCYMbICLIH CURAMMALObl HCIHE
Kypoeni 2Uuopoceosiocusiivl Hca20auiapoa memipicon YuiHOepiniy KOHCMPYKYUSLIbIK
wewimoepin nezizoey Ke3inoe nandanianblybl MyMKIH.

Tyidinai cesmep: memipicon YuiHOICi; MONbIPAKMBIY CYeAd KAHbIZYbl, HCEPACHbl
CYNapulHblY - Jfcogapbl  OeHeelli,  OemKelnepoily  OPHBIKMbLIbIRbL,  2e0CUHMEMUKANbIK
Mamepuanoap, caHoblk Mo0eaboey, KepHeyli-0eopMayusianzan Kyu.
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Aunoranus. Obecneuerue yCmouduoCmu Hceie3HOOOPOI’CHLIX HACbINEU 8 YCI08UAX
8bICOKO20 YPOBHS 2PYHMOBBIX 600 ABIAEMCs AKMYAIbHOU 2e0mexHuyeckou 3adauvell,
NOCKONILKY B000HACHIUjEHUe CNabblX 2PYHMOB OCHOBAHUSL MOMNCEN CONPOBONCOAMbCS
UBMEHEeHUeM UX HNPOYHOCMHLIX U O0eOPMAYUOHHLIX XAPAKMEPUCUK U  pA36UMUeM
OONOJHUMENbHbIX NepeMeujerull 3eMIsiHo20 noromua. Llenv uccredosanus zakiodaemcs 6
YUCTIEHHOU OYeHKe YCMOUYUBOCmuU U 0epopMayuoHHO20 COCMOAHUS IHCENEe3HOOOPOIHCHOLU
Hacwinu npu npuMeHeHuu KOMNIEKCHO20 KOHCMPYKMUBHO2O peulerus,
npeodycmampueaowe2o pasmeujerue 2anedHuUKo8020 Cl0sl Gblule PACUEmHO20 VPOGHS
gbicokol 600b1 Ha (0,5 M u ycuieHue OCHOBAHUS 2e0CUHMEMUYECKUMU MAmepuailamu.
Yucnennoe moodenuposanue 8bINOIHEHO MeMOOOM KOHEUHbIX JIeMEeHMO8 6 NPOSPAMMHOM
komnaexce PLAXIS 2D c ucnonv3osanuem ynpyeonnacmuueckoui mooenu Mohr-Coulomb.
Yemouiuueocms oyenusanace memooom CHUMNCEHUs NPOYHOCMHBIX XAPAKMEPUCTUK SPYHMA
npU OCHOBHOM U O0COOOM COYemAaHusxX Hacpy3oK. [JononHumenvHo aHaiu3uUposaiocsh
oepopmayuonnoe cocmosinue Haceinu nocie 300 cym koncoauoayuu. Ilpu ocHosHom
covemanuu Hazspy3oK pacyemuvill Kodg@uyuenm ycmotiyugocmu cocmasun 1,47 npu
MUuHUMAanbHo oonycmumom snavenuu 1,20. Ilpu ocobom covemanuu ¢ y4emom ceucmuieckozo
8030eticmeus Koagguyuenm ycmotivugocmu cuuzuics 0o 1,10 npu nHopmamuenom 3HaveHuu
1,08. Maxcumanvuas pacuemnasn ocaoxka ochosanus cocmasuna 0,151 m, eopusonmanvhoe
cmewenue - 0,280 m, eepmuxanvHoe nepemewenue-0,450 m. Ycmanoenemo, umo
PpAaccmMompenHas KOHCMPYKMUBHAsL cXxema obecneuusaen 8blnoIHeHue NPUHAMO20 Kpumepus
YCMOUYU80CmuY npu 000UX COYEMAHUAX HASPY30K, NPU IMOM 0C060e couemaHue sA6iaemcs
onpedensowum no 3anacy ycmouuusocmu. Illonyuennvie pe3yiomamsl Xapakmepusyrom
COBMECMHYI0 pabomy OpeHUpyiouje2o 2aiedHUK08020 ClO0s, 2e0CUHMEMUYecKo20 YCUNeHUs U
2PYHMOBO20 OCHOBAHUS U MO2Ym OblMb UCNONIL30BAHBL NPU 0OOCHOBAHUU KOHCMPYKMUBHBIX
PpeueHuUll Hcele3HOOOPONHCHBIX HACBINET 8 CILONCHBIX SUOPO2EON0SULECKUX YCTIOBUSIX.

KiiioueBble C10Ba: J#Cee3HO00POINCHAS HACHING, 800OHACHIEHUE SPYHMO8, BblCOKULL
VpOBeHb 2PYHMOBbIX 600, YCMOUYUBOCMb OMKOCO8, 2e0CUHmemudecKue Mamepuabl;
YUCNIeHHOe MOOeTUPOB8aHUe, HanpsHCeHHO-0edopMUPOBAHHOE COCIMOAHUE.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The reliability and durability of railway earthworks are largely governed by the engineering
geological and hydrogeological conditions of the foundation. The construction and operation of
embankments on weak and deformable soils present particular challenges, as variations in moisture
content, groundwater level, and applied loads may lead to differential settlement, horizontal
displacements, and reduced slope stability. Studies of earth structures constructed on weak
foundations indicate that ensuring their stability requires an integrated consideration of soil
properties, embankment geometry, hydrogeological conditions, and the adopted reinforcement
techniques [1]. For railway infrastructure, this issue is particularly important because of the long-term
effects of train loading and the stringent requirements imposed on permissible earthwork
deformations [2; 3].

Hydrogeological conditions are among the key factors governing the stress—strain behaviour of
soil foundations. A rise in groundwater level and an increase in the degree of soil saturation may alter
the mechanical behaviour of soils and, consequently, the response of the ‘foundation-embankment’
system. Finite element modelling of unsaturated soil behaviour confirms the need to account for
changes in the hydromechanical state of the soil medium in geotechnical analyses [4]. This factor is
particularly important for railway embankments subjected to periodic or seasonal inundation.
Laboratory investigations and numerical modelling of such structures have demonstrated that
seasonal soil saturation significantly affects their hydromechanical behaviour and that the
effectiveness of reinforcement should be assessed with due consideration of variations in the
groundwater regime of the foundation [5]. These findings highlight the need to consider measures for
protection against water saturation and structural reinforcement as interrelated components of an
integrated engineering solution.

One widely adopted method for improving the performance of railway earthworks constructed
on weak foundations is the use of geosynthetic materials. Their application enables reinforcement of
the soil mass, redistribution of induced stresses, and restriction of deformation development. The
fundamental principles of geosynthetic design and the mechanisms governing soil-geosynthetic
interaction have been extensively described in established studies and design guidelines [6; 7]. In
railway infrastructure, geosynthetic materials are used to stabilise sub-ballast layers and track
foundations, increase bearing capacity, and improve the service performance of the structure [8; 9].
The effectiveness of geosynthetic reinforcement for slopes and earth structures has also been
demonstrated in studies examining various structural solutions for transport infrastructure [10].

Previous investigations of the stress—strain behaviour of railway earthworks conducted with the
participation of the present authors have demonstrated the feasibility of geosynthetic reinforcement
for embankments constructed on weak foundations. Numerical analysis enables the redistribution of
stresses and deformations within a reinforced system to be evaluated while accounting for the
interaction between foundation soils and geosynthetic elements [11]. For multi-track railway sections
constructed on weak foundations, computational schemes incorporating geogrid reinforcement have
also been investigated to assess the stress—strain response of the structure under different operating
conditions [12]. Further development of this research involved the application of the finite element
method to establish computational algorithms for evaluating the stress—strain state of railway
earthworks [ 13] and to investigate the deformability of railway embankments [14]. Collectively, these
studies provide a methodological basis for progressing from the assessment of individual
reinforcement elements towards an integrated analysis of the ‘foundation—embankment’ system.

For the quantitative assessment of earth-structure stability, numerical methods based on the
finite element method have become widely established. Unlike approaches based on a predefined
potential slip surface, the Strength Reduction Method (SRM) progressively reduces the soil strength
parameters until the numerical model reaches a limit state. The foundations for applying this
procedure to finite element slope stability analysis were established by Matsui and San [15] and
Griffiths and Lane [16]. Subsequent studies have confirmed the applicability of the SRM to a range
of geometric and engineering geological conditions and have focused on improving the computational
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procedure and the analysis of failure mechanisms [17; 19]. Finite element modelling applied directly
to embankments constructed on weak clay foundations has also demonstrated its ability to reproduce
their stress-strain response and to analyse the development of deformations during construction and
subsequent operation [20].

Modern finite element software enables the simultaneous consideration of embankment
geometry, construction sequence, the physical and mechanical properties of engineering geological
units, groundwater level, applied loads, and the response of reinforcement elements. Different
constitutive models may be employed to represent the soil mass, while stability can be evaluated
using a strength reduction procedure [21]. This approach is particularly suitable for the present
problem because it enables not only the assessment of the limit state in terms of stability but also the
evaluation of foundation settlement and horizontal and vertical displacements within the soil mass.
The applicability of finite element software to geotechnical engineering problems has also been
demonstrated in previous numerical studies [20; 22].

Nevertheless, most studies of reinforced railway embankments have focused primarily either
on the mechanical effects of geosynthetic reinforcement or on the stability and deformation behaviour
of the foundation. Under high groundwater conditions, another important aspect is the interaction
between the position of the saturated zone and the structural arrangement of drainage and
reinforcement layers. Under such conditions, geosynthetic materials should therefore be considered
not as an isolated reinforcement measure but as part of an integrated system for protecting the
foundation against water saturation, including the placement of a coarse-grained filtering layer above
the design high-water level. This approach is intended both to provide the required embankment
stability and to reduce the adverse effects of soil saturation on foundation performance.

Accordingly, the aim of this study is to quantitatively evaluate the stability and deformation
behaviour of a railway embankment incorporating an integrated structural solution comprising a
gravel layer positioned 0.5 m above the design high-water level and geosynthetic reinforcement of
the foundation. The scientific novelty of the study lies in the integrated numerical assessment of this
structural configuration within a single finite element model, considering both stability under basic
and special load combinations, including seismic action, and deformation behaviour after 300 days
of consolidation. The principal new result is the quantitative demonstration that the transition from
the basic to the special load combination reduces the factor of safety from 1.47 to 1.10, corresponding
to a decrease of approximately 25.2%, while the relative margin above the minimum permissible
value decreases from 22.5% to approximately 1.9%. In addition, the governing potential failure zone
shifts from the lower part of the embankment slope under the basic load combination to the upper
part under the special load combination. The deformation analysis further establishes maximum
values of foundation settlement, horizontal displacement, and vertical displacement of 0.151, 0.280,
and -0.450 m, respectively, after 300 days of consolidation. These results provide an integrated
characterisation of the stability and deformation response of the ‘soil foundation-gravel layer—
geosynthetic reinforcement-railway embankment’ system under the investigated hydrogeological
and loading conditions.

2 MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study was conducted for a railway embankment constructed under challenging engineering
geological and hydrogeological conditions characterised by deformable foundation soils and a high
design water level. The investigated structural solution comprised an embankment with a gravel layer
positioned 0.5 m above the design high-water level and geosynthetic reinforcement incorporated at
the foundation level. This solution was selected to simultaneously mitigate the adverse effects of soil
saturation on the foundation soils and ensure the required stability and deformation performance of
the railway earthwork. The need to consider both the groundwater regime and the mechanical
response of a reinforced foundation is supported by previous studies of railway embankments
subjected to seasonal inundation [5].
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The numerical model comprises the soil foundation, railway embankment body, gravel layer,
track superstructure, and geosynthetic reinforcement system. The gravel layer is positioned 0.5 m
above the design high-water level, while the geosynthetic elements are incorporated at the
embankment foundation and within the sub-ballast zone. The adopted numerical model and the
arrangement of the principal structural elements are presented in Figure 1.

TX1520G

Stabilised soil 800/50 <l
UX500
T Design water level (DWL) 0.33% - 253.05
e 'l\
B = : &z
EGU-2 / A
EClia UX-500G UX500
EGU-5

Stiff clay (stiff-plastic)

YA

X

Figure 1 — Numerical model of the railway embankment with the gravel layer positioned above the design high-water
level and the foundation reinforced with geosynthetic materials [Authors’ material]

The numerical investigation was conducted using the finite element method in the PLAXIS 2D
software package. Finite element analysis enables the heterogeneity of the soil foundation, the
construction sequence, and changes in the stress—strain state of the soil mass at individual calculation
stages to be taken into account. The capabilities of the finite element method for modelling
embankments on weak clay foundations have been demonstrated in [20], while the principal aspects
of implementing soil constitutive models in PLAXIS 2D are described in the software developer’s
manual [21]. The finite element approach was also previously employed by the authors to develop an
algorithm for analysing the stress-strain state of railway earthworks [13].

The computational domain was defined with consideration of the embankment geometry and
the stratification of the soil foundation. The analysis was performed in stages, including the
generation of the initial stress state of the soil mass, construction of the embankment, activation of
structural and geosynthetic elements, application of operational loads, and subsequent assessment of
stability and deformation behaviour. Staged modelling enables the redistribution of stresses between
the soil foundation, embankment body, and reinforcement elements to be taken into account as the
numerical model is progressively developed.

The mechanical behaviour of the soils was represented using the elastoplastic Mohr-Coulomb
model implemented in PLAXIS 2D [21]. The principal input parameters were cohesion c, internal
friction angle ¢, deformation modulus E, soil density p, and coefficient of permeability Ky These
parameters were used to characterise the strength and deformation properties of the individual
engineering geological units (EGUs) and subsequently to evaluate stability using the Strength
Reduction Method. The physical and mechanical properties of the soils adopted in the numerical
model are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 — Physical and mechanical properties of the soils adopted in the numerical model

No Cohesion Internal Deformation Soil Coefficient of
Soil (2) GEP(; friction modulus (E), density permeability
’ angle (), MPa (p), g/lem® (K)), m/day
1 Sandy loam embankment fill 20 15 7 1.80 0.46
377
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2 Gravel embankment fill 23 29 38 1.99 28
3 EGU-2 — soft-plastic and flow-

. 9 7 3.2 2.00 0.46
plastic loam

4 EGU-4 — plastic and flow-plastic 4 1 35 1.93 0.63
sandy loam

5 EGU-5 — fine sand 0 28 13.0 1.86 4.55

The shear strength of the soil within the adopted model is defined by the relationship between
the normal stress, internal friction angle, and cohesion [21]:

T =otang + ¢ (D)

where 7 is the shear strength of the soil, kPa;

o 1s the effective normal stress, kPa;

@ 1s the internal friction angle, °;

c 1s the soil cohesion, kPa.

The stability of the railway embankment was assessed using the Strength Reduction Method
(SRM). The method is based on the progressive reduction of the soil strength parameters ¢ and tang
until the soil mass reaches a limit state. The fundamental principles of finite element stability analysis
using strength reduction are presented in [15; 16]. Further developments of this method for various
numerical configurations and soil conditions have been reported in [17; 19]. In PLAXIS 2D, this
approach is implemented using the Phi-c reduction procedure [21].

The calculated factor of safety was compared with the minimum permissible value defined by
the following condition:

YnYic (2)

K. >
7

where Kjis the calculated factor of safety;

v, 18 the reliability factor related to the intended purpose of the structure;

vic 1s the load combination factor; and y. is the working-condition factor.

For the adopted numerical model, the minimum permissible factor of safety was K, = 1.20 for
the basic load combination and K, = 1.08 for the special load combination. These values were
subsequently used as acceptance criteria for evaluating the numerical modelling results.

The numerical model incorporated permanent and variable loads from the track superstructure
and rolling stock, while seismic action was additionally considered for the special load combination.
The principal loads and actions adopted in the numerical modelling are presented in Table 2. The
load from the track superstructure was 17 kPa, and the train load was 90 kPa for a design axle load
of 295 kN. For the special load combination, a design seismic intensity of 8 points was considered,
with horizontal and vertical accelerations of ag = 0.34¢ and ag = 0.24g, respectively.

Table 2 — Design loads and actions

Ne Load or action Design value
1 Track superstructure 17 kPa

2 Train load 90 kPa

3 Design axle load 295 kN

4 Seismic intensity 8 points

5 Design horizontal acceleration (ag) 0.34g

6 Design vertical acceleration (agv) 0.249

In addition to stability, the deformation behaviour of the ‘foundation—embankment’ system was
assessed. The analysis included the determination of foundation settlement and horizontal and vertical
displacements of the soil mass. Such an integrated assessment is necessary because satisfying the
stability criterion alone does not fully characterise the deformation performance of a railway
embankment under service conditions. Numerical studies of embankments on weak foundations also
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demonstrate the importance of jointly analysing the stress—strain state and the development of
settlement [20]. The deformability of railway embankments was previously investigated by the
authors in [14], while changes in the stress—strain state of the active zone of railway earthworks
associated with increased wagon axle loads were examined in [23].

Following completion of the construction stage, a consolidation period of 300 days was
simulated. The resulting settlement and displacement fields were then determined for the basic load
combination. These values were used for the quantitative assessment of the deformation behaviour
of the adopted structural configuration.

Thus, the developed numerical model enables the sequential assessment of two groups of
parameters: the factor of safety K, under the basic and special load combinations, and the deformation
parameters following the consolidation period. This approach enables the adopted structural solution
to be evaluated not only in terms of ultimate stability but also with regard to the in-service
deformation behaviour of the railway embankment.

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Numerical modelling was used to assess the stability and deformation behaviour of the railway
embankment incorporating the adopted structural solution, which comprised a gravel layer positioned
above the design high-water level and geosynthetic reinforcement of the foundation. Stability was
evaluated for the basic and special load combinations by analysing the developed limit-state zones
and the corresponding factor of safety, K.

Under the basic load combination, the potential failure surface developed predominantly within
the embankment slope. The calculated factor of safety was K; = 1.47, exceeding the minimum
permissible value of K ,= 1.20. The calculated position of the potential failure surface under the basic
load combination is shown in Figure 2. The calculated factor of safety exceeds the minimum
permissible value by 0.27, or 22.5%, confirming that the adopted stability criterion is satisfied.
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Figure 2 — Calculated position of the potential failure surface of the railway embankment under the basic load
combination [Authors’ material]

Under the special load combination incorporating seismic action, the calculated conditions
become less favourable. The factor of safety decreases to Ky = 1.10 but remains above the minimum
permissible value of K, = 1.08. The development of the potential failure surface under the special
load combination is shown in Figure 3. In contrast to the basic load combination, for which the critical
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failure surface develops within the lower part of the embankment slope, under the special load
combination the governing failure surface develops within the upper part of the slope. Despite the
reduced stability margin, the condition K, > K, remains satisfied.
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Figure 3 — Calculated position of the potential failure surface of the railway embankment under the special load
combination incorporating seismic action [Authors’ material]

A comparison of the two numerical cases demonstrates that the special load combination has a
significant effect on the stability margin of the embankment. When transitioning from the basic to the
special load combination, the factor of safety decreases from 1.47 to 1.10, corresponding to a
reduction of approximately 25.2%. At the same time, the margin between the calculated and minimum
permissible values decreases from 0.27 to 0.02. The calculated and minimum permissible factors of
safety for the considered load combinations are summarised in Table 3.

Table 3 — Calculated factors of safety for the railway embankment

Ne Load combination Ks K, Margin, K~ Stability
K, assessment

1 Basic 1.47 1.20 0.27 Stable

2 Special, incorporating seismic action 1.10 1.08 0.02 Stable

A comparison of the results shows that, under the basic load combination, the calculated factor
of safety exceeds the minimum permissible value by 22.5%, whereas under the special load
combination the relative stability margin is only approximately 1.9%. Therefore, the special load
combination incorporating seismic action is the governing case for assessing the stability of the
considered structural configuration.

3.1 Deformation behaviour of the embankment

In addition to ultimate stability, the deformation behaviour of the ‘foundation-embankment’
system was assessed. Following completion of the construction stage, a consolidation period of 300
days was considered. At the end of this period, foundation settlement and horizontal and vertical
displacements of the soil mass were determined. The distribution of the calculated deformations after
300 days of consolidation is presented in Figure 4.
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Figure 4 — Deformation behaviour of the railway embankment after 300 days of consolidation: (a) foundation
settlement; (b) horizontal displacements; (c) vertical displacements [ Authors’ material]

The numerical modelling results indicate that the maximum calculated foundation settlement
was 0.151 m. The maximum horizontal displacement reached 0.280 m, while the maximum vertical

displacement was -0.450 m. The maximum calculated deformation values are summarised in Table
4.

Table 4 — Maximum calculated deformation values of the railway embankment after 300 days of consolidation

Ne Calculated parameter Maximum value, m
1 Foundation settlement 0.151

2 Horizontal displacement 0.280

3 Vertical displacement —0.450

The results indicate that the deformation behaviour of the structure is characterised by the
development of both vertical and horizontal displacements within the soil mass. After 300 days of
consolidation, the maximum calculated foundation settlement was 0.151 m, the maximum horizontal
displacement was 0.280 m, and the maximum vertical displacement was — 0.450 m. The largest
absolute value was obtained for the vertical displacement. The spatial distribution of these
deformations is presented in Figure 4, while their quantitative comparison is shown in Figure 5.

For an integrated presentation of the numerical modelling results, the calculated factors of
safety were compared with the corresponding minimum permissible values, while the deformation
results were compared in terms of the maximum displacements after 300 days of consolidation
(Figure 5). Under the basic load combination, the factor of safety was K; = 1.47 compared with K ,
= 1.20, corresponding to a margin of 22.5% above the minimum permissible level. Under the special
load combination incorporating seismic action, Ky decreased to 1.10 compared with K, = 1.08,
reducing the relative stability margin to 1.9%. The deformation analysis showed maximum values
ranging from a foundation settlement of 0.151 m to a horizontal displacement of 0.280 m and an
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absolute vertical displacement of 0.450 m. Thus, the integrated comparison confirms the need for a
combined assessment of the ultimate stability and deformation behaviour of the railway embankment.
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Figure 5 — Integrated assessment of the numerical modelling results for the railway embankment: (a) comparison of the
calculated and minimum permissible factors of safety under the basic and special load combinations; (b) maximum
calculated deformations after 300 days of consolidation [Authors’ material]

Taken together, the results demonstrate that the adopted structural solution satisfies the stability
criterion under both load combinations. However, the special load combination incorporating seismic
action governs the stability margin. At the same time, the calculated settlements and displacements
indicate that stability and deformation behaviour should be considered as complementary criteria
when assessing the performance of the ‘foundation-embankment’ system.

The results demonstrate that the stability of the railway embankment is governed by the
combined effects of the hydrogeological conditions, the adopted foundation configuration, and the
design load combination. Under the basic load combination, the factor of safety was K, = 1.47
compared with the minimum permissible value of K. = 1.20, whereas under the special load
combination incorporating seismic action it decreased to Ks; = 1.10 compared with K, = 1.08. Thus,
the transition from the basic to the special load combination resulted in a reduction of approximately
25.2% in the calculated factor of safety. Although the adopted stability criterion was satisfied in both
cases, under seismic action the relative margin above the minimum permissible value was only
approximately 1.9%. The special load combination can therefore be regarded as the governing case
for assessing the stability of the investigated structural configuration.

This trend is consistent with the general understanding of the behaviour of earth embankments
constructed on weak foundations. The performance of such structures is governed not only by the
strength and deformation properties of the soils but also by hydrogeological conditions, embankment
geometry, and the nature of external actions [1]. The groundwater regime is particularly important for
railway embankments subjected to periodic or seasonal inundation. Experimental investigations and
numerical modelling of the hydromechanical behaviour of railway embankments under seasonal soil
saturation have demonstrated the need to consider both variations in the groundwater regime and the
response of reinforcement elements when assessing structural performance [5].

A key component of the investigated structural configuration is the position of the gravel layer
relative to the design high-water level. In the adopted numerical model, the gravel layer is positioned
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0.5 m above the design high-water level. This arrangement provides a coarse-grained zone beneath
the embankment with substantially greater permeability than the weak foundation soils. According to
the physical and mechanical properties presented in Table 1, the coefficient of permeability of the
gravel embankment fill is Ky= 28 m/day, whereas that of the soft-plastic and flow-plastic loam of
EGU-2 is Kr= 0.46 m/day. The difference is more than 60-fold, indicating a fundamental contrast in
the permeability of these materials.

EGU-2 is characterised not only by low permeability but also by comparatively low strength
and deformation parameters: the cohesion is ¢ = 9 kPa, the internal friction angle is ¢ = 7°, and the
deformation modulus is £ = 3.2 MPa (Table 1). Consequently, changes in the hydrogeological state
of this layer may have a significant influence on the response of the ‘foundation-embankment’ system.
Finite element studies of unsaturated soils have similarly demonstrated the importance of accounting
for the hydromechanical state of the soil medium in geotechnical modelling [4], while the influence
of seasonal soil saturation on railway embankments has been confirmed through laboratory
investigations and numerical modelling [5]. A comparable emphasis on the combined influence of
soil and water conditions was reported by Abu et al. [24], who used PLAXIS 2D with the Mohr—
Coulomb model to analyse a soil-structure system under combined soil and water loading, explicitly
accounting for soil stratification and hydrostatic pressure. Although the structure investigated in [24]
differs from a railway embankment, the study similarly demonstrates the importance of incorporating
hydrological conditions into finite element assessments of geotechnical systems.

Geosynthetic reinforcement constitutes the second component of the integrated structural
solution considered in this study. The performance of geosynthetic materials is governed by the
interaction between the reinforcement and the surrounding soil mass, the redistribution of induced
stresses, and the restriction of deformation development, which form the fundamental principles of
reinforced-soil design [6; 7]. For railway applications, the effectiveness of geosynthetic materials in
stabilising the foundation and sub-ballast layers has been investigated in [8; 9], while previous
numerical studies by the authors have demonstrated their applicability to the stress—strain analysis of
railway earthworks constructed on weak foundations [11; 12]. These observations are consistent with
recent studies published in the Bulletin of the Kazakh Leading Academy of Architecture and Civil
Engineering. Apshikur et al. [25] reported that integrated strengthening measures for railway
embankments on weak foundations reduced vertical settlements by 35-40% and horizontal
displacements by up to 25%. Tursynbayev et al. [26] likewise demonstrated that geosynthetic
reinforcement of clay soils improves foundation performance through increased bearing capacity and
reduced deformation. Experimental investigations by Kanatova et al. [27] further confirmed the
influence of geosynthetic reinforcement on soil strength under triaxial compression and single-plane
shear conditions. Taken together, these studies support the broader conclusion that reinforcement of
weak soils can improve both strength and deformation performance. The present results complement
these findings by considering geosynthetic reinforcement as part of an integrated configuration that
also incorporates the position of a drainage gravel layer relative to the design high-water level.

However, the results of the present study require a clear distinction between the outcomes
directly established by the numerical analysis and their engineering interpretation. In the investigated
model, the gravel layer and geosynthetic elements form part of a single numerical configuration.
Separate cases without geosynthetic reinforcement or without raising the gravel layer relative to the
design high-water level were not analysed. Therefore, the obtained values of Ky =1.47 and K;=1.10
cannot be quantitatively attributed exclusively either to the gravel layer or to the geosynthetic
reinforcement. Instead, they characterise the combined response of the ‘soil foundation-gravel layer-
geosynthetic reinforcement—railway embankment’ system.

An important finding is the change in the failure mechanism when transitioning from the basic
to the special load combination. As shown in Figure 2, under the basic load combination the critical
zone is predominantly associated with the lower part of the embankment slope. When seismic action
is incorporated, the position of the potential failure surface changes, and the upper part of the slope
becomes the governing critical zone (Figure 3). At the same time, the factor of safety decreases by
25.2%. This indicates that assessing the structural configuration solely under the basic operational
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load combination would be insufficient to identify the most unfavourable design condition. The
importance of explicitly accounting for dynamic actions in geotechnical modelling is also reflected
in recent studies published in the Bulletin of the Kazakh Leading Academy of Architecture and Civil
Engineering. Tursynkozha et al. [28] used PLAXIS 2D to investigate the propagation of railway-
induced vibrations through layered soils and demonstrated that the dynamic response depends on the
geotechnical conditions and wave-propagation characteristics. Shadkam et al. [29] examined seismic
deformation using the Mohr-Coulomb and Hardening Soil Small constitutive models, highlighting
the influence of both dynamic loading and the adopted soil model on calculated deformation
behaviour. Although the loading mechanisms considered in these studies differ from the seismic
stability analysis performed here, they support the need to incorporate dynamic actions explicitly
when evaluating soil—structure response.

The observed development of the potential failure surface is consistent with the capabilities of
the Strength Reduction Method. Unlike methods in which the location of the slip surface is
predefined, the finite element Strength Reduction Method allows the critical zone to develop directly
during the progressive reduction of the soil strength parameters [15; 16]. Subsequent developments
of this approach have confirmed its applicability to slopes with different configurations and to the
investigation of mechanisms leading to the limit state [17; 19]. Therefore, the change in the position
of the critical zone observed in Figures 2 and 3 represents an important numerical modelling result
rather than merely a visual representation of the calculated factor of safety.

In addition to stability, the deformation analysis provides important information on structural
performance. After 300 days of consolidation, the maximum calculated foundation settlement was
0.151 m, the maximum horizontal displacement was 0.280 m, and the maximum vertical displacement
was -0.450 m (Table 4). The distributions of the corresponding deformations are shown in Figure 4.
Thus, satisfying the stability criterion does not imply the absence of appreciable deformations within
the soil mass, highlighting the need to consider both ultimate stability and the stress-strain behaviour
of the structure. This interpretation is consistent with finite element studies of embankments
constructed on weak clay foundations, in which settlements and displacements are analysed alongside
the overall structural response [20]. It is also consistent with the railway-embankment study by
Apshikur et al. [25], in which deformation indicators were used to quantify the effectiveness of
different foundation-strengthening measures. Previous studies by the present authors have similarly
addressed the deformability of railway embankments [14] and changes in the stress-strain state of the
active zone of railway earthworks associated with increased axle loading [23]. Taken together, these
findings support the use of deformation parameters as an independent group of criteria when
evaluating the performance of railway earthworks.

When interpreting the absolute displacement values, the assumptions adopted in the numerical
analysis should be taken into account. The elastoplastic Mohr-Coulomb model represents the soil
medium using a limited set of parameters and does not fully reproduce the nonlinear stress-dependent
stiffness of soils [21]. The relevance of constitutive-model selection under dynamic conditions has
also been demonstrated by Shadkam et al. [29], who compared deformation predictions obtained
using the Mohr-Coulomb and Hardening Soil Small models under seismic loading. Their analysis
indicates that the adopted constitutive formulation can influence the calculated deformation response.
Consequently, the displacement values obtained in the present study should be interpreted as results
specific to the adopted Mohr-Coulomb model and used primarily to assess the behaviour of the
investigated structural configuration under the specified engineering geological conditions.

Furthermore, the present study represents a specific design high-water level and an adopted
elevation of the gravel layer. This limits the direct generalisation of the quantitative results to sites
with different hydrogeological conditions. A more comprehensive assessment of the influence of
structural foundation protection would require parametric modelling of several groundwater levels,
gravel-layer elevations, and geosynthetic reinforcement configurations. Comparison of these
alternatives would enable the contributions of individual factors to be quantitatively distinguished
and the sensitivity of the factor of safety, settlement, and displacements to changes in the structural
parameters to be determined. This direction is also consistent with the need for further development

385
https://doi.org/10.51488/1680-080X/2026.3-20


https://doi.org/10.51488/1680-080X/ХХХХ.Х-ХХ

Bulletin of the Kazakh Leading Academy of Architecture and Civil Engineering. Ne3 (101), 2026. Architecture & Construction

of reinforced-foundation design methods and combined reinforcement technologies identified in
recent studies [26].

Overall, the results demonstrate that the investigated integrated structural configuration satisfies
the adopted stability criterion under both the basic and special load combinations, although seismic
action substantially reduces the stability margin. At the same time, the calculated settlements and
displacements confirm that the railway embankment should be assessed not only in terms of the factor
of safety, K, but also with respect to its deformation behaviour. In the present configuration, the
position of the gravel layer relative to the design high-water level and the geosynthetic reinforcement
should be regarded as components of an integrated system for foundation protection and
reinforcement; quantitatively separating their individual effects will require further comparative
numerical modelling.

4 CONCLUSIONS

A numerical investigation of the stability and deformation behaviour of a railway embankment
under a high design water level was conducted. An integrated structural solution incorporating a
gravel layer positioned 0.5 m above the design high-water level and geosynthetic reinforcement of
the foundation was considered. Based on the finite element modelling results, the following
conclusions can be drawn.

1. Under the basic load combination, the calculated factor of safety of the railway embankment
was Ky = 1.47, compared with the minimum permissible value of K, = 1.20. The calculated value
exceeded the minimum permissible value by 0.27, or 22.5%, confirming that the adopted stability
criterion was satisfied.

2. Incorporating the special load combination with seismic action reduced the factor of safety
to Ks = 1.10, compared with the minimum permissible value of K, = 1.08. Relative to the basic load
combination, K; decreased by approximately 25.2%, while the relative margin above the minimum
permissible level was approximately 1.9%. Therefore, the special load combination represents the
governing case for assessing the stability of the investigated structural configuration.

3. The load combination affected not only the magnitude of the factor of safety but also the
position of the potential failure surface. Under the basic load combination, the critical zone developed
predominantly within the lower part of the embankment slope, whereas under the special load
combination incorporating seismic action, the upper part of the slope became the governing critical
zone. This finding confirms the importance of considering different load combinations when
assessing the ultimate limit state of railway earthworks.

4. The deformation analysis after 300 days of consolidation indicated a maximum foundation
settlement of 0.151 m, a maximum horizontal displacement of 0.280 m, and a maximum vertical
displacement of -0.450 m. The occurrence of these displacements despite satisfaction of the stability
criterion demonstrates the need to assess both the factor of safety and deformation parameters when
evaluating railway embankment performance.

5. The position of the gravel layer relative to the design high-water level is an important
component of the investigated structural configuration. The coefficient of permeability of the gravel
material was 28 m/day, compared with 0.46 m/day for the weak soft-plastic and flow-plastic loam of
the foundation. This substantial difference in permeability supports the use of coarse-grained material
in the investigated configuration under high groundwater conditions.

6. The calculated stability and deformation parameters characterise the combined response of
the ‘soil foundation-gravel layer-geosynthetic reinforcement-railway embankment’ system. As
separate numerical cases without raising the gravel layer or without geosynthetic reinforcement were
not considered in the present study, the calculated effects should not be quantitatively attributed
exclusively to either component.

7. Further research should focus on parametric modelling of different groundwater levels,
gravel-layer elevations, and geosynthetic reinforcement configurations. Such comparative analyses
would enable the effects of hydrogeological and structural factors to be quantitatively distinguished
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and facilitate the identification of rational parameters for the protection and reinforcement of railway
embankments under challenging engineering geological conditions.
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