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Abstract: Buried pipelines are extensively used for transporting oil, gas and water in Canada and
worldwide, since pipelines are considered as the most convenient and economical means of transporting
liquid and gas. The pipelines often cross active landslide areas, which are subjected to additional loads due
to ground movements. Assessment of the effects of ground movements on the performance of the pipeline
is, therefore, an important consideration for pipeline integrity assessment. The existing pipe desigh methods
for the assessment of the performance of pipelines crossing active landslide area recommend using a
simplified method to calculate maximum pullout force due to axial landslide without proper consideration of
soil-pipe interaction. Researchers employed analytical and numerical modelling approaches to explain the
soil-pipe interaction during relative ground movements. However, the assumptions used in the analytical
and numerical models require validation with experimental evidence. In this research, a new full-scale pipe
test facility has been developed to investigate the behaviour of flexible medium-
density polyethylene (MDPE) pipes subjected to movements relative to the backfill soil. Pullout tests of 60
mm diameter MDPE pipes are performed using the test facility. The study reveals that the pullout behaviour
of the pipe significantly depends on the viscoelastic response of the pipe material. Pipe strains developed
almost linearly from the leading end to the tailing end when the shear strength is fully mobilized over the
entire pipe length. Research findings demonstrate the need for considering the time-dependent effects of
pipe materials in describing the soil-pipeline interaction during the axial pullout.

1 INTRODUCTION

Pipelines are the most efficient and common means of transporting fluids from one point to another. Pipes
of different materials such as cast iron, ductile iron, steel and polymers are used for liquid and gas
transportation and distribution systems. Polyethylene (PE) pipes have become popular owing to their
corrosion resistant, fatigue resistant, leak-free joints, adaptability and other advantageous properties. Two
types of polyethylene pipes, medium-density polyethylene and high-density polyethylene are widely used
for new pipeline installation as well as for replacing the existing aged old pipeline systems. Due to the higher
flexibility and long-term strength of medium density polyethylene (MDPE) compared to high-density
polyethylene (HDPE), more than 60% of pipes used in the natural gas distribution industry are MDPE
materials (Stewart et al. 1999). Though polyethylene pipes can accommodate larger displacement than
steel pipes, the ground movements have the potential to induce significant strain on the polyethylene piping
system.

Ground deformation may occur from hazards that include a lateral spread of sloped surfaces, liquefaction,
and differential soil movement at the fault lines. Ideally, the routing of a buried pipe is selected to avoid
these natural hazards. Where this is not possible, the effects of postulated ground motions are considered
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in the design. However, among the most threats associated with pipeline failure, ground
movement/weather-related threat to onshore pipeline operation is reported to be 16% in North America and
15% in Europe (Mohitpour et al. 2010). Over the years, numerous studies have been conducted to
understand the soil-pipe interaction mechanisms of the pipes subjected to ground movement
(Wijewickreme et al. 2009; Bilgin et al. 2009; Liu et al. 2011; Sheil et al. 2016). Most of the earlier studies
focused on understanding the behavior of steel pipe. The design methods developed based on steel pipes
are often used in the design of PE pipes. However, the difference between the behaviors of PE and steel
pipes subjected to ground loads are now well recognized. PE pipe materials are flexible compared to steel
and show nonlinear time-dependent stress-strain responses. As a result, stress or strain developing in the
pipe due to ground movement is influenced by the rate of loading and its flexibility. Weerasekara et al.
(2008) performed full-scale laboratory axial pullout tests on MDPE pipes buried in dense Fraser River Sand
and demonstrated the effects of the time-dependent response of the pipe on the pullout forces. However,
the effects of strain rate dependent response of the axial pullout were not extensively investigated in that
study. In the current research, pullout tests of 60 mm diameter MDPE pipes are conducted under different
rates of loading to investigate the strain rate effect. Tests are conducted in a newly developed laboratory
test facility. The test pipes are buried in local sand available in Newfoundland and Labrador.

2 REVIEW OF SOIL RESISTANCE AGAINST AXIAL PIPE MOVEMENT

ASCE (1984) guidelines were the standard reference for pipeline design against seismically induced ground
movement, which later was adopted by the ALA (2001). ASCE (1984) and ALA (2001) are the existing
guidelines for the assessment of the performance of pipelines subjected to ground movements. These
guidelines recommend using a simplified method to calculate the maximum pullout force due to axial
landslide without proper consideration of soil-pipe interaction. As the general form of the equations was not
varied significantly over the past 20 years, it is a common practice to determine the axial loads for the
onshore buried pipeline in cohesionless sand using the following expression as in Eq. 1:
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unit shearing resistance along the soil-pipeline interface. The peak pullout force Fa is calculated multiplying
the unit shearing resistance by the surface area of the pipe (" D). Thus, the interface friction, which
depends on the normal stress acting on the pipe, is the primary source of axial soil resistance on the pipe.
However, the simplified approach of calculating normal stress and hence the maximum pullout force was
found to be unsuccessful in predicting the axial resistance measured in the laboratory tests (Paulin et al.,
1998, Weerasekara et al. 2008). Moreover, Eq. (1) does not account for the relative stiffness of the pipe
with respect to the surrounding soil. Based of FE analysis, Muntakim et al. (2017) revealed that the pullout
force also depends on the relative stiffness of the pipe. However, no experimental validation of the FE
finding is currently available. To this end, a new full-scale pipe testing facility developed at Memorial
University of Newfoundland (Murugathasan et al. 2018) has been used in this study to investigate the
behaviour of flexible MDPE pipes subjected to axial ground movement.

3 GROUND MOVEMENT RATES

Polyethylene pipe material shows viscoelastic/ viscoplastic behavior when subjected to load. Thus, the
loads on the pipelines due to landslides may depend on the rate of ground movement. Various rates of
landslide movement have been reported in the literature ranging from imperceptibly slow (millimeters per
year) to extremely rapid (many meters per second). Varnes (1978) and Cruden and Varnes (1996)
proposed a landslide velocity scales as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Landslide velocity scale (Cruden and Varnes, 1996)

Velocity class Description Velocity Typical velocity

(mm/s)

7 Extremely rapid

6 Very rapid 5x10° 5 m/§

5 Rapid 5x 10t 3 m/min

4 Moderate 5x 101 1.8 m/hr
5x 103 13 m/month

3 Slow 5x 10° 1.6 m/year

2 Very Slow 5 x 107 16 mm/year

1 Extremely Slow

Even though the movement of many slow landslides appears to be relatively steady, detailed monitoring
has shown that movement may be episodic or that movement rates may vary greatly over timescales
ranging from hours to years (Keefer et al., 1983; Kalaugher et al. 2000; Coe et al. 2003; Petley 2004;
Picarelli et al., 2004). The effects of different rates of landslide on pipeline integrity have not been
investigated extensively. In the current research, MDPE pipes are tested under different rates of loading to
investigate the effect of landslide rates.

4 EXPERIMENTAL ASPECTS

4.1 Test Equipment, Instrumentation, and Data Collection

The pipe test facility is a steel box with inside dimensions of 2 m in width, 4 m in length, and 1.5 m in depth.
The test pipe is buried in local sand in the box. The pipe is protruded out of the test box from two ends
through two circular openings. The circular openings are adjustable to accommodate pipes of different
diameters. The openings are somewhat larger than the pipe diameter, which is filled using a rubber gasket
with lubrication to minimize friction between the pipe and the cell wall at the openings. One protruded end
of the pipe is connected using a specially designed pulling mechanism to a hydraulic actuator for axial
pulling. This end of the pipe called herein as the leading end. Movement of the leading end is measured
from the movement of the head of the actuator. At the other end of the pipe, called herein as tailing end, a
LVDT (linear variable differential transformer) is connected to measure the axial movement. The difference
between the leading end movement and tailing end movement is the total elongation of the pipe due to
axial pulling. Pipe wall strains are also monitored using electronic strain gauges. Four uniaxial strain
gauges are installed: one near the leading end and the others at one-fourth, half and three-fourths of the
pipe length within the box. The uniaxial strain gauges are placed at the pipe crown. One biaxial strain gauge
is attached at the 1/2t length of pipe within the test box at the springline to monitor longitudinal and
circumferential strains. The plan view of the test box along with pipe instrument locations and pulling
mechanism is shown in Figure 1. The actuator is fitted with a reaction frame made of steel I-sections. A
load cell is connected to the actuator that has 22.5 kN capacity with an accuracy of +4.45 N. The LVDT has
a total travel capacity of 110 mm with an accuracy of about 0.025 mm.

The data from the load cell, LVDT and strain gauges are monitored using a computer-controlled data
acquisition system. The pipes are pulled at varying rates such as 0.5mm/min, 1 mm/min and 2mm/min
during the tests (termed herein as Test 1, Test 2 and Test 3, respectively).

4.2  Pipe Installation

Three tests are conducted using the MDPE pipes of 60.3 mm nominal diameter at various loading rates.
Standard Dimension Ratio (SDR) (ratio of the pipe outside diameter to wall thickness) of the pipes is 11.
These pipes are commonly used for the gas distribution system in Canada (Anderson et al. 2005). The
pipes are buried at a depth of 0.48 m, which is 8 times the pipe diameter. The soil width on each side of
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pipes in the 2 m wide test cell is about 16 times the pipe diameter, which is sufficiently far to minimize the
boundary effects during axial pullout tests.
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Reaction frame

Strain gauges
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Tailing end of
the pipe

Load cell

Actuator

Figure 1. Plan of the MDPE pullout test setup (top view)

The pipe in the test cell has to be straight and horizontal during the axial pullout tests. Phillips et al. (2004)
reported that slight axial misalignment can cause a significant increase in the mobilized axial resistance.
During installation in the test box, a large spirit level of 1000 mm basic length is used to ensure straightness
of the pipe during backfilling.

4.3 Backfill Sand

A locally available well-graded sand (USCS classification = SW) is used as the backfill material for the pipe.
The material contains approximately 1.30% of fines and 98.70% of sand. The maximum dry density is
obtained as 18.9 kN/m?3 with a corresponding optimum moisture content of 0% from Standard Proctor
Compaction tests (ASTM D698 2003) (Saha et al. 2019).

About 8.65 m3 of sand is required to achieve the desired depth of soil cover from the bottom of the tank for
each test. The sand is compacted in layers by kneading at every 2 m?3 (approximately) of placement. After
the completion of axial pullout, density measurements are taken at three different locations inside the testing
tank, which yielded an average unit weight of 14.5 + 0.5 kN/m3 from the top surface to the pipe springline
level. Thus, the average relative compaction of the backfill material is roughly 75% of the Standard Proctor
Maximum dry density and relative density is 60-65% which confirms the medium dense conditions of the
test sand. Moisture content of the soil is also measured and found to be less than 2%.

5 TEST RESULTS

5.1 Load-Displacement Responses

During axial pullout of pipes in the tests, surrounding soil offers resistance to the pipe movements. The
resisting force of the soil is equal to the pullout forces applied to the pipe. The flexible MDPE pipe elongates
with the application of pullout forces. The pullout forces (soil resistance) and elongation of the pipes
obtained during the tests are presented in Figure 2. As seen in Figure 2(a), the soil resistances increase
non-linearly with the pulling displacement at the leading end of the pipes. The soil resistances reach peak
values and then decrease with further application of leading end displacements. The peak soil resistance
is higher for the tests with higher displacement rates that occur at higher leading end displacements. In
Test 1, Test 2 and Test 3 performed at a displacement rates of 0.5 mm/min, 1 mm/min and 2 mm/min, the
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peak resistances are approximately 1.35 kN, 1.70 kN and 2.36 kN that occurred at the pipe leading end
displacements of 5 mm, 8.55 mm and 9 mm, respectively. The peak axial force is also calculated using the
current design guidelines (ASCE 1984, ALA 2001) that provided the maximum pullout resistance of 1.55
kN (shown in Figure 2a). In calculating the pullout resistance using the current design guidelines, the
coefficient of lateral earth pressures is calculated using Jaky®& formula (i.e., ko = 1-sin(i Jusing 4 =40, -
corresponding to the peak friction angle of the local sand at the test density. The interface friction angle ( U )
between the MDPE pipe surface and sand is assumed to be 24 . From the comparison of peak pullout
resistances, it reveals that the maximum pullout resistance for the MDPE pipes depends on the pulling rate
of the pipes, which is not accounted for in the current design guidelines. As a result, the equation in the
design guidelines underpredicted the axial force for pipe subjected to 1 mm/min and 2 mm/min of
displacement rates and overpredicted the axial force for the pipe subjected 0.5 mm/min of displacement
rate. It is to be noted that the current design guidelines developed for steel pipes are the only resource
available for assessing the pipelines subjected to ground movement. However, the test results presented

in this study demonstrate that the existing design guidelines are not applicable for calculation of pullout
force for MDPE pipes.
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Figure 2: A relationship between (a) pullout resistance (b) pipe elongation-trailing end displacement
with leading end displacement of the pipe

Figure 2(b) explains the deformation mechanism of the pipelines during the pullout tests. The figure plots
pipe elongations, calculated from the difference between the loading end displacements and tailing end
displacements, against the leading end displacements. In the figure, the pipe elongation increases linearly
with the leading end displacement up to a peak value, after which the pipe elongation is stabilized or
decreases. It also shows that the tailing end starts to move at the leading end displacements of 5 mm, 8.55
mm and 9.0 mm in Tests 1, 2 and 3, respectively. Thus, the leading end displacement is initially due to the
elongation of the pipes only. Therefore, the interface shear strength is not mobilized over the entire length
of the pipes at these displacements. This is confirmed by the maximum pullout forces (Figure 2a) and the
maximum pipe elongations (Figure 2b) at these leading end displacements. The pullout resistance reaches
to the maximum value at the point of full mobilization of shear strength over the entire length of the pipe.
Beyond the maximum value, the pullout resistance reduces likely due to shear strength degradation.

It is to be noted that the flexible pipe elongates with the application of pullout forces. As a result, the
mobilized shear strength is expected to be non-uniform along the length of the pipe. The mobilized shear
stress at a point would depend on the relative movement of this point of the pipe with respect to the
surrounding soil. However, the current design guidelines employ a simplified equation for calculating the
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maximum pullout force assuming uniform shearing stress over the entire length of the pipe. This assumption
may not be applicable for flexible MDPE pipelines.

5.2 Pipe Wall Strains

During the tests, pipe wall strains are measured at four locations along the length of the pipes. Electronics
strain gauges are placed near the pulling end and at the distances of a quarter (L/4), half (L/2) and a three-
quarter (3L/4) of the pipe length within the test cell measured from the pulling end. The measured pipe wall
strains are examined here to understand the progression of the mobilized soil loads along the pipe.

Figure 3 plots the measured axial strains against the leading end displacements in two of the tests (Test 1
and Test 3). Axial strain data at various point is not available from Test 2. As expected, the axial strains
are different at different locations along the pipe length (Figure 3). The strain near the leading end starts
increasing immediately at the application of the leading end displacement. However, the points within the
segment of the pipe buried in the sand experience axial strains at different magnitudes of leading end
displacements. For example, in Tests 3, the point at L/4 experiences axial strain almost immediately after
application of leading end displacement, while the points at the distances of L/2 and 3L/4 experience axial
strains at around 2 mm and 4 mm of leading end displacements, respectively. Thus, for the leading end
displacements of up to 2 mm and 4 mm, the axial force is not mobilized beyond the distances of one-half
and three-quarter of the pipe length from the leading end of the test cell, respectively. Figure 3 shows that
the axial strains increase with the further increase of the leading end displacement and reach the peak
values at the point where the interface shear strength is fully mobilized, and the peak pullout resistance is
reached. Beyond the leading end displacement of about 9 mm, the pipe elongation as well as the axial
strains stabilize. Thus, although the axial strains along the lengths of the pipe are non-uniform (i.e., different
at different locations), the shear strength of the soil at the soil-pipe interface appears to be mobilized over
the entire pipe length at the maximum pullout force.
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Figure 3: Axial strains at different locations of the pipes

The mobilization of axial force along the length of the pipe can be examined from the axial strains along the
pipe length. The distributions of axial strain along the pipe length at different leading end displacements are
plotted in Figure 4. It shows again that the axial strain is higher toward the leading end and less toward the
tailing end. The tailing end strain is zero at the point where the axial force is not mobilized during the pullout.
As discussed above, the axial force is mobilized over the entire length of the pipe when the pullout force is
the maximum. The distribution of axial strain along the pipe length is almost linear after full mobilization of
the interface shear strength at the peak pullout resistance (or pullout force). Thus, the distribution of the
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