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Abstract
Measurements of snow pressures from the centre section of a
3.4 m high and 15 m long avalanche-defence supporting structure
located on a mountain in western Norway are presented. The site
has a deep snow cover and an average slope angle of 250. The
measurement configuration corresponds to plane-strain conditions
and the data, along with measured snowpack parameters, allow
comparision with simple theoretical predictions. The analysis
shows that the average pressure on the structure may be calculated
fairly accurately using linear, viscous modelling for the snow
deformation. The maximum pressure proved to be higher than that
provided by a linear model and this is considered characteristic
of nonlinear material. The implications of these results for
estimates of design loads are discussed.
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'Introduction
An important engineering problem concerning the

design of structures on mountains with deep snow cover
is the calculation of expected pressures due to interrup-
tion of snow creep (internal deformation) by the structure.

The simplest problem in relation to snow creep
pressures is prediction of pressures at the centre of a long
avalanche-defence supporting structure. This problem is
of long-standing interest in snow mechanics: it was
originally posed in the doctoral thesis of R. Haefeli
(Bader et al. 1939). It is also the only creep pressure con-
figuration for which serious analytic solutions have been
proposed to date. These solutions are used extensively to
aid in design considerations for structures.

In this study. creep pressures measured on the centre
section of an avalanche-defence supporting structure are
present .cd. The measurement site' is in western Norway
(altitude l! 70 m) on a mountain with a deep snow cover
on a nearly constant incline (average angle 25°). This
configuration eliminates edge effects near the lateral
ends of the structure, where fully three-dimensional
modelling may be required, and it produces plane-strain
measurement conditions.

The analytic models to date assume that snow behaves
as a linear. Nev ..toninn viscous fluid. This is obviously
not a realistic assumption. It is of interest. however. :.1

compare the field measurements with these models. This
comparison has two important motivating aspects: (1)
by comparing actual measurements with alinear, viscous
deformation model, those features of the problem that
deserve attention for future, more realistic constitutive
equations can be pinpointed; and (2) it would be very
convenient for applications if a linear deformation
model should prove useable for estimating the expected
pressures, because of the simplicity of the solutions.

In the present paper field data are compared with the
existing models of Haefeli (1948) and McClung (1982,
1984), and rigorous two-dimensional finite element
calculations of the linear problem are provided as a .
check. The analysis indicates features of the linear
problem worth retaining in a predictive scheme and illu-
minates some features of the data that disagree with the
linear deformation model.

Experimental methods
Since the experimental methods for obtaining the

pressures are discussed in detail in another paper, I only
a short summary of the procedures is included here, Two

IJ. O. Larsen. M. D. McClung. and S. ß. Hansen. The
temporal and spatial variation of snow pressure on structures:
i:, :-~·::;..:r3.tion.
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FIG. l. Measurement site and location of strain gauges on structure. Primed variables denote quarñities above the structure (JJ',
H'); unprirned variables refer to quantities below the top of the structure (ti, H).

methods were employed: (1) direct measurement using
laboratory-calibrated earth pressure cells mounted on the -
central portion of the structure; and (2) measurement of
strains in the steel beams ofthe structure using vibrating
wire strain gauges. These strains are subsequently used
to deduce moment, shear, and pressure diagrams that
describe the pressure dependence with depth on the
structure.

Results have consistently shown that the earth pres-
sure cell measurements are in fairly good agreement
with the estimâtes derived from the strain-gauge data,
provided the snowpack is dry. However, the earth
pressure cell data are highly unreliable when the
snowpack is wet. Thus, the pressure cell data an'
regarded as a check on the second measurement method
when the snowpack is dry.

The second measurement method is used for the
analysis in the present paper, since the results appear to
be consistently reliable. Figure l is a schematic of the
experimental setup. showing the location of the strain
gauges on the structure. Becau-se the structure is very
rigid. the results lose accuracy when the product pgR is
much less than 5 kPa (p is average snowpack density. g
acceleration due to gravity, and H snowpack depth
perpendicular to the ground surface). For values of pgH
at 5 kl'a and above. the average pressure can be
estimated with less than 10% CITor: there is definitely
more error for estimares of maximum pressure because

the pressure 'distribution cannot be determined uniquely.
The rigidity of the system invalidates most of the
early-season data, when the snowpack is shallow. This
resulted in the loss of data for three winters when the
snow cover was shallow.

Figure 2 gives an example of the pressure distribution
with depth constructed from measured strains in the steel
beams of the structure. Ideally, the average of two such
diagrams, one from each of the main supports of the
structure, should be used. However, because of harsh
operating conditions, some gauges do not operate for a
portion of the winter so that sufficient data are usually
available for only one pressure diagram. The pressure
does not go to zero at the top of the structure in Fig. :2
because the snowpack exceeds the structure height. The
maximum pressure, (J'm, and the average pressure, Ö'.

are identified in Fig. 2.
To compare the measured pressures with simple

theoretical models. the fol lowing properties of the
snowpack were measured: density. temperature. and
rammsonde hardness profiles, layering. and crystal
types. Estimates were made of the free water content
through the depth of the snowpack. These observations
were made at least monthly, and sometimes more
frequently, throughout the measuring period (Dec. =May)
for the winters of 1975-1976, 1978-1979. 1980-1981.
and 1981-1982). Glide shoes were placed on the rock
surface uphill from the structure and it was verified that



at the top of the snowpack. following McClung ( 1982.
198-1-), the average creep pressure on the face of ;1

structure perpendicular to the ground on a slope with
average angle 41 is given by
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FIG. 2. Typical pressure distribution (-) on the structure
versus relative height (z/H), where z = O represents the
snow /ground interface. Constructed from strains measured in
the steel beams of the structure for this example from "81-05-11.
(am) maximum pressure; fr (---) average pressure.

there was essentially no slip of the snow cover over the
ground at the site.

Results and theoretical models
The measurements from the four winters are listed in

Table 1, where p is the average snowpack density and H
is the snow depth measured perpendicular to the ground
surface (snowpack depth lower than or level with the top
of the structure (3.4 m)). For portions of the snowpack
higher than the structure, the average density is p' and
the height for the snow above the structure is H' (see also
Fig. l). The snow depth values in Table l are average
values measured upslope from the structure within its
zone of influence for creep processes predicted by simple
theory (McClung 1982). The densities were taken from
snow pits near the site. Analysis of the data from Table l
in relation to measured values of temperature and hard-
ness from the snow profiles is given in Larsen et al. J

It is necessary to modify the previously derived snow
pressure equations to account for extra body forces when
the snowpack depth exceeds the structure height. This
may be accomplished by modifying the free surface
boundary conditions that are appropriate when the snow
depth is precisely equal to or less than the structure
height. For the case of free surface boundary conditions

[ l] cT _ . ,1,[( 2 )(L)] J;2 ..L cos UJ ( v )---Sll1lJJ -- - , -- --
pgH l - v H 2 I - v

where v is the viscous analog of Poisson' s ratio for the
assumed constitutive equation, which is a Newtonian
viscous fluid with neglect of the static fluid pressure
term. For [l], LI H is given by an empirical equation
deri ved from numerical calculations (McClung 1984).
and it is assumed that there is no glide, The expression

. for LI H is given as

[2] L = 0.3[2cot41]1I2(~) If_¡
H 1- 2v

When the snowpack exceeds the height of the
structure by H' and the average density above the
structure is p' (Fig. l), the free surface boundary
conditions may be replaced by imposing initial shear and
normal stresses on the surface level with the top of the
structure. The new shear and normal boundary condi-
tion stresses are given by p' gH' sin 41 and p' gH' cos 41,
respectively. By repeating the derivation given by
McClung (1982), [1] 'may be modified to gi ve

cT . [ ( 2 ) ('L ) ] J/2------=sintlJ -- -
(pH + pIH')(g) . l -v H .

+co~ 41 [+' 1PHJ C ~J
1+--«n;

[3]

For a simple comparison with the theory, it is
convenient to approximate the expression in brackets in
the second term as

G+ +~J=lL 1 p'H'

so that [3] becomes

[4] (pH + :' H')(g) ~ sin 41[ (1 =v ) (~) ] 1/2

+ costlJ (_v_)
2 1 - v

The advantage of this approximation is that for terrain
of constant incline 1lJ, the stress ratio is a function of v
only. Calculation with the data from Table l shows that
the maximum error introduced by use of [4) instead of
[3] would be less than 7% in the worst case (76-04-14)
with v taken as 0.4, which is considered an upper limit.
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TABLE l. Measured values of average and maximum pressure and related snowpack data

Average Maximum Stress up to top Excess stress over Total snow
pressure. pressure. of structure. top of structure. depth.

Date cT (kPal am (kPa) pgH (kPa) p' gH' (kPa) H+H'(m)

76-01-21 9 17 13.6 0.5 4.1
76-02-29 10 19 14.3 0.3 4)
76-03-10 13 20 14.2 2.3 4.3
76-04-14 16 23 15.0 5.0 4.9
76-04-30 17 24
76-05-18 13 20 17.0 1.2 3.7

79-01-25 6 8 8.3 0.0 2.3
79-02-20 6 9 8.0 0.0 2.4
79-03-01 7 10 8.7 0.0 2.4
79-03-26 8 11 9.6 0.0 2.5
79-04-15 8 11 9.4 0.0 2,5
79-04-27 8 11 9.9 0.0 2.5

81-01-23 S 9 11.5 0.0 3.1
81-02-06 7 11 12.0 0.0 3.2
81-02-19 9 14
81-03-01 11 17 13.0 0.0 3.2
81-03-27 11 19 14.3 0.0 3.4
81-04-07 11 17 14.3 0.0 3.4
81-04-17 11 19 14.4 . 0.0 3.4
81-04-27 12 18
81-05-04 13 20 14.5 2.7 4.1
81-05-11 12 18 15.7 0.4 3.5

82-02-17 4 7 5.9 0.0 1.8
82-03-05 4 .7 7.0 0.0 2.1
82-03-25 4 7 6.2 0.0 1.7
82-04-07 _. 6 . 8 7.2 0.0 2.1
82-04-14 6 8 7.3 0.0 2.2
82-05-09 6 9 8.9 0.0 2.3

The maximum error for (76-03-10) and (81-05-04) would
be about49c: and for all the other data points the maximum
error would be negligible.

HaefeJi's (1948) model gives the average creep
pressure similar to [1] as

[5] ~ = ~ (~) 1/2 tan \(J + cos \(J (_v_)
pgH 3 l - 2v 2 1 - v

By the same procedure, Haefeli's model is modified
to account for nonfree surface conditions at the top of the
structure:

[6] o- 2 ( 1 - v ) lí2
---.,---- = - t:m tU --
(pH + p'H')(g) 3 1 - 2v

+ COStU (_v )
2 I - v

for cases in which the snow depth exceeds the structure
height.

Equations [4] and [6] do not account for extra sheaf

forces due to edge effects at the top of the structure when
the snowpack is higher than the structure (Fig. 2). This
consideration will be more important than the nonfree
surface effects introduced in these equations in some
instances. It implies that the estimates of average
pressure will be slightly low for these conditions.

Comparison with theoretical predictions
Given the measurement site with a slope of nearly

constant incline, the only free parameter in [4] and [6] is
v. This is also true for the full two-dimensional
plane-strain solutions.

Clearly an important consideration for evaluation of
the modelling is the range of expected values of v in the
density range of the experiments (300 kg /rrr' ::5 p ::5

550 kg/m3). Salm (1977) has carefully reviewed the
data and theoretical predictions; a summary of his work
is as follows: Bader el al . (1951) provided an extensive
range of laboratory estimates and they found values in
the range 0.09 ::5 v ::5 0.33 for densities from 200 to
550 kg7m3. Pressure-at-rest field measurements by de



the static fluid pressure term. The finite element calcula-
tions assume plane-strain conditions and these results
gi ve the' dynamic' pressure due to interruption of creep
deformation by the structure. In addition. il 'static'
pressure term must be superimposed to represent the
initial stresses in the formulation. This representation is
analogous to the second terms on the right sides of II J

and [SJ and is defined as

C\\. GEOTECH'. J. \·OL. 21. I,)~'¡
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FIG. 3. Stress ratio fr /(pgH) versus v for the range OS v -s
0.4 for 4J = 25°. Predictions shown are: (O-e) finite element
calculations; (0---0) one-dimensional model with empirical
corrections; (0-·-0) Haefelis model.

Quervain (1966) and E. Klausegger (unpublished data),
quoted by Salm, indicate values in the range 0.08 :::s v :::s
0.35 for this same density range. Haefeli (1966)
provided creep angles for alpine snowpacks from which
v may be extracted. These values are 0.16 :::s v :::s 0.30
for p between 350 and 550 kg Zrrr'. McClung (1975)
provided similar data, which indicate values between
0.23 and 0.38, with an average value near 0.29 for final
densities between 500 and 550 kg /rrr'.

Haefeli (1966) and Bader el al. (1951) also gave
expressions for v as a function of density 'based on
theoretical arguments- and their data. These predictions
are 0.18 :::s v:::s 0.31 and 0.13 :::s v:::s 0.22 for 300 kg/rrr'
-s fi :::s 500 kg /m:'.

With the above considerations, in order to ensure that
the extreme limits of the data and theoretical predictions
are included, the limits are taken as O :::s v :::s 0.4. Figure
3 gives a comparison using [1), (2), and [5J for tV = 25°.
Also shown in Fig. 3 are two-dimensional finite element
predictions. The assumptions for all of these calcula-
tions are: no slip on the structure. no glide, a free surface
at tile snow / atmosphere interface and snow deforming
as a linear. Newtonian viscous material with neglect of

[7J
v l f{-:poe:) = _- p cos tV d:'
l - v o

= _v_ pgH cos l.jJ( I--=-)
l-v H

0.5

where z is measured perpendicular to the ground starting
from z = O at the snow/earth interface. For the
calculations given in Fig. 3, the maximum difference
between the predictions of the model of McClung (1982,
1984) (given by [l J and [2)) and the finite element
calculations is 2%. This agreement is fortuitous because
deviations up to 6% have been found for other slope
angles (McClung 1984).

For the data in Table l, the stress ratio, ä/[(pH +
p'H')(g)), has a mean ofO.73 and a standard deviation
ofO.lO. This implies v = 0.25 for the mean value for the
predictions of the niodel gi ven by [2] and [4 J and it
implies v = 0.36 for Haefeli's model. The stress ratio
spans a range of 0.44 :::s ä /[(pH + p' H')~g)J :::s 0:85.
which implies a range of -0.05 :::s v :::s 0.33 for [21 and
[4J and 0.16 :::s v :::s 0.40 for Haefeli's model. Calcula-
tion of the implied value of v for each data point from the
measured stress ratio gives v = 0.25 and a standard
deviation of 0.09 for the average value of v implied for
[2] and [4]; it also gives v = 0.36 and a standard
deviation of 0.05 for Haefeli's model. If the lowest
value of the stress ratio is discarded as a statistical
outlier, the implied values of v for the estimated values
of the stress ratio are 0.11 :::s v :::s 0.33 for [2J and [4),
which is very close to the measured values for field and
laboratory experiments in the density range. Figure 4
shows the comparison of measured values of ä versus
(pH + p' H')(g) and eqs. [2] and [4], finite element
calculations, and Haefeli' s model.

Of further interest with respect to the average pressure
estimates are the results of the regression analysis
reported by Larse et al. l A regression analysis of the
data in Table l sl~ed that

[8] ä = O.77(i. + p' H')(g) - 0.40 kPa

with ? = 0.89 and the standard deviation of the
residuals I.l kPa. This shows that Ö' is linear with (pH +
p'H')(g) to a good approximation, and the small
intercept gives some added confidence in the data. The
regressien line is shown in Fig. 4. This analysis should
not be extended beyond the current data set.
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FIG. 4. Average pressure ä versus (pH + p'H')(g) for data
from Table I. (O) estimates from field measurements; (---)
predictions of one-dimensional model with empirical correc-
tions; (-) finite element calculations. One-dimensional model
and finite element calculations are shown for the limits v = 0.0
and v = 0.4. ( ... ) regression line.

Data analyzed from similar measurements taken in
Switzerland during the winters between 1950 and 1956
are presented in the Appendix. These data were taken on
a slope with a near-constant incline of 37° (Salm 1977)
and little or no glide. The Swiss data also indicate that cr
is approximately linear with (pH + p'H')(g) as is
shown in the Appendix.

The one-dimensional models cannot be used to predict
the maximum value, (J'm, of the pressure distribution.
However, it is possible to calculate (J'm by finite element
methods. Regression analysis of the data from Table l
shows that (J'm is gi ven by

[9] (J'm = 1.2S(pH + pIH')(g) - 1.25kPa

with- r = 0.92 and the standard deviation of the
residuals 1.4 kPa (Larset et al. l). The implication is that
(J'm is linear with respect to (pH + p'H')(g) to a good
approximation. From Table l, the mean value of the
stress ratio (J'm/[(pH + piH')(g)] is I.U, with a
standard deviation of O.U. Finite element calculations
show that the ratio increases with v, and has a value of
0.87 for v = 0.25 and 1.13 for v = 0.40. This result
indicates that on the average the ratio exceeds predic-
tions for linear modelling by about 309'c. if ii = 0.25 is
accepted as the mean value of v from the results of the
average pressure measurements.

Figure 5 depicts the relationship between (J'm and cT ror
the data as compared with finite element calculations. A

25
(j kPa

FIG. 5. Values of am versus ä from the data and finite
element calculations. (O) measured data points; (--:-) finite
element calculations; (_. -) regression line.

regression analysis gives the result that

[10] (J'm = 1.48a + 0.58 kPa

with ? = 0.93 and the standard deviation of the
residuals 1.4 kPa. Finite element calculations actually
show that the stress ratio (J'm/cr declines as v increases.
From Table l, the mean value of (J'ml cr is 1.55, with a
standard deviation af 0.18. For ii = 0.25, which
represents the average implied value of v for the data if a
linear viscous model is chosen, the finite element results
gi ve a value of (J'ml cr = 1.20. The ratio thus exceeds the
predictions for a linear material by about 30%.

Conclusions and discussion
From snow pressure measurements and analysis, the

following conclusions have been reached.
l. The average pressure appears to be adequately

explained by calculations assuming linear, viscous
modelling. In this regard. the one-dimensional model of
McClung (1982. 1984) with empirical corrections pro-
vides a formulation that agrees with field measurements
as well as with finite element calculations.

2. The implied average value of Il is near 0.25 for the
present measurements of ir when linear modelling is
assumed. This is a reasonable value for alpine snow
based upon experimental results in the density range of
300-500 kg/m3

.

3. The maximum and the average pressures are linear
with respect to (pH + p'H')(g); the maximum pressure
increases linearly with average pressure to a good
approximation. The values of (Jill l'rom .ield measure-
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ments exceed predictions from linear modelling by
about 30c;'c-.

-1-. Data from Switzerland analyzed in the Appendix
give an implied average value of v near 0.00. which is
lower than measured values from other experiments for
this density range. Regression analysis of the: data from
Switzerland shows that Ô" is approximately linear with
lpH_ + p' H' )(g). in agreement witb the data from the
present study.

The implications of the results for maximum pressure
must be accepted with caution because the accuracy is
less than that for estimates of average pressure. If the
results are accepted as valid in a qualitative sense. this
feature of snow deformation implies nonlinear behaviour.
Previous calculations by McClung (1976) showed that
nonlinearity assumed by taking the effective shear and
bulk viscosity proportional to the bulk stress provided
relatively unchanged estimates of average pressure over
a linear model, whereas the ratio rrml fr increased by
about 15% for an example with ljJ = 45". These
nonlinear examples were complicated by glide but they
seem to indicate qualitative agreement with the effects
seen in the present data.

It was pointed out previously (McClung 1982) that the
linear viscous model may be extended to the simplest
viscoplastic model by making- v time dependent. It
seems clear from Fig. 5 that this would not be sufficient
to explain the present data. The finite element calcula-
tions in Fig. 5 show that the ratio cml fr would decline as
the snow densities and v increase. The data in Fig. 5
seem to imply the opposite.

The most important resu t of this study with respect to
applications is that the average pressure appears to be
suitably described by the linear model. Since the
one-dimensional model with empirical corrections pro-
vides a fairly accurate representation of the linear
problem, a simple analytic method is available to predict
average pressures. In addition, although the maximum
pressure appears to exceed the predictions for a linear
material, it may be accounted for in design by the usual
engineering safety factors. The regression analysis for
the data presented shows (eq. [10]) that crm is about H-
times the average pressure. The standard deviation of
the residuals (1.4 lePa) used in connection with [9]
would allow estimates of rrm to any chosen confidence
limit for the data presented. Study of more accurate
nonlinear viscoplastic models for snow deformation that
provide the descriptive features seen in the data may
permit prediction of the maximum pressure from a better
theoretical framework.
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Appendix
Data haye been obtained from an observation site at the

Weissftujoch (altitude 2680 m) in eastern Switzerland.
The experiments haye been described by Salm (1977)
from the original report of Kümmerli (1958). The
observation site has a configuration similar to that for the
data reported from Norway. The slope angle is a nearly
constant incline of 37° and measurements showed no
glide upslope from the structure. The measurements
were taken from the centre section of an avalanche-
defence structure, where lateral edge effects would be
largely absent. The average snowpack densities ranged
from 220 to 520 kg / rrr' .

There are two potentially important differences in the
data sets from Switzerland and Norway: (1) snowpack
properties and (2) measurement techniques. Without
further analysis, it is not possible to quantify the
differences. in snowpack structure between these two
sites. Salm (1977) and Kürnmerli (1958) have described

.: how the loads were. calculated from the deformation of
springs on each of the horizontal crossbeams. Kümmerli
(1958) lists data for.the total force on the structure for six
winters of observations. From these resultant forces, the
average pressure on the structure has been calculated
using [4] and [6]. Figure Al shows the comparisonof
tbe predictions of finite element calculations and [l] and
[5] over the range of interest: O :s v :s 0.4 for ~ .= 37°
analogous to Fig 3. In Fig. A2, the implied values of Ö'
are plotted versus (pH + p'H')(g), similar to the com-
parison in Fig. 4 for the Norwegian data. From Fig. A2,
nearly half of the data points imply negative values of v.
For the 78 data points in Fig. A2, the ayerage value of
Ö' /[(pH + p'H')(g)] is 0.58, with a standard deviation
ofO.12. This implies an average value of v = 0.0 for the
finite element calculations, v = -0.02 for [4], and v =
0.10 for Haefeli's model (eq. [6]). Figure Al shows that
Haefeli's model provides fairly accurate estimates of the
linear problem for ~ = 37°; this is fortuitous. The data
imply a stress ratio in the range 0.34 :s Ö' /[(pH +
p' H')(g)] :s 0.86. This yields -0.50:s li :s 0.26 for the
prediction of [4] and -0.38 :s v :s 0.31 for Haefelis
model.

A regression analysis was performed for the data
depicted in Fig. A2. This analysis gave the relation Ö' =
0.69(pH + p'H')(g) - 1.05 kPa with r = 0.82 and
standard deviation of tbe residuals 1.2 kPa. Power law
regression gave Ö' = 0.36[(pH + p'H')(g)]1.20 with r?
= 0.84 and the standard deviation of the residuals
approximately 1.2 kPa.
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2. The regression analysis shows that Ö" is approx i-
rnately linear with (pH + ¡YH')(g). Although the
power law regression analysis shows a slightly better tit.
these results must be accepted with caution because the
actual values of Ö" appear to be less than that implied by
the linear constitutive equation.

C.\:-\. GEOTECIf. J. \'OL. 21. ¡<JR_¡

The following conclusions seem evident from this
data analysis.

l. The implied values of v and ii are too 100v when
compared with laboratory and field measurements for
the density range in question. The measurements imply
average pressures that are less than the value for a linear
viscous material.


