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Abstract

This study focuses on the numerical modeling of the surface erosion occurring at a fluid/soil

interface undergoing a flow process. Following a previous work [3], the balance equations

with jump relations are used and a penalization procedure is used to compute Navier-Stokes

equations around obstacles, with a fictitious domain method, in order to avoid body-fitted

unstructured meshes. The water/soil interface evolution is described with a Level Set function

coupled to a threshold erosion law. In order to allow adaptive mesh refinement, we develop

a Discrete Duality Finite Volume scheme (DDFV). The ability of the model to predict the

interfacial erosion of soils is confirmed by presenting several simulations.
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1 Introduction

Erosion phenomena is one of the main causes of the failure of hydraulic works such as dams, dykes
and levees. In this context, the numerical modeling of the piping erosion of soil is a challenging
problem [1], [2]. The model validated in [3] considers the erosion of a cohesive soil generated
by a water flow tangential to the soil/water interface. The threshold erosion law is described
by the shear stress of water at the soil/water interface. As the accuracy of the model depends
strongly on the mesh discretization around the soil/water interface, adaptive mesh refinement is
used, contrary to [3] where the mesh is a staggered cartesian grid. This obliges to use an adapted
space discretization to Navier-Stokes equations, Discrete Duality Finite Volume scheme are chosen.

2 Physical model

The erosion model is described in [3], [4] and [5]. We consider an impervious soil under a diluted
flow. With these assumptions, the solid/water interface can be considered as a sharp interface. As
proved in [3], the time scales of the flow and of the erosion process are so different that the flow is
described by the stationary Navier-Stokes equations at moderate Reynolds numbers. The velocity
in the soil us is assumed to vanish and the soil/water interface Γ is driven by the threshold law of
erosion.

2.1 Governing equations

Field equations

Let’s denote Ωf the fluid domain and Ωs the soil domain. The fictitious domain approach, intro-
duced by Angot in [10] and used by Golay and al. in [3], allows to describe the behavior of the
two subdomains with a Navier-Stokes system defined on the whole domain Ω = Ωf ∪ Ωs:







ρ(∂tu− u ∧ rot(u))− µ∆u+∇p = ρg− µH
Ks

(u− us),

div(u) = 0,
(+ B.C.)

(1)

Where u is the flow velocity, p is the pressure, ρ is the water density, µ is the dynamic viscosity
and ρg represents the gravity force. The penalization coefficient Ks can be interpreted as a low
permeability and H is the characteristic function of the soil domain, which is unity within Ωs and
zero elsewhere. The boundary conditions (B.C.) closing the system are determined according to
the considered problem.
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Erosion law

The erosion law is an experimental law, validated by S. Bonelli [1] and R. Fell [2], which describes
the interface behaviour. This threshold law links the eroded mass and the shear stress of the flow:

ṁer =

{

Ker(τ − τc) if τ > τc,

0 otherwise,
(2)

where τc is the critical shear stress and Ker is the kinetic coefficient of erosion (Ker > 0).
The tangential shear stress is given by : |τ | =

√

(T · n)2 − (n ·T · n)2, where T = −pId+2µD(u)
denotes the stress tensor, D(u) denotes the symmetric part of the velocity gradient and n denotes
the normal unit vector of the interface Γ oriented outwards from the flow.
Based on the above assumption, the interface velocity is defined as follows (ρs is the soil density):

vΓ =
ṁer

ρs
n. (3)

3 Numerical modeling

DDFV scheme

The DDFV methods can be seen as a generalisation of Marker and Cell (MAC) methods on
Cartesian grids. A 2D and 3D DDFV scheme was proposed and tested in several studies. The
one we implement is based on the versions developed by B. Andreinov in [6], Y. Coudiere and F.
Hubert in [7], [8].

• Meshes and notations:

The DDFV mesh is defined as a couple of dual meshes M = (T ,D), where T is a set
containing cells of center K and vertices A and D is a diamond mesh, related to the faces F .

Figure 1: 2D DDFV mesh example and 3D diamond (DF = DK ∪DL)

The velocity uT defined on T and the pressure pD defined on D are respectively element of
(R3)T and RD.

• Discrete operators (3D) :

- The discrete gradient is a consistent approximation of the gradient operator of each com-
ponent uT = (uK , uL, uA, uB, uC , uD) of uT ∈ (R3)T and is defined by:

∇DuT =
1

3|DF |
((uL − uK)NKL + (uC − uA)NAC + (uD − uB)NBD) .

- The discrete divergence is a consistent approximation of the divergence operator applied to
the discrete tensor field qD ∈ (R3)D and is defined by :

divT (qD) = (divK(qD),divA(q
D))K,A∈T ,

where divK(qD) = 1
|K|

∑

D∈D qD · NKL, divA(q
D) = 1

|A|
∑

D∈D qD · NAC and NAC is a

normal vector to an external surface of the control volume A whose magnitude is this surface.
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• Global operators:

Thereafter, using the discrete operators ∇D and divT we are able to build several operators:

divD uT = tr(∇D uT ) ∇T qD = divT (qDId) rotT qD = ∇T ∧qD △T uT = divT ∇D uT

• Discrete Green formula:

The discrete gradient and discrete divergence for a scalar-value function are linked by a
discrete Green formula:

⟨

divD uT , pD
⟩

D = −
⟨

uT ,∇T pD
⟩

T +
⟨

pD, γD(uT · n)
⟩

∂Ω
, (4)

where γD is an adapted discrete trace operator. The notation ⟨·, ·⟩X defined a scalar product
on the space X.

• Measure of errors and convergence orders:

The discrete operators divergence, gradient and curl are validated on evaluations of analytical
functions. We compute the L2 norms of the errors for different mesh sizes and found a
convergence of order 2 in conformal and non conformal mesh.
The validation of the Laplacian operator on the T mesh is obtained by solving −△T uT = fT

with Dirichlet and Neumann boundary conditions. The discrete solution is compare to the
analytical solution and shows a convergence with order 2. The Laplacian operator on the
D mesh is also validated, we solve −△D pD = fD with homogeneous Dirichlet boundary
conditions to obtain an order 2 convergence in conformal and non conformal mesh.

Navier-Stokes discretization

A semi-implicit time discretization and a DDFV space discretization lead to the scheme in Ω:



















ρ
δt (u

T n+1 − uT n
)− ρuT n+1 ∧ rotT uDn − µ△T uT n+1

+∇T pD
n+1

+µH
Ks

(uT n+1 − us
T ) = ρg,

divD uT n+1
= 0,

(+ B.C.)

(5)

where uT n
and pD

n
are respectively the velocity and the pressure at time tn = tδt on the DDFV

mesh. Thanks to (4), the chosen time discretization (5) ensures an unconditionally L2 stability
property.
In order to deal with the implicit constraint of free divergence, we use a Projection method [9] to
split the system. It is then necessary to solve a Poisson problem on pressure.

Level Set method

The Level Set function ϕ [11], [12], defined as the signed distance to the interface soil/water
describes the two media. The interface soil/water Γ is represented by the zero level set of ϕ. The
displacement of the interface is driven by a transport equation:

{

∂tϕ+ vext
Γ · ∇ϕ = 0

ϕ(x, t = 0) = ϕ0,
(6)

where vext
Γ is an extension on the whole domain of the interface celerity vΓ given previously in (3).

The shear stress estimation

The penalized domain does not fit with the interface Γ. This induced an inaccurate shear stress
computation at the interface. The inaccurate shear stress is limited to a four cells (4h) neighbour-
hood of Γ. It is then pertinent to compute the shear stress where the Level Set ϕ is close to −4h,
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corrected with the linear extrapolation (7) in order to evaluate it on Γ,

τ∗ = τ − ϕ∇τ · ∇ϕ

| ∇ϕ |
. (7)

The interface celerity is computed from v∗
Γ = Ker

ρs
(τ∗ − τc) and extended on the whole domain

thanks to the following transport equation propagating the information from the region ϕ = −4h,

{

∂tv
ext
Γ +H(ϕ+ 4h) ∇ϕ

|∇ϕ| · ∇vext
Γ = 0,

vext
Γ (x, t = 0) = v∗

Γ.
(8)

4 Validation

Hole Erosion Test

We simulate the ”Hole Erosion Test” as experimented by S. Bonelli, O. Brivois in [1], it is corre-
sponding to an erosion by a poiseuille flow in an expanding cylindrical hole. We observe that our
process increases the radius of the cylindcal domain. We compare the numerical simulation to the
analytical solution developed by Bonelli and Brivois [6]. They propose the following law for the
evolution of radius r, where △P denotes the imposed pressure gradient, r0 the initial radius and
L the length of the sample.

r(t) =
2Lτc
△p

+ (r0 −
2Lτc
△p

) exp(
Ker△p

2Lρg
t)

We simulate an HET during tf = 0.45s and we compute the difference between numerical radius
rnum and analytical radius rexc. We observe in the table below that the location of the interface,
compare to that of the analytical solution, shows an order 1 convergence for the symmetrical
distance of two sets of R2.
We define also a notion of radiality (measure of the distance from Γ to the closer circle) and we
find order 2 radiality of Γ showing that the non body fitted mesh has minnor effect on accuracy.

mesh size ∥ rnum − rexc ∥∞ radiality
1
10 1.96 10−2 8.87 10−3

1
20 8.42 10−3 2.42 10−3

1
40 4.06 10−3 6.51 10−4

1
80 2.01 10−3 1.58 10−4

Soil ball erosion

We consider a case of the erosion of a fixed ball of soil in a channel (Fig. 2). We impose a pressure
gradient from the left to the right and a wall condition on the boundary except on the left and
right (inflow and outflow) where a Neumann condition is imposed on velocity. We use an AMR
mesh with a thin refinement around the ball. The Figure 2 shows the flow and the mesh restricted
to a vertical cut.
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Figure 2: Ball under flow and AMR Mesh

The erosion of the ball is symmetric between inflow and outflow for the Stokes flow and similar
to previous work of Golay et al. [5] . As expected and shown on Figure 3, the shear stress is the
strongest in region close the lateral walls where the flow is increased.

Figure 3: Shear stress on the ball for Stokes flow

5 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to draw up a numerical model for simulating interfacial erosion due to
tangential flows. A unified model is introduced for the soil and the flow with the assumption of a
diluted flow and sharp interface. A threshold erosion law, based on the shear stress, is devoted to
the motion of the soil/water interface. The flow is driven by the Navier-Stokes equations. The soil
layer is token into account thanks to a fictitious domain approach. The accuracy of the simulation
induces the use of non uniform and non conformal meshes with thin meshes close to the interface.
Then DDFV discretization has been developed as a generalization to Cartesian MAC grid for
general meshes. A particular effort has been handled to compute accurately the shear stress at
the interface. The water/soil interface evolution was described by a level set function. Several
validation tests show a convergence of order 2 for the flow and order 1 for the erosion process. The
relevance of the approach is illustrated by the simulation of the HET and 3D balls erosion.
Outgoing works will focus on the validation with respect to different laboratory experiments. And
then in the case of higher Reynolds, we will analyze instabilities and fluctuations occurring during
the erosion process. Finally, the aim is to couple water/soil erosion to air/water flows.
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