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To explore the effect of grass and shrub plant roots on the stability of soil slopes in rainy areas in the south, this article relies on the
Longlang Expressway construction project. Cynodon dactylon and Magnolia multiflora were selected as research subjects. -e
plant distribution characteristics and mechanical properties are analyzed. -is paper uses ABAQUS finite element software to
construct a 3D model of the planted slope in the test section. -e stress and strain on the root system and the soil were observed,
and the variation law of slope stability before and after plant protection under different rainfall events was compared and analyzed.
-e test and simulation results show that the root content of Cynodon dactylon gradually decreases with increasing depth.
Cynodon dactylon was mainly distributed in the 0–30 cm soil body, and its effect on improving the cohesion of the soil body
reached 75%.Magnolia multiflora belongs to vertical roots and has a strong and longer main root with relatively developed lateral
roots. Its root system passes through the sliding surface of the slope bottom, which reduces the maximum equivalent plastic stress
generated inside the slope by 61%. When the total rainfall duration is unchanged, under the three rainfall intensities of small,
medium, and large, herbaceous plants increase the safety factor of the soil by 1.33%, 2.08%, and 6.1%, respectively, and the roots of
shrubs increase the safety factor of the soil by 3.29%, 4.08%, and 4.32%, respectively. When the rainfall intensity does not change,
as the rainfall time increases, the effect of plants on the slope safety factor first gradually increases and eventually stabilizes. -e
research results provide a reliable theoretical basis for analyzing the effect of plant roots on soil consolidation and slope protection,
and they also lay a technical foundation for the promotion and application of ecological slope protection technology.

1. Introduction

Soil erosion is one of the world’s major environmental di-
sasters, and China is also the country with the most serious
soil erosion and the most threatened level in the world [1, 2].
During road construction, especially when excavating the
soil in mountainous areas, a large amount of secondary bare
land will be produced, and the original vegetation cover will
be disturbed and changed, often causing serious water and
soil erosion problems [3–5].-e proposal of ecological slope
protection technology has made a great contribution to the
improvement of this problem [6]. Plants rely on the hy-
drological effects of their stems and leaves and the me-
chanical effects of the root system to ensure a stable slope
while also achieving the purpose of preventing soil erosion,

saving project costs, and beautifying road landscapes [7, 8].
It is an environmentally friendly slope protection method
that has been widely used in highway slope protection
projects [9].

-e role of plants on slopes has advantages and disad-
vantages. Some scholars have pointed out that the weight of
plants will cause the slope to bear greater vertical pressure.
Under the action of wind load, the root system has a ten-
dency to be pulled out, and the slope is more prone to
instability and damage [10, 11]. However, more scholars
believe that plants can have a reinforcing effect on slopes.
Plant stems and leaves reduce the erosion and splash erosion
of the soil on the slope surface by rain and effectively inhibit
the generation of runoff; at the same time, the dense root
system in the soil is interwoven into a network, which
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significantly improves the strength of the soil [12, 13]. To
further explore the influence of roots on slopes, scholars
have carried out direct shear, triaxial, and unconfined
compressive tests by observing changes in the shear strength
of root–soil complexes and quantitatively analyzed the
strengthening effects of plant roots on the soil [14–17].-ere
are also some studies that estimate the influence of roots on
the soil by constructing theoretical models between roots
and soils, such as the Wu model, Waldron model, and FBM
model [18–20].

However, the relationship between plant roots and soil is
more complicated, there are many factors that affect the
process of experimental and theoretical analysis, and the
results cannot intuitively reflect the changing laws of slope
stability before and after planting [21, 22]. With the im-
provement of computer performance, many scholars have
begun to use finite element software to analyze actual en-
gineering problems. By constructing a 1D, 2D, or 3D model
of the slope and observing the plastic zone and the stress and
strain, the safety factor of the slope can be easily solved and
the stability of the slope can be analyzed [23–25]. In recent
years, many studies have also begun to use numerical
simulation methods to analyze root–soil coupling problems.
In the modeling process, the construction of plant root units
and the choice of root–soil contact types will determine the
calculation accuracy of themodel [26].-ere are mainly four
modeling methods that are widely used at present: (1) re-
gardless of the morphology of the plant root system, the
plant and soil are regarded as composite materials, and
attributes are given as a whole; (2) the interaction between
the plant and the soil is converted into a load, which is
directly applied to the soil element; (3) the soil and root
models are built separately, assuming that the deformation
between the two can be automatically coordinated; (4) while
separating the root system of the plant and the soil, the
relative movement of the two is restricted by setting the
contact method between the two [27–30].

Plants are biological materials, and their mechanical
properties are closely related to factors such as root mor-
phology and soil moisture content. In previous studies, this
was often simplified, resulting in large errors in the simu-
lation results [17, 31]. In this paper, based on the geological
and hydrological conditions of the test area and the dis-
tribution characteristics of plants on the slope, ABAQUS
finite element software is used to construct 3D models of
shallow grass, deep shrub roots, and soil slopes, and the
strength reductionmethod is used to analyze the influence of
plant roots on slope stability during rainfall. -is research
has important theoretical guiding significance for preventing
and controlling the occurrence of slope geological disasters
in rainy areas in the south and has laid a technical foun-
dation for the promotion and application of ecological slope
protection technology.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Introduction of the Study Area. -e study area is located
in Section K72 + 123-K72 + 321 of the Longlang Expressway,
Xinhua County, Loudi City, Hunan Province, with a length

of 198m and a maximum slope height of 30.6m.-is area is
located between 111°15′10″ and 112°9′6″ east longitude and
between 27°25′33″ and 28°48′27″ north latitude. It has a
midsubtropical monsoon humid climate. -e measured
average monthly rainfall over the years is shown in Figure 1.
-e rainfall is mainly concentrated in April to July. -e
annual average temperature is 16.5°C–17.5°C, the extreme
maximum temperature is 40.1°C, the extreme minimum
temperature is −12.1°C, the annual average wind speed is
1.5–2.2m/s, and the maximum wind speed is 40m/s. -e
previously mentioned climatic conditions will play a decisive
role in the formulation of ecological slope protection
schemes, such as plant species, planting density, and con-
struction season.

Combining the survey results and construction design, it
can be seen that the main stratum of the slope of the test
section is limestone and marl, which are basically soft rock.
-ere are a small number of weak interlayers in the bedding
slope rock layer, and the overall stability is good. However,
surface water and groundwater are developed in the rainy
season, and the stability of the shallow overburden and joint
fissures is poor. If the construction stage is not handled
properly, shallow slope instability and block loss are likely to
occur locally. To stabilize the slope, relevant measures have
been taken at the construction site, comprehensively con-
sidering the effects of the local landscape and using eco-
logical slope protection technology to reinforce the soil. -e
engineering effects before and after protection are shown in
Figure 2.

2.2. Material Parameters. -e soil on the slope was selected
as the soil for this test, the soil sample was dried, 3000 g was
weighed for the particle screening test, and the particle
grading curve and uneven coefficient were obtained. -e
particle composition of the soil is shown in Table 1. In the
test, 15–30 g of soil samples was taken from representative
locations. -e soil was weighed and dried in an oven at
105–110°C to a constant weight. -e samples were removed
and cooled and weighed again to determine the natural
moisture content of the soil. -e dry density of the soil was
measured by sampling on the soil slope with a ring knife.-e
liquid limit and plastic limit of the soil were measured by a
photoelectric liquid limit and plastic limit combined tester
(the cone mass was 100 g). -e basic parameters of soil
samples measured through the previously mentioned tests
are shown in Table 2.

Taking into account the effect of slope protection and
local geological and hydrological conditions, the four-year-
growing herb Cynodon dactylon and the shrub Magnolia
multiflora roots were selected as the research objects.

-ere are many kinds of herbaceous plants, the shallow
soil has a large root-containing rate, and the root system
mainly has a reinforcing effect [32]. -e root–soil composite
sample was obtained by ring knife sampling, and its root
content and shear strength were determined. When sam-
pling on-site, one can first take a large piece of soil, bring it
back to the laboratory, and use a sharp knife to remove the
excess part. When cutting the excess root system and
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surrounding soil, care should be taken not to disturb the soil
sample in the ring knife. -e prepared test block should be
wrapped in plastic wrap and left for 5–7 days to reduce the
loss of water content between the soil samples. -e sample
after shearing was retrieved on-site, as shown in Figure 3.
-e analysis shows that the herbaceous plants are mainly
distributed in the 0–30 cm soil, and the root content de-
creases with increasing depth. -e content of Cynodon
dactylon roots in soil is shown in Figure 4. Twelve samples

are taken for indoor direct shear test at three depths of
0–10 cm, 10–20 cm and 20–30 cm. Coulomb formula can be
used to solve parameters such as cohesion and friction angle.
-e soil and root composite material parameters measured
through indoor tests are shown in Table 3. -e root system
improves the shear strength and permeability of the soil.

-e root system of shrubs in the soil is not large, but the
root system is deep in the soil and mainly serves as an
anchor [33]. -e whole plant excavation method was
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Figure 1: -e average rainfall of the Longlang Expressway from 2015 to 2019.
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Figure 2: Landscape of the studied slope: (a) before slope protection; (b) after planting plants.

Table 1: Results of the sieving analysis test [26].

Sieve diameter (mm) Percentage (%) Sieve diameter (mm) Percentage (%)
40 0 1 11.8
20 5.0 0.5 15.3
10 14.2 0.25 5.7
5 17.8 0.075 1.5
2 28.3 <0.075 0.3

Table 2: Basic parameters of the soil sample.

Optimal moisture content (%) Maximum dry density (g/cm3) Liquid limit (%) Plastic limit (%) Plasticity index
18.62 1.82 48.5 25.6 22.9
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adopted to collect all the multiple magnolias on the test
slope, and the remaining 50 plants after removing the
incomplete roots were classified according to the mor-
phological characteristics of primary and lateral roots, and
the root morphology was scanned and analyzed. Care
should be taken to ensure the integrity of the root system
during collection; the excavated root system should be
covered with wet soil, and water should be regularly added
to maintain it until the end of the test. Typical root
morphology is shown in Figure 5. Magnolia multiflora
belongs to vertical roots, with obviously thicker and longer
tap roots, and some lateral roots are also more developed.
-e mechanical parameters determined by laboratory tests
are shown in Table 4.

2.3.Model Construction. By taking the slope of the Longlang
Expressway in Loudi City, Hunan Province, as the sup-
porting project, the 3Dmodel of the soil slope and plant root
system is constructed by ABAQUS finite element software.
-e slope model has a height of 6m, a length of 9m, a width
of 6m, a subgrade height of 4m, and a slope of 1 :1.5. Taking
into account the range of influence of the numerical sim-
ulation calculation, the top and toe of the slope are extended
6m in each direction.

-e main distribution depth of the herbaceous ber-
mudagrass is 0–30 cm, the root system is finer, and the root
content is larger. When modeling, the plant and soil are
regarded as root–soil composite materials. -e unit type is
the same as that of the soil, and C3D8 units are used.

0-10 cm 10-20 cm 20-30 cm

Figure 3: Root–soil composite sample after the direct shear test.
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Figure 4: Root content change curve with depth (each point in the figure is test data, and the curve is an average value).

Table 3: Physical and mechanical parameters of soil materials.

Category Unit weight
(kN/m3)

Elastic modulus
(MPa) Cohesion (kPa)

Internal
friction
angle (°)

Poisson’s
ratio

Saturated permeability coefficient
(10−4 cm/s)

Soil 18.75 10 29.78 10.31 0.35 1.02
Root–soil
composite 18.75 3.9 52.02 10.68 0.30 5.32
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Compared with herbs, there are far fewer shrubs on the
slope. According to statistics, there is a root system of 2-3m
per 2m2, which is mainly used for anchoring; therefore, it is
not suitable to use composite material models. According
to the scan results of the characteristic roots of shrubs, after
the main roots are retained and the finer lateral roots are
removed, we use the T3D2 unit to construct a properly
simplified root model of Magnolia multiflora. -e main
roots are distributed vertically downwards, with a length of
3m and a diameter of 0.1m, there are 5 lateral roots on each
side, the inclination of the root system is 60°, the length of
the root system from top to bottom is 0.6, 0.8, 0.6, 0.5, and
0.4m, and the diameter is 0.02m. -e roots of Magnolia
multiflora are in close contact with soil, and there are two
main ways of interaction between them: the first is the
adhesion between the soil and the organic colloid, and the
other is the friction caused by the root system being
squeezed by the soil. -e adhesion effect is relatively weak.
To simplify the simulation, it will not be considered for the
time being.-e friction effect is similar to that of reinforced
soil, which can be embodied by the embedded model in
ABAQUS.

-e plant-grown slope model is shown in Figure 6.
Combined with the results of the indoor test, the soil, the
Cynodon dactylon soil composite, and the Magnolia mul-
tiflora root system are given the corresponding material
properties.

2.4. Boundary Conditions. -e boundary conditions of the
model are set according to the actual force on the slope. -e
displacement degrees of freedom in the X, Y, and Z

directions of the slope bottom are constrained in the initial
analysis step. To ensure that the soil can move up and down
under gravity or vertical load, the displacements in theX and
Y directions of the front, rear, left, and right ends of the slope
are constrained.

In addition to displacement constraints, according to the
distribution of the groundwater level, one should also set
pore pressure boundary conditions. -e distribution func-
tion is used to set the pore pressure boundary that linearly
increases with depth below the water level on both sides of
the slope, namely, 10 × 4 − y. At the same time, the pore
pressure of the top surface of the soil layer outside the slope
toe is set to 0, and the remaining boundaries are set as
impervious boundaries.

-e load boundary condition is mainly composed of two
parts: the weight of the material and the rainfall. -e self-
weight can be defined by setting the density of the soil, root-
soil composite, and deep root system and then adding the
vertical downward acceleration of gravity.

-e simulation of rainfall is mainly realized by applying
vertical loads on the slope. -e average rainfall in the test
area is used as the rainfall intensity in the previous steady-
state analysis, and the calculation result of the subsequent
steady-state analysis is used as the initial state of the
subsequent transient analysis. -e transient analysis is
divided into three working conditions: light rain, moderate
rain, and heavy rain according to the amount of rainfall.
Under the three working conditions, the stability analysis
of slopes with and without plants is carried out. -e total
rainfall duration is 72 hours, the rainfall is shown in Ta-
ble 5, and the intensity amplitude variation curve is shown
in Figure 7.

Figure 5: Schematic diagram of characteristic root scanning of Magnolia multiflora.

Table 4: Physical and mechanical parameters of the root of Magnolia multiflora.

Material Elastic modulus (GPa) Poisson’s ratio Density (kN/m3)
Root of Magnolia multiflora 0.5 0.35 13

Advances in Materials Science and Engineering 5



3. Results

3.1. Stress Distribution Characteristics. Taking the slope
model after grass and shrub protection under moderate rain
conditions as an example, the force of plant roots in the soil
is analyzed. Figure 8 is a cloud diagram of the stress dis-
tribution of plant roots.-rough analysis, it is found that the
stress on the root system is mainly concentrated on the main
root in the vertical direction, and the magnitude of the stress
increases downward along the root system. In addition, the
lateral roots distributed around also bear part of the stress,
which is mainly manifested as a positive X root system > a
negative X root system > a Y direction distributed root
system. Figure 9 is a cloud diagram of the plastic strain of the
slope after grass and shrub protection. It describes the
change in plastic strain in the process of soil deformation
and reflects the process of slope instability. It can be seen
from the figure that the root system at the toe of the slope
passes through the sliding surface, and the root system
anchors the shallow soil and the deep soil, which makes a
significant contribution to the improvement of the slope
stability.

3.2. Displacement and Plastic Zone Distribution
Characteristics. Sudden changes in displacement are one of
the indicators for judging slope failure. In engineering, slope
displacement is often used to observe the working status of the
slope [34]. When a landslide occurs, a circular arc-shaped
sliding surface is usually formed between the landslide body
and the parent body [35]. Feature points are uniformly se-
lected along the slope from the center of the slope toe to the
center of the top of the slope, and the horizontal and vertical
displacements of each point at each time under moderate rain
conditions are recorded, as shown in Figures 10 and 11.

-e analysis found that t� 0 h to t� 10 h is the initial
stage, and the soil is stable under its own weight and pore
water pressure. At this time, both the horizontal displace-
ment (U1) and the vertical displacement (U3) of the slope
surface are small. After rain begins, rainwater infiltrates, and
the soil swells slightly. With the increase in rainfall, the

Cynodon dactylon-soil composite
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Rootless soil

Figure 6: Schematic diagram of the model.

Table 5: Daily rainfall grade.

Working condition Light rain Moderate rain Heavy rain
Daily precipitation/mm 0.8–1.6 1.8–4.4 5.9–10
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Figure 7: Curve of rainfall intensity amplitude.
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Figure 8: Stress distribution cloud diagram of the root ofMagnolia
multiflora.
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lateral displacement at the bottom of the slope and the
vertical displacement at the top of the slope gradually de-
velop. At t� 82 h, the rainfall ends, and the slope settles
slightly under the action of rain and appears to slide forward.
-e cohesive force and internal friction angle of the soil are
reduced, and the stability of the slope after infiltration is
analyzed by the strength reduction method. From t� 82.5 h
to t� 82.6 h, the vertical displacement (U3) gradually reaches
the extreme value at the toe and top of the slope, and the
horizontal displacement (U1) reaches the extreme value at a
distance of 1 to 2m from the toe. Subsequently, the dis-
placement occurs abruptly, and the slope becomes unstable.

In Figures 10 and 11, the solid line is the displacement
change curve without protection, and the dashed line is the
displacement change curve after grass and shrub protection.
Obviously, it can be observed that the root system of the plant
has a better protective effect on the soil. When t� 82.6 h,
compared with no protection, the maximum horizontal
displacement of the soil body after protection is reduced by
35.4%, and the maximum vertical displacement and maxi-
mum negative displacement are reduced by 100% and 11%,
respectively. At the same time, the protected slope is still in a
relatively stable state at t� 82.7 h, and at this time, the un-
protected slope has already suffered instability damage.
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Figure 9: Cloud map of the distribution of the plastic strain area of the slope.
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Figure 12 is a cloud diagram of the slope displacement.
Comparative analysis shows that the overall displacement of
the slope has been effectively reduced after the plant root
system is used for protection. Soil protection by plant roots
on the slope is mainly reflected in two aspects: (1) after grass
and shrub protection, the maximum displacement of shal-
low soil is reduced by 30%; (2) the plant root system con-
nects and anchors the soil as a whole, and its displacement
mutation position expands to the rear.

Figure 13 is the equivalent stress cloud diagram after the
plastic zone of the slope is completely penetrated. -e
analysis found that the maximum equivalent plastic stress of
an unprotected slope appeared at the foot of the slope,
reaching 145 kPa. After grass and shrub protection, the slope
was connected by the reinforcement effect of shallow roots
and the anchoring effect of deep roots, the plastic stress
distribution in the slope was more uniform, and the max-
imum plastic stress value was reduced to 56 kPa. While the
plant root system delays the plastic strain area through the
slope, it also reduces the maximum equivalent plastic stress
generated inside the slope.

3.3. Stability Analysis. -e center of the slope bottom is
selected as a feature point, ABAQUS finite element software
is used to draw the relationship curve between the reduction
factor (Fs) and the lateral displacement (U1), the size of the
safety factor under each working condition of the slope is
obtained by observing the inflection point of the curve, and
the result is shown in Figure 14. -e analysis found that
when there is no protection, the safety factor of light rain to
moderate rain is reduced by 4%, and the safety factor of
heavy rain to moderate rain is reduced by 9.03%. As the
rainfall intensity increases, the safety factor of the slope
decreases and the stability decreases, and its downward
trend gradually increases. After the protection of herbaceous
plants, the permeability coefficient of the root–soil com-
posite is greater than that of the soil, the rainwater penetrates
into the deep soil faster, and the slope reaches saturation
faster. At this time, the reinforcement effect of the shallow
root system is reflected, and the safety factor of the slope is
improved to a certain extent. -e increase in the safety factor
of herbaceous plants to the soil under the three rainfall in-
tensities of small, medium and large is 1.33%, 2.08% and 6.1%,
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Figure 12: Slope displacement cloud map. (a) Before slope protection; (b) after planting plants.
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Figure 13: Equivalent plastic stress cloud diagram when an unprotected slope fails. (a) Before slope protection; (b) after planting plants.
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respectively, and the reinforcement effect is on the rise. After
shrub root protection, compared with herb protection, the
safety factor of the soil is increased by 3.29%, 4.08%, and
4.32% under the three rainfall intensities of small, medium,
and large, respectively.-e slope stability is further improved,
and since deep roots are mainly anchored, the enhancement
effect is relatively stable. Based on the previously mentioned
analysis, after mixing grass and shrubs, as the rainfall intensity
increases, the effect of plant roots on soil stability is expected
to remain stable after reaching the peak.

Under normal circumstances, as the rainfall time in-
creases, rainwater infiltrates gradually, the pore water
pressure of the soil increases, the water content increases,
and the safety factor of the slope decreases. Taking moderate
rain conditions as an example, the stability analysis of slopes
after 0 h, 12 h, 24 h, 36 h, 48 h, 60 h, and 72 h of rainfall is
carried out, and the relationship between the strength re-
duction coefficient and the lateral displacement is drawn,
respectively. -e relationship curve between the strength
reduction factor and the lateral displacement is drawn
separately, and the corresponding safety factor is determined
by observing the sudden change of displacement. -e col-
lated data are drawn in Figure 15. -e analysis shows that,
with increasing rainfall time, the stability of the slope first
decreases sharply, then decreases slowly, and finally stabi-
lizes. Compared with the bare slope, the safety factor of the
vegetation slope is larger, and the root system has a better
reinforcement effect on the soil. -e analysis shows that
because the permeability coefficient of the root–soil com-
posite is greater than that of the rootless soil, rainwater on
the planted slope will seep more quickly, which has a certain
negative impact on the stability of the slope. But as the soil
gradually becomes saturated, this effect gradually decreases,
and the reinforcement effect of herb roots and the anchoring
effect of shrub roots begin to dominate. -erefore, as the
rainfall time increases, the protection effect of plant roots on
slopes is better.

4. Conclusions

-is study conducted a finite element simulation of the
direct shear test of the root–soil composite. -is paper uses
ABAQUS finite element software to carry out a numerical
simulation study on the soil, herb roots, and shrub roots on
ecological slopes. According to the actual project, the ma-
terial properties are assigned, and the boundary conditions
are defined. Later, the strength reduction method is used to
analyze the stability of the planted slope. By observing the
changes in the stress, plastic strain area on the slope, and the
safety factor of the characteristic points at the slope toe
under different rainfall conditions, the protective effect of
the plant root system is explored. -e main conclusions are
as follows.

(1) -e root system of herbaceous plants has a high root
content and is mainly distributed in shallow soil, and
it has a reinforcing effect on the soil. According to
the theory of composite materials, the combination
of the soil and root system can be regarded as a
composite material. Parameters such as cohesion,
internal friction angle, and permeability coefficient
are measured through experiments, and the model is
constructed with the same type of elements as the
soil. Shrubs have a low root content, but the root
system is deeply rooted below the sliding surface to
anchor the slope. It can be regarded as an anchor
material. -e model is constructed by using rod
elements embedded in the slope soil.

(2) With the increase in rainfall time and rainfall in-
tensity, the water content of the soil increases, the
pore water pressure increases, the matrix suction
decreases, the safety factor of the slope will gradually
decrease, and the slope will lose stability. As a
reinforcing material, plant roots can effectively im-
prove the stability of slopes. When the total rainfall
duration is constant, the effect of plant roots on the
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slope safety factor increases with the increase in
rainfall.When the rainfall intensity is constant, as the
rainfall time increases, the safety factor of the slope
after plant root protection gradually increases first
and finally stabilizes.

(3) -e stress borne by plant roots is mainly concen-
trated on the main root in the vertical direction, and
the stress increases downward along the root system.
-e lateral roots distributed around will also bear
part of the stress, and the lateral roots bear greater
stress along the slope. It is precisely because the root
system shares part of the soil stress that the time for
the appearance, development, and penetration of the
slope plastic zone is delayed, and the maximum
lateral and vertical displacements when the slope soil
is damaged are reduced. Plant roots anchor the soil
as a whole, and the slope soil can withstand greater
stress.
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