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APPENDIX B - LANDSLIDE TERMINOLOGY 
The following provides a summary of landslide terminology which should (for uniformity of practice) be adopted when 
classifying and describing a landslide.  It has been based on Cruden & Varnes (1996) and the reader is recommended to 
refer to the original documents for a more detailed discussion, other terminology and further examples of landslide 
types and processes. 

Landslide 
The term landslide denotes “the movement of a mass of rock, debris or earth down a slope”.  The phenomena described 
as landslides are not limited to either the “land” or to “sliding”, and usage of the word has implied a much more 
extensive meaning than its component parts suggest.  Ground subsidence and collapse are excluded. 

Classification of Landslides 
Landslide classification is based on Varnes (1978) system which has two terms: the first term describes the material 
type and the second term describes the type of movement. 

The material types are Rock, Earth and Debris, being classified as follows:- 

The material is either rock or soil. 

Rock: is “a hard or firm mass that was intact and in its natural place before the initiation of 
movement.” 

Soil: is “an aggregate of solid particles, generally of minerals and rocks, that either was 
transported or was formed by the weathering of rock in place.  Gases or liquids filling the 
pores of the soil form part of the soil.” 

Earth: “describes material in which 80% or more of the particles are smaller than 2 mm, the upper 
limit of sand sized particles.” 

Debris: “contains a significant proportion of coarse material;  20% to 80% of the particles are larger 
than 2 mm and the remainder are less than 2 mm.” 

The terms used should describe the displaced material in the landslide before it was displaced. 

The types of movement describe how the landslide movement is distributed through the displaced mass.  The five 
kinematically distinct types of movement are described in the sequence fall, topple, slide, spread and flow. 

The following table shows how the two terms are combined to give the landslide type: 

Table B1:  Major types of landslides. Abbreviated version of Varnes’ classification of slope movements (Varnes, 1978). 

TYPE OF MATERIAL 
ENGINEERING SOILS TYPE OF MOVEMENT 

BEDROCK Predominantly 
Coarse 

Predominantly 
Fine 

FALLS Rock fall Debris fall Earth fall 
TOPPLES Rock topple Debris topple Earth topple 

           ROTATIONAL SLIDES        TRANSLATIONAL Rock slide Debris slide Earth slide 

LATERAL SPREADS Rock spread Debris spread Earth spread 
Rock flow Debris flow Earth flow FLOWS (Deep creep) (Soil creep) 

COMPLEX Combination of two or more principle types of movement 

Figure B1 gives schematics to illustrate the major types of landslide movement. Further information and photographs of 
landslides are available on the USGS website at http://landslides.usgs.gov. 
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Figure B1:  These schematics illustrate the major types of landslide movement. 

(From US Geological Survey Fact Sheet 2004-3072, July 2004, with kind permission for reproduction.) 

The nomenclature of a landslide can become more elaborate as more information about the movement becomes 
available.  To build up the complete identification of the movement, descriptors are added in front of the two-term 
classification using a preferred sequence of terms.  The suggested sequence provides a progressive narrowing of the 
focus of the descriptors, first by time and then by spatial location, beginning with a view of the whole landslide, 
continuing with parts of the movement and finally defining the materials involved.  The recommended sequence, as 
shown in Table B2, describes activity (including state, distribution and style) followed by descriptions of all movements 
(including rate, water content, material and type).  Definitions of the terms in Table B2 are given in Cruden & Varnes 
(1996). 

Second or subsequent movements in complex or composite landslides can be described by repeating, as many times as 
necessary, the descriptors used in Table B2.  Descriptors that are the same as those for the first movement may then be 
dropped from the name. 
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For example, the very large and rapid slope movement that occurred near the town of Frank, Alberta, Canada, in 1903 
was a complex, extremely rapid, dry rock fall – debris flow.  From the full name of this landslide at Frank, one would 
know that both the debris flow and the rock fall were extremely rapid and dry because no other descriptors are used for 
the debris flow.  

The full name of the landslide need only be given once;  subsequent references should then be to the initial material and 
type of movement;  for the above example, “the rock fall” or “the Frank rock fall” for the landslide at Frank, Alberta. 

Table B2:  Glossary for forming names of landslides. 

Activity  
State Distribution Style  
Active 
Reactivated 
Suspended 
Inactive 

Dormant 
Abandoned 
Stabilised 
Relict 

Advancing 
Retrogressive 
Widening 
Enlarging 
Confined 
Diminishing 
Moving 

Complex 
Composite  
Multiple 
Successive 
Single 

 

Description of First Movement   
Rate Water Content Material Type 
Extremely rapid 
Very rapid 
Rapid 
Moderate 
Slow 
Very slow 
Extremely slow 

Dry 
Moist 
Wet 
Very Wet 

Rock 
Earth 
Debris 

Fall 
Topple 
Slide 
Spread 
Flow 

Note:  Subsequent movements may be described by repeating the above descriptors as many times as necessary.  These terms are 
described in more detail in Cruden & Varnes (1996) and examples are given. 

Landslide Features 
Varnes (1978, Figure 2.1t) provided an idealised diagram showing the features for a complex earth slide – earth flow, 
which has been reproduced here as Figure B2.  Definitions of landslide dimensions are given in Cruden & Varnes 
(1996). 

 
Figure B2:  Block of Idealised Complex Earth Slide – Earth Flow  

(Varnes, D J (1978,)Slope Movement Types and Processes. In Special Report 176: Landslides: Analysis and Control(R L Schuster & 
R J Krizek, eds.), TRB, National Research Council, Washington, DC, pp.11-33). 
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Rate of Movement 
Figure B3 shows the velocity scale proposed by Cruden & Varnes (1996) which rationalises previous scales.  The term 
“creep” has been omitted due to the many definitions and interpretations in the literature. 

Velocity 
Class Description Velocity 

(mm/sec) 
Typical 
Velocity Probable Destructive Significance 

7 
Extremely 
Rapid 

  Catastrophe of major violence; buildings destroyed by 
impact of displaced material; many deaths; escape 
unlikely 

  5 x 103 5 m/sec  

      6 Very Rapid  Some lives lost; velocity too great to permit all persons to escape 

  5 x 101 3 m/min  

      5 Rapid  Escape evaluation possible; structures; possessions, and 
equipment destroyed 

  5 x 10-1 1.8 m/hr  

      4 Moderate  Some temporary and insensitive structures can be 
temporarily maintained 

  5 x 10-3 13 m/month  

      3 Slow 

 Remedial construction can be undertaken during 
movement; insensitive structures can be maintained with 
frequent maintenance work if total movement is not large 
during a particular acceleration phase 

  5 x 10-5 1.6 m/year  

      2 Very Slow  Some permanent structures undamaged by movement 

  5 x 10-7 15 mm/year  

 Extremely  
SLOW 

 Imperceptible without instruments; construction 
POSSIBLE WITH PRECAUTIONS 

 

Figure B3:  Proposed Landslide Velocity Scale and Probable Destructive Significance. 
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APPENDIX E - GEOLOGICAL AND GEOMORPHOLOGICAL MAPPING SYMBOLS 
AND TERMINOLOGY 

 
Examples of Mapping Symbols (after Guide to Slope Risk Analysis Version 3.1 November 2001, Roads and Traffic 

Authority of New South Wales). 
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Example of Mapping Symbols  
(after V Gardiner & R V Dackombe (1983).Geomorphological Field Manual. George Allen & Unwin). 
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