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Abstract: Dykes, or levees, are structures designed and constructed to keep the water in a river
within certain bounds in the event of a flood. In relation with climate change, more frequent
floods, of higher intensity, can be expected due to anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases
into the atmosphere. The objective of this review paper is to address the many ways in which
geosynthetics contribute to sustainable construction of dykes and thus to water systems management.
This review paper, prepared by the four Technical Committees and the Sustainability Committee of
the International Geosynthetics Society, briefly describes geosynthetics and their function, dykes and
dyke failure modes, before presenting the main focus of the use of geosynthetics for the design and
construction of durable dykes to ensure the protection of life and infrastructure. The optimization
of dyke construction with geosynthetics to increase their resilience not only results in performance
advantages, but also in economic advantages. The way geosynthetics can contribute to mitigating
greenhouse gas emissions for a sustainable river management is discussed. This is done not only by
allowing more economic construction methods to be implemented, but also solutions with increased
resilience to face the extreme stresses related to climate change, while at the same time bringing about
a positive contribution to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions during the construction process
itself. Finally, it is shown that by following state of the art standards and design practice any possible
risk associated with the use of geosynthetics in dykes can be mitigated.

Keywords: geosynthetics; dykes; levees; protection; reinforcement; stabilization; drainage; erosion
control; barriers; emission reductions

1. Introduction

To protect the land and to allow for beneficial uses such as irrigation or navigation,
special measures are often necessary to keep the water in a river within certain bounds [1].
Longitudinal dykes constitute one of the most often used active structural methods to
control the course of a river [1,2]. A dyke is an embankment constructed to prevent flooding,
keep out the sea or confine a river to a particular course, usually only temporarily charged
by floods. Dykes are commonly made of different natural materials such as soil and
rock, often supplemented by other materials, such as geosynthetics. Dykes are generally
categorized into river dykes (or levees) and sea dykes [3]. River dykes are the focus of this
review paper.

Since the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) [4,5] was established in
1988, vast and constant research has been performed on the effects on natural systems, such
as rivers, of the increasing content of anthropogenic greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.
Changes in weather patterns will be one of the principal effects of climate change, and
one of the expected changes is more extreme weather conditions. This is expected to be
of considerable consequence as it impacts on the vulnerability of communities living in
low lying areas exposes them to environmental risks and effects of flooding and causes
changes to land use on a large scale [6].
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One particular objective of adaptation to climate change is minimizing any negative
impacts of climate change on social and ecological systems. This involves enhancing the
resistance of the social and ecological systems—also called resilience, e.g., resistance to
extreme weather events of: (1) infrastructures supplying both the public and the economy,
and (2) structures, for the purposes of, e.g., work, health, energy, transport as well as
living [7].

In recent decades several major flood events have shown the vulnerability of flood
protection structures all around the world. Frequently, the overtopping of flood protection
dykes has caused total failure of the structure. In the aftermath of past disastrous flood
events in Germany and other European countries, it became evident that dykes are part
of society’s infrastructure—the improvement of old dykes and the construction of new
ones has become essential since the 1990s [8]. Structures such as dykes need a maximum
of safety, the flood disasters of the past years were far more destructive than they should
have been [1]. The river dykes affected were often too low, or in too poor condition to resist
water height, water pressure, or the duration of the flood period [9].

The improvement of dykes cross-sections by using different geosynthetics has devel-
oped to be state-of-the-art as geosynthetic solutions, used with natural materials, have
proven to provide strength and flexibility, imperviousness and drainage, durability and
robustness or to control degradation [1,3,8,10–12]. These technologies bring not just struc-
tural defense but more time for evaluating risk and providing emergency response to
populated areas that are threatened by rising water levels [8,11]. They can be designed to
control the interaction of water and soil according to the individual and local requirements
to allow for an excellent execution of waterways and flood protection structures [1].

In dykes, drains affect the pore water flow to avoid internal and surface erosion.
Impervious elements prevent an interaction of soil and water. If the water flow cannot be
modified, structures and soil have to be strengthened to be able to withstand unfavorable
actions of the water [1].

As literature on the proper use of geosynthetics in dykes is scarce and as no synthesis
has been presented to date, according to the authors’ knowledge, the four Technical
Committees of the International Geosynthetics Society (IGS) working respectively on
hydraulics, reinforcement, stabilization and barrier systems have decided, in a joint effort
with the Sustainability Committee of the IGS, to prepare the review presented in this paper.

The appropriate use of geosynthetics in dykes in relation to filtration and separation,
to the management of the drainage of water within the structure over time, strengthening
or steepening the structure with reinforcement and stabilization, minimizing impacts of
erosion on the structure and enhancing barriers to water flow will be emphasized.

Before presenting an overview of the main applications of geosynthetics in preventing
the failure of dykes, thus ensuring their longevity in Section 4, Section 2 of this paper will
give a brief overview of geosynthetics and their functions and Section 3 will introduce the
structure of earthen dykes and the failure mechanisms that can be encountered.

In compiling the references for this review, it was found that some reference documents
on dykes give a brief insight into possible uses of geosynthetics, their functions and their
applications [3,12]. As stated above, a state-of-the-art review, as the one presented in this
review paper, does not exist according to the authors’ knowledge, specifically one that
places an emphasis on the sustainable use of geosynthetics in dykes.

Adding resilience to flood protection structures is critical to future risk mitigation as
building higher and stronger structures to prevent overtopping waves, storm surge, and
flood waters is more costly [13]. Section 5 will emphasize that geosynthetics solutions are
also cost effective.

Finally, a focus will be given to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions resulting
from the use of geosynthetic solutions compared to traditional solutions, evidencing how,
in addition to improving the resilience of structures, the use of geosynthetics also positively
affects the environment by contributing to a reduction in greenhouse gases emissions of
constructing and maintaining these structures, as demonstrated in Section 6 of this paper.
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2. Geosynthetics and Their Applications

After more than 60 years of successful experience, geosynthetics are very well estab-
lished for many applications in hydraulic engineering including dykes, and the possible
uses are growing continuously [14].

ISO 10318 [15] defines the various types of geosynthetics and their functions.
A geosynthetic [15] is defined as a product, at least one of whose components is

made from a synthetic or natural polymer, in the form of a sheet, a strip, or a three-
dimensional structure, used in contact with soil and/or other materials in geotechnical
and civil engineering applications. Geosynthetics have pervaded geotechnical engineering
to the point where it is no longer possible to practice geotechnical engineering without
geosynthetics. Various families of geosynthetics can be defined depending on the functions
they fulfil: barrier, drainage, filtration, protection, reinforcement, stabilization, separation,
and surface erosion control [15].

The barrier function [15] consists of preventing or limiting the migration of fluids.
Geosynthetic barriers (GBRs) are geosynthetic materials that fulfill this function. A geosyn-
thetic barrier is defined as a low-permeability geosynthetic material used in geotechnical
and civil engineering applications with the purpose of reducing or preventing the flow
of fluid through the construction [15]. GBRs fall into three categories according to the
material that fulfils the barrier function: (i) clay geosynthetic barriers (GBR-C) whereby the
barrier function is implemented by clays (also called geosynthetic clay liners (GCL)), (ii)
bituminous geosynthetic barriers (GBR-B) whereby the barrier function is implemented by
bitumen, and (iii) polymeric geosynthetic barriers (GBR-P) whereby the barrier function is
implemented by a polymer. GBR-B and GBR-P are also called geomembranes.

The principal other functions that other families of geosynthetics can fulfil are drainage,
filtration, protection, reinforcement, separation, stabilization and surface erosion control.
The various functions are defined as follows [15]:

• Drainage is the collection and transportation of precipitation, groundwater and/or
other fluids in the plane of a geosynthetic material,

• Filtration is the restraining of uncontrolled passage of soil or other particles sub-
jected to hydro-dynamic forces, while allowing the passage of fluids into or across a
geosynthetic material,

• Protection is the prevention or limitation of local damage to a given element or material
by the use of a geosynthetic material,

• Reinforcement is the use of the stress-strain behavior of a geosynthetic material to
improve the mechanical properties of soil or other construction materials,

• Separation is the prevention from intermixing of adjacent dissimilar soils and/or fill
materials by the use of a geosynthetic material,

• Stabilization is improvement of the mechanical behavior of an unbound granular
material by including one or more geosynthetic layers such that deformation under
applied load is reduced by minimizing movements of the unbound granular material,

• Surface erosion control is the use of a geosynthetic material to prevent or limit soil or
other particle movements at the surface of, for example, a slope.

Various materials within the family of geotextiles and related products can fulfil the
seven functions described above [1]. A geotextile is defined [15] as a planar, permeable,
polymeric (synthetic or natural) textile material, which may be nonwoven, knitted, or
woven and that is used in contact with the soil and/or other materials in geotechnical and
civil engineering applications.

Geotextile-related products [15] are planar, permeable, polymeric (synthetic or natural)
material used in contact with the soil and or other materials in geotechnical and civil
engineering applications, and that do not comply with the definition of a geotextile.

Of the various families of related products, those that are especially emphasized in this
paper are geocomposites, geogrids, geostrips, geocells, geoblankets, geonets, geospacers
and geomats.
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A geocomposite [15] is a manufactured and assembled material, at least one of whose
components is a geosynthetic product.

A geogrid [15] is a planar, polymeric structure consisting of a regular open network
of integrally connected, tensile elements that may be linked by extrusion, bonding, or
interlooping or interlacing and whose openings are larger than the constituents.

A geostrip [15] is a polymeric material in the form of a strip of width not more
than 200 mm, used in contact with soil and/or other materials in geotechnical and civil
engineering applications.

A geocell [15] is a three-dimensional, permeable, polymeric (synthetic or natural)
honeycomb, or similar cellular structure, made of linked strips of geosynthetics.

A geoblanket [15] is a permeable structure of loose, natural or synthetic fibres and
geosynthetic elements bonded together to form a continuous sheet.

A geonet [15] is a geosynthetic consisting of parallel sets of ribs overlying and inte-
grally connected with similar sets at various angles;

A geospacer [15] is a three-dimensional polymeric structure with an interconnected
air space in between.

A geomat [15] is a three-dimensional, permeable structure, made of polymeric fil-
aments, and/or other elements (synthetics or natural) mechanically, and/or thermally
and/or otherwise bonded. When geomats are placed on the ground surface, and filled with
topsoil and seeds, provide better vegetative entanglement, improved shear resistance of the
root system, and result in a more durable surface, they are referred to as turf reinforcement
mats (TRM).

For all these materials and the many applications of geosynthetics, experience has
been gained, tests have been developed and standardized, at the international level in ISO
TC 221, CEN TC 189 and ASTM D35, and regulations and recommendations have been
written.

3. Dykes Structure and Failure Mechanisms
3.1. Insight in Dykes Structure

Dykes (also called levees) are the last artificial defense against floods. For dykes to
be effective, they need to be continuously maintained and some fundamental rules are
generally followed in their construction.

A dyke consists of several parts as shown in Figure 1. Often the inner core of the
embankment is made up of low permeability soil and granular structural fill, in various
arrangements, while the outer part is covered with a growth medium or topsoil layer that
is covered with perennial vegetation to limit erosion.

Figure 1. Typical cross-section of a river dyke.

The granular structural fill supports the low permeability soil and is often needed to
prevent burrowing animal weakening the structure by digging burrows that could open
passages through the embankment resulting in serious damage in the event of a flood.
The surface vegetation gives the embankment protection against erosion by rainfall and
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flood waters. To prevent animals from finding a suitable environment for excavating their
burrows, it is essential that the embankment is covered only with grass and that no bushes
or trees are allowed to grow on them. The top of the dyke is often a flat area that allows for
access for maintenance inspections. The side exposed to the river, or riverside, often has
additional erosion protection measures to resist the high flow and energy of a flood, such
as large riprap rocks. The side away from the river, or landside, would typically only be
vegetated, and it thus the most vulnerable area of the dyke.

3.2. Failure Mechanisms in Earthen Structures

A flood defense structure can fail due to a number of causes [8,16,17]. These causes
are also known as failure mechanisms. The most common potential failure mechanisms in
earthen dykes are:

• Overflow flooding caused by a water level in the river that is higher than the crest of
the dyke, leading to overtopping. This can cause the structure to fail on the landside
due to progressive erosion (Figure 2a).

• Overtopping: Progressive erosion of crest, landside slope and/or toe due to the force
of the water in the event of overtopping or overflow (Figure 2b).

• Macro-instability in riverside slope consisting in sliding of riverside slope when the
outer water level falls sharply after a high water event (outward macro-instability)
(Figure 2c).

• Macro-instability in landside slope, consisting in sliding either due to water pressure
exerted against the structure and increased pore pressure in the subsurface, or due
to infiltration of the overflowing water when high water levels are combined with
overtopping (Figure 2d)

• Micro-instability in the landside (or riverside) slope due to outward seepage through
the structure (Figure 2e).

• Erosion of riverside slope due to wave action or currents (Figure 2f).
• Piping as a result of seepage through the subsurface [17], carrying sand particles

with it and undermining the levee and siphoning beyond the foot of an embankment
(Figure 3).

• Excavation of dykes by rodents (Figure 4).

Figure 2. Failure caused by: (a) overflow, (b) overtopping, (c) macro-instability in riverside slope, (d) macro-instability in
landside slope, (e) micro-instability caused by water filtration in the dyke body, and (f) erosion of riverside slope (adapted
from [16]).
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Figure 3. Failure caused by uplift and piping. (a) First and (b) second phase of the breaking of an
embankment by siphoning (adapted from [17]).

Figure 4. Failure caused by excavation by rodents (adapted from [16]).

Figure 5 show examples of failure of river dykes.

Figure 5. Examples of failure of: (a) the dyke of river Po in Mantova province (Northern Italy) during
the flood event of October 2000, and (b) the dyke of river Arno in Tuscany (Italy) during the flood
event of October 1992 (adapted from [17]).

3.3. The Length Effect

The ‘length effect’ has major implications for the failure probability of a dyke segment:
each segment consists of a contiguous series of flood defense structures that are the com-
ponents of a serial system, similar to the links in a chain [16]. A chain is as only strong as
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its weakest link: if one link fails, the entire system fails. The longer a dyke, the greater the
probability that there will be a weak spot somewhere. This is referred to as the length effect.
In practice, the length effect is relatively strong for geotechnical failure mechanisms such
as macro-instability and piping. A clear example of the length effect is shown in Figure 5a.

The length effect can be minimized by connecting adjacent segments with longitudinal
reinforcement and drainage systems.

3.4. Increasing Strength

The composition of the soil (subsurface), dimensions (including the height and slope)
and the revetment (facing on the surface) determine the dyke resistance to failure. Figure 6
shows an example of a dyke profile. The required protective height and width of a flood
defense structure is determined by a number of factors. Overflow and overtopping, stability
and uplift can all damage the revetment and erode the underlying structure, and can thus
potentially cause a breach. These mechanisms also have a negative impact in terms of
sliding in the top layer and macro-stability (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Example of the design of the dyke profile based on three failure mechanisms. The thick orange line envelopes the
solutions to the three failure mechanisms, and shows the design profile. The white dash lines show the initial profiles. (A)
Overtopping (greater height, less steep landside slope, rougher slope). (B) Stability (less steep landside slope, widening of
levee base). (C) Uplift and piping (heavier top layer and longer seepage length) (adapted from [16]).

There is however not always enough room to make an ideal dyke profile entirely
of soil, for example when there are buildings, watercourses or other obstacles that are
expensive or impossible to move. In such situations the flood defense structure will have
to be strengthened using methods that take up very little space, such as reinforced soil
structures with geosynthetics. Geosynthetic drainage systems can reduce groundwater
pressure in the structure and allow the soil to retain more strength; geosynthetic barriers can
replace thick natural low permeability soil with significantly thinner layers, thus reducing
the structures footprint and increasing its impermeability (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Application of geosynthetics for dykes, schematic examples (adapted from [2,8]).

4. Main Applications of Geosynthetics in River Dykes
4.1. Geotextiles for Filtration

Filtration is one of the most common functions fulfilled by geotextiles in river dykes:
it involves intricate interaction mechanisms between soil particles and geotextile fibers,
hence it is certainly one of the most complex among all the functions fulfilled by geotextile
products. Significant studies and research have been carried out around the world to
evaluate the behavior of geotextiles used for soil filtration, both in the laboratory and in
the field, with the ultimate goal to improve design criteria [18,19]. Geotextiles have better
uniformity than granular filters. Geotextiles are subject to manufacturing tolerances under
factory conditions, while granular filters are subject to the natural variability of soils and
segregation during placement. Geotextiles rely on their extensibility and strength to remain
continuous during placement and subsequent deformation. Nonwoven geotextile filters
can be used both around the landside gravel drain and under the riprap protecting the
upper portion of the riverside slope. Geotextiles used as filters in river dykes behave very
similarly to geotextiles used in earth dams. The separation function is usually combined in
those applications with the filtration function in horizontal, vertical and inclined filters and
separation elements [8,20].

4.2. Geosynthetics for Drainage

Geosynthetics for drainage can be found in many applications in dyke design, as
illustrated in Figure 8, such as in horizontal drains for the downstream slope, chimney and
finger drain, vertical or sloping drain to compliment the barrier lining system inside the
dyke body and internal drainage in homogeneous fill.

The US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) [21] presents many situations where
granular drainage layers can be incorporated in dykes, some of which are presented in
Figure 9. In all these situations geosynthetics drainage systems can be designed in place of
the granular ones.
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Figure 8. Applications of drainage geocomposites in dykes: (a) horizontal drains for the downstream slope, (b) chimney and
finger drain, (c) vertical or (d) sloping drain to compliment the barrier lining system inside the dyke body, and (e) internal
drainage in homogeneous fill (adapted from [21]).

Figure 9. Use of horizontal and inclined drainage layers to control seepage through an embankment
(a) horizontal drainage layer, (b) inclined drainage layer for a homogeneous embankment, (c) inclined
drainage layer for a zone-embankment, (d) typical pervious toe trench with collector pipe, and (e)
pervious toe trench located beneath landward slope (adapted from [21]).
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Geosynthetics for drainage are typically geocomposite drains, i.e., a combination of
geosynthetics manufactured into a single product, usually comprising a drainage core with
a geotextile filter factory bonded on each face. The drainage core is a 3 dimensional element
(geonet, geomat, geospacer) (Figure 10), able to convey water flow along its plane.

Figure 10. Examples of (a) geocomposite drains with geomat and (b) geonet core.

4.3. Geosynthetics for Reinforcement

Geosynthetics can be used for increasing the stability of a dyke, or increasing its slope
angles and thus reducing its footprint, by building reinforced fill structures. Engineering
design procedures and construction methods are well established for these geosynthetic
reinforcement applications. Reinforced fill is comprised of three basic components: fill,
geosynthetic reinforcement and facing. The fill is usually a relatively clean granular soil
material. The reinforcement is usually laid in horizontal layers. The facing is connected
to the reinforcement and retains the face of the fill; it is usually made up of precast
concrete elements, or by wrapping-around the geosynthetic reinforcement. Geogrids,
woven/knitted geotextiles, and geostrips (Figure 11) are typically used for reinforcement
in dyke construction.

Figure 11. Examples of (from left to right) woven geotextile, extruded geogrid, woven geogrid, bonded geogrid, geostrip.

The selection of the type of reinforcement and its specifications are undertaken based
on design, as the reinforced soil body behaves similar to a structural element, on which the
stability of the dyke ultimately depends.

Geosynthetic reinforcement can be incorporated at the base of embankments to aid in
construction, reduce potential for foundation failure and excessive deformation, facilitate
embankment construction on sloping ground, and to construct steeper embankment slopes.

Dykes frequently must be constructed across soft and compressible soil, with the
potential for embankment failures (Figure 12). Basal geosynthetic reinforcement placed at
the bottom of the embankment improves stability and may reduce the required width of
the embankment (Figure 13), thereby reducing foundation preparation and embankment
soil volumes.

Dykes can also be constructed across hill slopes. The natural soil conditions, steepness
of the hillside, weight of the embankment, and seepage into the embankment can decrease
embankment stability (Figure 14). Geosynthetic reinforcement can be incorporated in the
embankment to improve stability (Figure 15). Geosynthetic reinforcement placed along the
dyke axis can also be used to minimize the length effect [22].
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Figure 12. Potential dyke failure when embankment is constructed on soft soil (adapted from [22]).

Figure 13. Dyke failure prevented by using geosynthetic basal reinforcement. Tension that develops in the reinforcement
(red arrows) provides the required stability and reduce embankment settlements (adapted from [22]).

Figure 14. Potential failure of a dyke constructed on a hillside (adapted from [22]).

Figure 15. The tensile strength provided by geosynthetic reinforcement can prevent the failure of a dyke constructed on a
hillside, while reducing its footprint (adapted from [22]).
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In many situations to increase the resistance of a dyke requires the enlargement of
the existing embankment (Figure 16) [21]. The required embankment widening can be
reinforced with geosynthetics. Depending on site conditions, multiple layers of reinforce-
ment can be used to reinforce the embankment slope, which could permit the slope to
be steepened, thereby reducing the foundation area to be prepared and the volume of
fill in the embankment. The reduced land area required, reduced fill material costs, and
increased embankment reliability provided by inclusion of geosynthetic reinforcement
make incorporating geosynthetics a logical and economical choice. Figure 17 shows an
example of reinforced soil dyke built in Tuscany (Italy).

Figure 16. Enlargements of existing dykes (a) riverside dyke enlargement, (b) straddle dyke enlarge-
ment, and (c) landside dyke enlargement (adapted from [21]).

Figure 17. Geogrid reinforcement of a dyke with steepened slope in Tuscany (Italy) (a) edge of the slope and (b) flat area.

While geosynthetic reinforcements placed across the dyke can afford the stability
of each cross-section, additional reinforcement placed along the dyke axis can minimize
the length effect, as shown in Figure 18. This longitudinal reinforcement can be installed
during major refurbishment works on an existing dyke, and can be included in the original
design for new dyke construction. The cost of the longitudinal reinforcement is negligible
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compared to the savings of avoiding potential dyke breaks due to the length effect, and
consequent costs.

Figure 18. Geosynthetic reinforcement used to afford stability of each cross-section of a dyke and for minimizing the
length effect.

4.4. Geosynthetics for Stabilisation

Geosynthetics with stabilization function in dykes are typically used to construct
roads and platforms to carry traffic on the top of the structure. As very often dykes are
constructed from cohesive soils with a lot of fines, such as clays and silts, they are there-
fore relatively weak soils so their ‘trafficability’ is quite low. Any heavy vehicle passing
on the top of dyke, especially during wet seasons characterized by increased moisture
within top of the structure (spring thaw, heavy rain periods, etc.) will typically result
in deep rutting (see Figure 19), making any further vehicle access impossible, especially
during periods when the dyke could be experiencing a high-water level on the riverside
or when local erosion/shallow slips of dykes occurs that require immediate maintenance
to prevent further deterioration. From a management of dykes point of view lack of
access for traffic is an unacceptable situation. Emergency vehicle access for urgent re-
pair/maintenance works—which may require access for cranes, excavators, bulldozers or
similar type machinery—requires continuous accessibility via a light but stable permanent
pavement.

One of the most effective solutions to prevent rutting of the dyke crest is stabilization
by geosynthetics of the unbound aggregate layer on the top of dyke, as shown in Figure 20.
Geosynthetics for stabilization are in most cases biaxial/multiaxial geogrids or geocells
(Figure 21) installed horizontally on the top of dyke structure. The stabilizing effect of
geosynthetics is achieved by a reduction of horizontal and vertical movement of aggregate
particles which counteracts deformation of that aggregate layer under applied load from
vehicle traffic. It results in either prevention of fast rutting and can even provide a full
flat profile of aggregate layer over a wet period. Axle load, bearing capacity of soils in
the upper part of dyke and type of aggregate are parameters incorporated into design
procedure, whilst thickness of aggregate layer and type of geosynthetic are the outcome
of it. In individual cases it might be a bespoke solution designed for a specific type of
machinery, e.g., heavy crane operating on the top of dyke. Often a geotextile separation
layer is also included under the stabilized layer to further increase the redundancy of
the system.
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Figure 19. Dyke top structure with rutting caused by traffic and with local erosion failures typical for
wet seasons.

Figure 20. Use of geosynthetics for stabilisation in dykes: (a) typical applications, (b) typical cross-section with geogrid
stabilization, and (c) typical cross-section with geocell stabilization.

Figure 21. (a) Typical biaxial geogrid and (b) typical geocell.

Another, very practical application of stabilizing geosynthetics in dykes is the con-
struction of very light pavements for bicycles (Figure 20), which is becoming a very popular
solution to attract bikers and to keep populations exercising and healthy.
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4.5. Geosynthetics for Surface Erosion Control

Unlike in canals, it is not typical for a dyke to form the bank of a river. In most
instances the dyke is placed at a higher level and at a distance from the natural river bed,
and the water flow will only reach the river dyke during flood events. Hence the erosion of
dykes by the permanent water stream or by the vessels in the river will not be discussed in
this paper. Erosion control of riverbeds is discussed in [1,2].

Given these clarifications, in dyke engineering surface erosion control is related to
both riverside and landside slopes, and it can be required for two main sources of erosion:

• Erosion caused by rainfall, and
• Erosion caused by overflow and overtopping of the dyke (Figure 2).

Rainfall erosion can occur both on the whole landside slope and riverside slope, and
erosion due to overtopping can occur in flooding conditions on the landside of a dyke.

Erosion control against rainfall on the riverside or landside slope of a dyke is exactly
the same as on any slope, while erosion control for overtopping is typical of dyke engineer-
ing. Many failures of dykes have been triggered by overtopping and consequent failure of
the unprotected landside slope. Failure mechanisms due to overtopping have been shown
to start at the landside slope, and then progressively involve the dyke body. The need to
protect the landside slope is therefore evident.

Overtopping of a dyke can create erosion damage on the crest and on the landside
slope, depending on the local boundary conditions. Overtopping often occurs with dyke
saturation, which weakens the structure and makes it easier for the water to flow over the
crest, subsequently cutting into the landside slope surface or into the toe of the dyke. The
primary erosion protection mechanism for dykes against hydraulic loads is grass cover.
The resistance of vegetation against erosion depends mainly on the grass, which must be
sufficiently dense to prevent soil particles from passing through it and sufficiently robust
to prevent bare spots from appearing in the vegetated area. To gain immediate protection
and strength, an effective solution can be provided by geosynthetics for erosion protection
(geomats, reinforced geomats, geoblankets). In the case where the grass cover does not
give full coverage, or where hydraulic impact has locally removed the grass, the erosion
control product bridges the bare spots.

Geosynthetics create a physical barrier which can absorb the impact of water and
wind on soil, resulting in the prevention of soil loss and enhancing vegetation growth.
These products are flexible and environmentally friendly; the installation is easy and fast
and they can be applied directly on slopes and along river and canal banks. Examples of
geosynthetics for erosion control are given on Figure 22. They promote vegetation growth
and increase the long term resistance of the grass cover to the potential hydraulic loads
from a river in flood or from water flow on the landside during overtopping by reinforcing
the grass root zone. However, after installation some time is needed to allow the roots to
grow through the erosion control product into the soil below (Figure 22).

Experience has shown that vegetated dykes can withstand limited overtopping with
little or no damage. Research utilizing actual vegetation on test embankments and experi-
ence with vegetated spillways has allowed quantification of the hydraulic loads required
to generate failure on a vegetated embankment face [23]. The results of this research and
experience have been used to develop simplified computational procedures for use in
predicting an acceptable amount of overtopping flow during a major flood event. Allowing
overtopping of dykes to the point of incipient failure of the slope protection is consistent
with the U.S. Natural Resources Conservation Service approach of requiring passage of the
design flood without breach of the embankment.

During overtopping flow the vegetation can provide protection against the initiation of
concentrated erosion that leads to head cut development and breach. For larger flow rates,
vegetation may delay breaching sufficiently to permit evacuation of downstream areas [24].
Vegetative cover is most viable as a protection method in humid climates that receive
sufficient moisture to establish relatively dense, uniform turf grasses without supplemental
irrigation. Good maintenance of the cover is essential to achieve significant protective
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benefits. Vegetation provides protection to an embankment in two functional ways: (1)
protection of the soil surface by reduction of velocities and stresses at the embankment
boundary as a result of the coverage provided by stems and leaves that lay down in the flow
and blanket the surface; (2) the reinforcement of the underlying soil due to the presence
of roots.

Figure 22. Examples of geosynthetics for erosion control. From left to right (a–e): geomat, steel mesh reinforced geomat,
geogrid reinforced geomat, geoblanket and resulting vegetation growth.

Geosynthetic reinforced grass can resist significantly higher duration flow velocities
compared to unreinforced grass; moreover the time before failure occurs is extended when
vegetation is reinforced. A good grass cover can typically withstand flow velocities of 4.5,
3.2 and 2.8 m/s for durations of 1, 5 and 10 h respectively, while for grass reinforced by a
20 mm thick TRM these velocities are typically increased to 6.0, 5.5, and 5.0 m/s [25].

4.6. Geosynthetyics for Protection against Rodents Excavation

Beavers, nutria, badgers and other rodents or digging animals can sometimes cause
significant damage on slopes of dykes. In isolated cases, such damage caused by these
animals could lead to an increased risk of global slope failures with serious consequences
of flooding for the communities living in the area. Cavities created by digging animals
(Figure 23) can be of high risk for the stability of the dyke. The highest risk is beavers
digging through the low permeability layers. An opening through these layers leads to
increased flow through the dyke, ultimately causing erosion and water seeping through
the embankment all the way to the landside. Most critical failures consist in partial or total
collapse of the embankment by sliding.

Due to changing climate conditions, recent studies show an increase in the population
of beavers, nutria and other rodents in vast regions of central Europe over the last 15 years,
while the Netherlands’ beaver population is expected to grow from 700 to 7000 by 2032 [26].

Safe and durable protection against rodent intrusion in dykes can be achieved by
lining the dyke slopes with geomats reinforced with steel mesh (Figure 23). The strength of
the steel mesh will act as an impenetrable barrier to the animals who will not be able to
dig a hole through the steel mesh, while the geomat will provide the erosion protection
function during flooding events.
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Figure 23. Badger excavation at dyke toe and protection against rodent excavation with reinforced geomats (adapted
from [26]).

An intervention against rodent intrusion was implemented in Germany along the
Odra Dyke, District Sophienthal, Brandenburg, in 2013, in cooperation with the State
Agency for Environment, Health and Consumer Protection Frankfurt/Oder and the Water
and Dyke Association Oderbruch [26]. A reinforced geomat for beaver protection was
installed in a 200 m long dyke stretch, near the community of Sophienthal. This project also
shows the multi-functional use of geosynthetics in dykes: a geosynthetic clay liner (GCL)
was placed for waterproofing of the riverside slope, a polyester geogrid was placed at the
base of the embankment for basal reinforcement, and reinforced geomats were placed on
the riverside and landside slopes for protection against erosion and rodents excavation.

4.7. Geosynthetics for River Training Works

Longitudinal dykes can be protected, particularly in curves, with groins built perpen-
dicular to the river flow (Figure 24) [2]. Such structures must be resistant against high
flow forces. The groins can be built using geosynthetic mattresses, geosynthetic tubes and
geosynthetic containers. In addition, a filter geotextile underneath the groins is an essential
component of the system that contributes to a long lasting training structure. The weight
of the containers is typically chosen according to the hydraulic load and the installation
done to avoid gaps in between the elements. These structures may also get an armor layer
of steel or geosynthetic mattresses or armor stones (riprap) if necessary. The structures can
also use cheap local material for the main structure fill with short transportation distances
and thus reduced related impact.

Figure 24. Groin construction with geosynthetics: (1) hard armor or geosynthetic containers; (2) geosynthetic containers for
the core; (3) geotextile filter; (4) steel mattresses or armor stones (adapted from [2]).
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4.8. Geosynthetics in Barrier Systems

To avoid failures due to water filtration inside and below a dyke, or due to erosion
on the riverside slope, the most effective passive method is to separate water completely
from the soil and thus prevent any interaction between the water and soil [1]. This can
be done using barrier materials, which, also serve as protection for the underlying soil.
Barrier layers can be provided by geosynthetic material, namely polymeric or bituminous
geomembranes or geosynthetic clay liners (GCL). The advantage of these systems is the
flexibility to adapt to deformations developing after the lining installation [1].

The use of geosynthetics also allows for the construction of a dyke out of higher
permeability fill than would normally be adopted for dyke construction, in order to reduce
seepage and internal erosion [12].

There is often a variety of locally available materials used to construct dykes, as local
soils are the most cost effective construction material. However, the material is often very
heterogeneous and its permeability can be variable. Many of these dykes have been subject
to reconstruction, additional sealing and other improvement [3] as local weak points can
lead to the failure of the entire structure.

Some potential applications of geosynthetic barriers in dykes are summarized in
Figure 25.

Figure 25. Some applications of geosynthetic barriers in dykes (adapted from [27]): (a) on the riverside slope; (b) vertically
placed in the dyke body; (c) in the cut-off diaphragm below the dyke body; (d) vertically placed in the dyke expansion.

Near surface slips resulting from a quick drop in the water level on the riverside, and
causing superficial sliding of the riverside slope, can leave the clay core unprotected against
erosion. In the case of geomembranes or GCLs, placed on the riverside slope (Figure 25a),
near-surface slips are also critical, but can be repaired more easily than along softened,
partially eroded clay [8]. A specific requirement for barriers is a sufficient resistance against
impact forces. Armor stones have to be laid on the barrier material with care [1]. In these
cases a geomembrane requires protection provided by a nonwoven geotextile.

Brandl [8] also points out that geosynthetics have proved suitable as an alternative to
clay cores in the body of a dyke.

Installing a barrier on the waterside of the dyke may not always result in the desired
effect. An additional aspect to consider is the contact to the in situ soil layer at the upstream
toe of the embankment. If the water is able to flow below the barrier and into the dyke, the
effect of the lining will be negated. The seepage line in the embankment will ultimately
reach nearly the same level as without the barrier. The only advantage is potentially
to gain some time until this condition is reached, depending on the permeability of the
embankment. If there is no soil layer with low hydraulic conductivity at the foot of the
dyke, additional measures are necessary, e.g., cut-off diaphragm to a sufficient depth [1]
(Figure 25c).

Cutoff walls can be constructed using interlocking geomembrane panels, which can
be installed in slurry-filled trenches. The geomembrane panels are inserted with the aid of
guide frames. The geomembrane panel joints are typically self-sealing with proprietary
interlocking features. In some soil conditions, the geomembrane panels can be installed
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using a vibratory hammer and insertion plate, thus eliminating the need to excavate a
slurry trench. The geomembrane for cut off walls are usually made of HDPE, with a
thickness of 2–3 mm.

In case of dyke expansion, the expansion can be made of locally available soil with
relatively high permeability; yet the expansion can be made impervious by placing a
geosynthetic barrier vertically in the expansion on the dyke crest (Figure 25d).

Other impervious linings such as concrete slabs, concrete mattresses or asphalt layers
are too stiff to adjust to subbase deformations. They will bridge indentations caused, e.g.,
by sub-erosion and thus no warning is given until a cavity under the lining has become too
large and the whole structure collapses [1].

Significant experience on the use of GCLs as impermeable surface lining in dykes has
been gained in Germany where following the Elbe River floods that took place between
2002 and the end of 2005, about 150 levee reconstruction projects are known to have been
carried out in which about 700,000 m2 of GCLs have been employed [10]. A schematic
application of GCLs as an inland levee sealing system against flooding from rivers is
illustrated in Figure 26. The dimensioning of GCLs in this case is covered in [28] and the
installation of a geosynthetic clay liner generally follows [29].

Figure 26. Application of a geosynthetic clay liners (GCL) in the course of dyke refurbishment works (adapted from [30,31]).

The hydraulic properties of GCLs and Geomembranes, compared with various lining
materials are included in Table 1 [32].
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Table 1. Properties and flow rates through lining materials including geosynthetic clay liners and geomembranes for
an applied hydraulic head of 1 m for porous materials. The difference in pressure applied between both faces of the
geomembranes and multicomponent GCLs is 100 kPa.

Material Testing Conditions
Hydraulic

Conductivity
(ms−1)

Thickness
(m)

Flow Rate
(m3m−2d−1)

Cement concrete In the field a 10−10 a 0.1 9.5 × 10−5

Roller compacted
concrete 10−8 a 0.5 2.6 × 10−3

Asphaltic concrete In the field with excellent construction and quality
control a 10−9 a 0.1 9.5 × 10−4

Asphaltic concrete In the field with ordinary construction and quality
control a 10−8 a 0.1 9.5 × 10−3

Compacted clay liner With excellent construction and quality control a 10−9 a 1 1.7 × 10−4

Compacted clay liner With ordinary construction and quality control a 10−8 a 1 1.7 × 10−3

Geosynthetic clay
liners

As manufactured, confined and hydrated with low
cation concentration solutions 10−11 a 0.01 8.7 × 10−5

Multicomponent GCLs As manufactured Meaningless 0.01 <2 × 10−5 b

Geomembranes As manufactured Meaningless ≥0.001 <10−6 b

a [33], b [34]. Adapted from [32].

5. Economic Advantages of Construction Using Geosynthetics

The use of geosynthetics in civil engineering applications often provides financial
benefits by reducing the cost of imported materials, reducing the amount of waste, and
generally provides more efficient use of resources compared with traditional solutions that
use soil, concrete, and steel [35]. The cost, schedule, and risk reduction benefits provided
by using, for example, geosynthetic reinforcement, have resulted in these products having
been used for decades to improve stability of dykes. Based on a review, four types of cost
savings have been identified [36]:

• Reduction of the quantity or need for select imported soil material,
• Easier and/or accelerated construction,
• Improved long-term performance, and
• Improved sustainability.

The questions of the reduction of the quantity or need for select imported soil material
and improved long-term performance are discussed in the following subsections. Improved
environmental benefits of the use of geosynthetics, contributing to sustainability, will be
discussed in Section 6 of this paper.

5.1. Reduction of the Quantity of Soil Material

To reduce the quantity of natural soil materials required, geosynthetics often replace
the given soil and rock materials at a material and installation cost that is less than that of
the natural-material alternative. Furthermore, geosynthetics are often used in geotechnical
systems and, due to improved performance efficiency, may decrease the volume of other
geotechnical materials used in that system. In many cases the cost benefit is such that the
use of geosynthetics is now the standard practice [36].

Normal flood embankments along rivers are not designed for overflow loads, ex-
cept special designed overflow sections. Some technical code for flood protection dykes
along rivers exclude the protection of the landside embankment from technical standard
structures because of the high costs and poor experience with such structures [37]. Thus,
overflow loads mostly lead to a very rapid and complete failure of the dyke structure form-
ing a dyke breach with lengths from few meters to several hundreds of meters. A huge part
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of the damage that occurred due to dyke breaches in Germany in the past decades could
have been avoided by focusing the application of overflow protection for the structures. In
addition, [37] states that one major issue cited against the incorporation of overflow dyke
structures are perceived high costs. According to them this issue can be addressed by using
designs incorporating geosynthetics.

An example of how geosynthetics can economically contribute the construction of
overflow dyke structures was presented in [13]. The USACE conducted extensive testing
and pilot research programs to find alternative solutions for dyke overflow protection
measures in order to reduce the costs and provide identical or better performance than
traditional hard armoring systems such as rock riprap and concrete for hurricane and
storm damage risk reduction systems. The study showed that a high-performance turf
reinforcement mat (HP-TRM) solution is a more cost effective and environmentally friendly
solution than traditional hard armor solutions.

The case study of the construction of dykes on embankments constructed on soft soils
was presented by [36]. In the study dykes at Craney Island, Virginia, USA, construction,
without reinforcement using geosynthetics would have required 8 to 10 times the volume
of soil, as the fill would be pushed down into the soft soil below in order to build the
structure above the surface. When reinforced embankments using geosynthetics were built
on that project, less than one times the volume of soil was lost for one volume to construct
the structure above the surface. Thus for very weak soils, geosynthetics used in reinforcing
the embankment significantly reduced the amount of displacement of the foundation and
thus the loss of material, resulting in a significant saving.

5.2. Reduction of the Need for Select Soil Material

The EU Regulation 305/2011 [38] lays down harmonized conditions for the marketing
of construction products and particularly recommends predominantly using secondary
materials as construction material. The demonstration of how the use of geosynthetics can
improve the functionality of dykes constructed with fine-grained dredged materials as a
replacement for standard dyke cover material was studied [3]. In this context geosynthetics
contribute to reduce the cost of construction by allowing the use of inert waste products as
part of the structural fill.

In many places in the world, gravel for the core and rock as armor is simply not
available and concrete (for armor elements) is too expensive. In such cases, geotextile
bags or containers offer an alternative solution. Local fill material is filled in geosynthetic
containments to build the core of the river training structures. Using cheap local material
for the major volume of the structure will result in lower costs with the same benefit [1].

More generally, a better use of residues and waste in engineering works is important
to reduce the exploitation of natural material and to preserve the environment. The combi-
nation of geosynthetics with such residues may provide less expensive and concomitantly
more environmentally friendly solutions [39].

5.3. Improved Long-Term Performance

The long term performance of geosynthetics in their application can both be discussed
from the point of view of the product performance, and of the application in which the
geosynthetics are installed. Indeed, geosynthetics, by their use, contribute to the increase of
the lifetime of the application, as evidenced by the references mentioned in the following.

5.3.1. Durability of Geosynthetics

UV resistance is a key parameter for the durability of geomats and geoblankets for
erosion control, especially in areas with lower chance of full vegetation, and for critical
applications such as storm water management and flood protection [13]. Accelerated UV
tests on geomats for a period of 3000 h and 6000 h have proven the long term durability of
these geosynthetics for erosion control [13].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4445 22 of 31

Reference [40] mentions the various ageing mechanisms that the GCLs can face while
installed in dykes: stress during installation, surface resistance against abrasion due to
rip-rap, washout of bentonite in relation with hydrodynamic action, freeze-thaw cycles,
hydration-desiccation cycles combined with cation exchange that lead to significant increase
in the hydraulic conductivity of the bentonite in the GCL, or root penetration. Proper
design, and installation of GCL however allow to overcome those potential aging and
failure mechanisms as emphasized by feedbacks from excavations at dykes. In particular a
minimum 0.8 m thickness of cover soil is recommended. Fleischer and Heibaum [40] report
on the excavation at three dykes of GCLs installed respectively in 1994, 2001 and 2004,
thus 4 to 12 years after installation. Where the soil cover nature, thickness and slope were
adapted, as well as the vegetation on top of the GCL and cover soil, good performance
along time of the GCL was noticed.

Multicomponent GCLs are GCLs onto which is attached a film, coating, or mem-
brane that decreases the hydraulic conductivity, protect the clay core, or both [41]; these
geosynthetics could find some applications in dykes to solve some of the issues previously
presented. Some hydraulic properties of multicomponent GCLs are given is Table 1.

5.3.2. Increased Life Span Thanks to the Use of Geosynthetics

Most of the applications in which geosynthetics are used are designed to perform
at least equally to traditional design solutions. Part of the reason geosynthetic solutions
have improved performance over traditional designs is that they work better than the
geotechnical material they replace. The performance improvement is gained by using
manufactured materials with known properties as compared to the relative high variability
of soils and requirements for monitoring of the installation/compaction of soils to allow
for their desired properties to be achieved in the field. In some applications geosynthetics
also improve the performance of geotechnical material [36].

Haselsteiner et al. [37] mention that measures involving geosynthetics lead to a re-
tardation of the flooding of the hinterland located behind the dyke and additionally a
complete failure was avoided. Both effects result in a reduction of flood damage and in
gaining more time for taking other flood protection measures. In spite of the fact that no
design specification or standards were created, in comparison to commonly used overflow
protection measures such as riprap or just flat embankment inclinations, geosynthetic
overflow structures are an effective and efficient solution.

In addition, it was shown, among other conclusions, that HP-TRM maintained with
engineered earth anchors (EEAs) can increase the safety factor of the armoring system
against hydraulic forces and also provide slope surface stability [13].

5.3.3. Geosynthetics and Seismic Resilience

The good performance of geosynthetic-reinforced soil walls and slopes during earth-
quake has been documented widely in the literature [42]. In Japan, the greater seismic
resistance of these structures compared to conventional retaining wall structures has led to
their increasing use for new permanent structures and to replace conventional structures
damaged in earthquakes. By extension, dykes constructed with geosynthetic reinforce-
ment would be more resistant to seismic loading than those constructed from traditional
materials and the geosynthetic reinforcement will provide additional tensile strength and
resilience in the structure.

6. Mitigating Greenhouse Gases Emissions Using Geosynthetics

Two categories of actions are required to tackle climate change and its effects: (i)
mitigation to reduce greenhouse gases (GHG) emissions and (ii) adaptation. Geosynthetics
can make a contribution to mitigation by reducing GHG emissions from construction and
operating infrastructure. In fact, the ecological advantages of construction methods using
geosynthetics are well known, the use of geosynthetics can dramatically reduce emissions
from soil that needs to be excavated, transported, and put in place [43].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4445 23 of 31

The carbon footprint is a measure of total GHG emissions caused directly or indirectly
by a person, organization, event, or product. The carbon footprint can include emissions
over the entire life of a product or construction. Embodied carbon (EC) is an indicator of
cumulative carbon emissions used in the solution adopted. Life-cycle assessment (LCA) is
a tool for measuring the environmental impact of products or systems over their lifetime.
It considers the extraction of raw materials, production, use, recycling, and disposal of
waste [43].

The past few years have seen an improved mastery of techniques of LCA in the field
of geosynthetics. The latest calculations [44–46] are indicative of the progress made in this
field, in which an ever-more constructed standard approach is evolving by using EC values
representative of geosynthetics [47] and by comparing the EC values for entire construction
solutions. Thus, results are recognized and trusted when the conclusion indicates that
solutions using geosynthetics significantly reduce environmental impact.

The sustainability of materials and processes is commonly assessed by calculating
the carbon emissions (CO2) generated that can be used as “short LCA” for the ecological
evaluation [44]. Taking into account the extraction and production of the used construction
materials, loading, transport and installation, the cumulated energy demand (CED) and
CO2 emissions are determined for each of the construction alternatives.

Although this is a simplification, the ease of calculation encourages comparisons
between solutions and makes such assessments accessible, transparent, and repeatable so
that the CO2 emitted can more easily be counted towards industry, national, and interna-
tional targets [44]. Some studies have incorporated other indicators such as cumulative
energy demand, climate change, photochemical ozone formation, particulate formation,
acidification, eutrophication, land competition, and water use. Such calculations were
made for various applications [48].

The use of geosynthetics results in massive improvements to CO2 savings as opposed
to nearly all alternative civil engineering materials used [49]. In the particular context
of dykes the example of the comparison of an external sealing for a river dyke on the
Kinzig (southwest Germany) is given [50]. The use of a GCL is compared to the use of a
compacted clay liner (CCL) with an average thickness of 0.625 m. The comparison turns
out in favour of the GCL. The difference in the cumulated energy demand of the two
sealing systems is, however, comparatively insignificant. A medium transport distance of
35 km (one-way) was assumed for the mineral barrier material, which greatly impacts the
CED for the required sealing material of 45.000 tons (see Figure 27). For the GCL the main
share in the CED is the polypropylene (PP), which at a surface weight of 0.69 kg/m2 PP
(including 6.2% overlapping) is a major factor. When comparing the two sealing systems,
the transport distance for the mineral sealing material is the decisive parameter. If the
place of extraction is on-site or very near to the place of installation, then the CCL—mostly
because it has no energy content (feedstock)—can hardly be improved upon. In the case of
the GCL, the main part of the CED is the energy content (feedstock) of the polypropylene
(ca. 53%). The transport distance for the GCLs from the manufacturer’s plant in Espelkamp
to Offenburg (580 km) is, in comparison as regards the CED compared to the PP granulate
material, of hardly decisive consequence (ca. 8.5%).

The covering soil which has to be put in position as weather protection for both barrier
materials (here: d = 0.8 m), is 97 MJ/m2 with an assumed average transport distance of
20 km for both cases studied, in particular when comparing these systems with other
systems, of quite considerable consequence. The distribution concerning environmentally
relevant CO2 corresponds approximately to the CED, the GCL has a CO2 emission of
4.0 kg/m2, the CCL of 9.9 kg/m2 and the covering soil is entered in the CO2 balance sheet
with 7.9 kg/m2 (see Figure 28).
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Figure 27. Comparison of cumulated energy demand for GCL and compacted clay liner (CCL) dyke
sealing systems (adapted from [46]).

Figure 28. Comparison of CO2 emissions for GCL and CCL dyke sealing systems (adapted from [46]).

In bank protection works, the carbon footprint of double twist wire mesh solutions is
twice as little as riprap and can be improved more when locally available stones are used,
which is usually the case as the diameter of stone used in the filling of the mesh is usually
small. In this case the impact in terms of carbon footprint was 6 times less than for riprap
for the case study presented [51].
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7. The Minimum Energy Performance Concept

A key concept in sustainability of constructions is the minimum energy perfor-
mance [52]: according to the EU Directive on the Energy Performance of Buildings, cost-
optimal energy efficiency levels for buildings need to be ensured, where cost-optimal is the
level of energy efficiency at which the total cost of the life cycle is minimized, taking into
account the costs of construction, energy and maintenance [53].

Extending the concept from buildings to civil engineering constructions, such as river
dykes, sound engineering practices would require the designers to understand how to use
“living” and “inert” materials together by best combining both types of materials.

The challenge is to identify a system capable of providing the required resistance and
to be able to incorporate the most appropriate solution, which would be that one defined
by the cost-optimal energy efficiency levels; in civil engineering constructions this can
be broadly defined as the minimum amount of intervention on the environment, which
is required to solve the problem, ranging from the lowest level of no intervention up to
the highest energy level, which may necessitate, as example, the construction of massive
concrete structures.

Given the above outlined reduction of the quantity of soil material, reduction of the
need for select soil material, improved long-term performance, durability, increased life
span, and mitigating greenhouse gases emissions, Geosynthetics can be considered as
one of the best ways to design according to the minimum energy performance approach,
affording in most cases the cost-optimal energy efficiency level of the project.

8. Advantages and Disadvantages of the Use of Geosynthetics in Dyke Engineering

As discussed above, the use of geosynthetics in river dykes has many advantages, in
terms of technical properties, ease of construction, economy, and environmental impact.

In this section the potential disadvantages for the use of geosynthetics in river dykes
are discussed, based on recent research and experience from existing projects.

8.1. Geotextiles for Filtration

To the authors’ knowledge there are no reported failures in literature of geotextile
filters used in river dykes. The potential disadvantages of geotextile filters, compared to the
traditional granular filters, lies in the risk of clogging and/or blinding due to fine particles
being entrapped inside the geotextile and/or accumulated on its surface, to a level that the
filtration capacity and the permeability are impaired. Recent results from excavation of
geotextile filters have been reported [54].

It has to be noted that geotextile for filtration in earth dams has been one of the
earliest applications: the first large earth dam using geosynthetic materials, Valcros dam,
was built in 1970 in France. At that time the geotextiles were designed as a filter on
the upstream slope between the rocks and the earth fill and on the downstream slope
around the main drains [55]. The behavior of these geotextiles is fully documented because
several excavations and investigations were carried out 6 years [56] and 21 years after
installation [57]; the geotextiles at Valcros dam are still in operation without any impair
factor to their filtration capacity after over 50 years.

Over 40 years of research into geotextile filters has led to the publication of several
design criteria, which have been summarized in the ISO TR 18228 [58] series of standards
for design of geosynthetics, including the filtration function.

Designing geotextile filters in river dykes according to this standard would prevent the
potential risk of clogging and/or blinding, thus eliminating the only potential disadvantage
for the use of a geotextile filter.

8.2. Geosynthetics for Drainage

Geosynthetic drains have very think profile (up to 20 mm) compared to granular
drainage blankets (whose thickness is of the order of 0.5–1.5 m). Nevertheless the water
flow inside geosynthetic drains is typically turbulent with much higher velocity than the
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filtration flow occurring in granular filters. Hence the flow rate of geosynthetic drains is
very high even with their reduced thickness.

Recent research on geosynthetic drains has shown that the draining core can be subject
to thickness reduction due to compressive creep over the entire design life, and due to the
intrusion of the geotextile filters into the draining core, which would reduce the available
flow capacity. This is a potential disadvantage compared to granular filters, which are not
subject to the negative effects of long term overburden pressure.

A decrease in the available flow capacity due to chemical or biological clogging of
the draining core has however been shown to not be of concern when fresh water is being
transmitted, such as in the case of river dykes.

Research on geosynthetic drains has led to the development of test standards for
the evaluation of their short and long term properties: water flow capacity in standard
conditions (ISO 12958-1 [59]) and in operational conditions (ISO 12958-2 [60]), compressive
creep testing (ISO 25619-1 [61]) and accelerated compressive creep testing with the Stepped
Isothermal Method (SIM) (ASTM D7361 [62]).

These tests are the base for the design criteria for geosynthetic drains, which have
been summarized in the ISO TR 18228 [58] series of standards for design of geosynthetics,
including the drainage function.

Designing geosynthetic drains in river dykes according to this standard, taking into
consideration the overburden pressure, would allow for the selection of a product able to
provide the required flow rate at the end of the design life, with the prescribed factor of
safety on the available drainage capacity.

Hence the potential disadvantage of geosynthetic drains compared to granular filters,
due to compressive creep and geotextiles intrusion, can be easily overcome through sound
engineering design.

8.3. Geosynthetics for Reinforcement and Stabilisation

To the authors’ knowledge there is no potential disadvantage in the use of geosynthet-
ics for reinforcement and stabilization in river dykes.

Obviously, the stability of reinforced or stabilized soil structures shall be designed
taking into account all the potential limit states and failure mechanisms, including the
water induced ones: for river dykes, the stability analyses in case of rapid draw-down shall
always be carried out.

8.4. Geosynthetics for Surface Erosion Control

The erosion control function is complex, since the performance depends both on the
geosynthetics that are used and on the establishment of the vegetation.

Given that the establishment of vegetation would require, in any case, the correct mix-
ture of soils, the proper selection of seeds, the possible use of mulch, and the maintenance
during the first growth season, the only potential disadvantage in the use of geosynthetics
could be the difficulty to select a product that wouldn’t impair the growth of vegetation
while continuously providing erosion protection and root reinforcement.

The ISO TR 18228 [58] series of standards for design of geosynthetics, including the de-
sign of geosynthetics for the erosion control function, both on slopes and on river/channel
banks, allows for the selection of the geosynthetics which can afford the required resistance
to both the design water velocity and the design shear stresses applied by the stream.

8.5. Geosynthetics in Barrier Systems

The main barrier materials used in dykes engineering are GCLs. GCLs when used in
river dykes are however subject to specific failure mechanisms. These are summarized as
previously stated in [40] and include:

• Careful attention needs to be paid to panel overlaps as these are potential points of
weakness in the barrier, so good construction quality assurance is critical.
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• GCLs in dykes should not be exposed directly to hydraulic loads, as this could wash
the bentonite out of the GCL over time. GCLs are therefore typically covered with a
soil layer, minimum 800 mm thick.

• GCLs subject to freeze and thaw cycles can develop increased hydraulic conductivity;
again the soil cover layer will usually prevent this failure mechanism.

• GCLs can be subject to root penetration from vegetation that establishes on the em-
bankments. Sufficient cover depth, typically 0.8m, is usually specified to mitigate this
risk.

• The bentonite in a GCL can be subject to cation exchange, reducing the swell capacity
of the bentonite and thus the hydraulic conductivity. This effect is usually exacerbated
by wet/dry cycling. As such designers should be aware that the GCL hydraulic
conductivity is likely to increase over time and incorporate measures to deal with this
in the design.

Von Maubeuge and Ehrenberg [63] discussed the benefits multicomponent GCLs
could bring, by limiting bentonite erosion and wet dry cycles and also potential cation
exchange with the soil covering the GCL, as could be expected in a dyke environment, thus
further extending the design life of the material. The polymer layer in the multicomponent
GCL will also form a barrier to root penetration, as a geomembrane would, which has been
highlighted as a risk to the use of GCLs in dykes [40].

8.6. Environmental Benefits of Geosynthetics

Geosynthetics are designed to last: most geosynthetics can be supplied with certificates
of conformance for an expected duration in excess of 100 years. It is essential that the design
life of geosynthetics is at least equal to the design life of the structure they are incorporated
in. As previously presented, the design life of geosynthetics used in geoenvironmental
applications is subject to many factors. By taking these factors into consideration, and by
using internationally accepted standards of specification, design and installation, their
ability to function can be relied upon for well over the expected design life of these
structures. Ref. [64] evaluated durability testing data collected over a 17 year period on
HDPE geomembrane samples. Geomembranes used in applications such as river dykes
will experience temperatures below the long-term average ambient temperatures. For a
site with an annual average earth temperature of 15 degrees Celsius the expected life of a
suitable specified and installed geomembrane would be well over the 100 years specified in
CE marking. Strict quality control along the production chain but also during installation,
for which procedures have been developed and are in use, is also a key factor.

The construction activities based on construction methods that do not involve geosyn-
thetics have contributed significantly to global warming and associated geoenvironmental
instabilities, such as soil erosion, hill/riverbank/coastal slope instability, ice/glacier melt-
ing, floods and sea-level rise, worldwide [65]. Carbon emissions associated to construction
with geosynthetics has been shown to have a comparatively limited impact, so that in
addition to bringing solutions that contribute to limiting the effects of floods, geosynthetics
also, in a virtuous circle, contribute to limiting carbon emissions during construction of
these measures. The use of geosynthetics also provides an increased durability and re-
silience to infrastructure, which also results in less carbon emissions long term due to the
infrastructure being able to function for a longer time.

Finally, education, in particular through the Educate the Educators program of the IGS,
is essential in offering undergraduate civil engineering students exposure to geosynthetics.
It does this by providing Geotechnical Engineering university professors with the content
and pedagogical tools needed [66]. The knowledge and knowhow thus capitalized over
the years in terms of designing and building with geosynthetics can be used to the best
and largest possible extent to ensure the longest duration of works and lowest impact to
the environment.
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9. Summary

In the context of climate change and the resulting expected increased frequency and
magnitude of natural disasters, longitudinal dykes, constitute one of the most often used
active structural methods to control the course of a river

Dykes are commonly made of different natural materials. They can also incorporate
geosynthetics. Literature on the appropriate use of geosynthetics in dykes and their
advantages in this context is sparse. The objective of this review paper was thus to compile
a synthesis of the existing literature on this topic to address the many ways in which
geosynthetics contribute to sustainable construction of dykes and thus contribute to water
systems management.

A brief presentation of what geosynthetics are and the functions they can fulfil was
given in Section 2 of this paper.

Section 3 gave a brief overview of dyke structure, when built from granular materials,
and the typical failure mechanisms in earthen structures that are commonly encountered
due to the action of water. Based on the review of these failure mechanisms, solutions
incorporating geosynthetics, that contribute to increased resilience of dykes by increasing
their strength and their longevity, are presented.

The main applications of geosynthetics in dykes were presented in Section 4. The
advantages of using geotextiles filters, and the various locations in a dyke where they
can be used were detailed. Insight was then given in the applications of geocomposites
for drainage, that can replace granular materials efficiently to fulfil this function. The
applications of reinforcement and stabilization were then addressed. Again the importance
of the adaptation of the design and of using the right materials at the right location to
optimize the performance was emphasized. The enlargement of dykes was discussed in
this section.

Surface erosion control can be a major issue in dykes, both on the riverside and the
landside. This topic is critical as overtopping of dykes during extreme intensity floods is
thought to represent one of the main risks of failure of these structures. Various alternatives
incorporating geosynthetics were presented.

The use of geosynthetics to ensure protection against rodents was also discussed.
Finally, details were given on the way geosynthetic barriers can be incorporated in

dykes in order to separate water from soil in the structure and thus avoid failures due to
water infiltration, was presented.

Through the presentation of the various potential uses of geosynthetics in dykes,
emphasis was thus put on the many ways geosynthetics contribute to reduce the risk of
failure of dykes and thus increase their resilience.

As further shown in Section 5, in addition to the technical benefits of construction
with geosynthetics, the use of geosynthetics also results in economic advantages for a
project. The paper has demonstrated how construction with geosynthetics can result in a
reduction in the quantity of soil material required to form a dyke, and even of the type of
fill required, making it possible to use dredged materials, coal combustion products or even
residues. The increased life span of construction that results from the use of geosynthetics
also contributes to the implementation of economies that can be significant.

In addition to the environmental benefits resulting from the reduction in quarrying of
granular fill material, mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions during construction can be
obtained and quantified as shown in Section 6 of this paper.

This review paper has illustrated the many possible contributions of geosynthetics to
the construction of sustainable river management, not only by allowing the implementation
of more economic construction methods, but also with increased durability, to be able to
withstand the extreme stresses related to climate change that these structures are going to
be expected to endure. Geosynthetics also bring a positive contribution to the reduction of
greenhouse gas emissions and support a reduction in construction costs.

The advantages and disadvantages of the use of geosynthetics in water engineering in
the context of dykes was finally discussed, showing that risks inherent in the use of these
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products can be prevented provided that proper design, specification and installation is
ensured. Efforts in education made by the International Geosynthetics Society in the past
years contributes to the effort of ensuring longevity of structures through the appropriate
use of geosynthetics.
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