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Abstract: This paper investigates the possibility to detect the short-time evolution of the slow-moving
Vomice earth flow, located in the northeastern sector of the Calabria region (South Italy), by combining
the information obtained from two different drone flights, carried out in February 2019 and June 2022,
with field surveys. The obtained results consisted of delimiting all landslide bodies constituting the
Vomice earth flow, detecting landslide types and the state of activity, as well as identifying spatial
and volumetric changes. The obtained results showed that depletion and transition zones of the
Vomice earth flow are active, while the accumulation zone appears prevalently dormant. Particularly,
in the analyzed period, the depletion zone was characterized by local collapses of the main scarps
where several slides evolving in earth flows caused more than 20 m of retrogressive fail upslope.
The maximum elevation changes observed in these zones were about ±5 m. The volume of the
material mobilized by mass movements was about 114.2 × 103 m3, whereas the volume of the
accumulated material was approximately 92.7 × 103 m3. The transition zone was affected by several
slow earthflows that re-mobilized the displaced material located in the middle portion of the landslide
and reached the accumulation zone. Overall, the results of this study demonstrated the practicality
and feasibility of using UAV tools for detecting the short-time evolution of a large landslide.

Keywords: earthflow; spatiotemporal analysis; morphological changes; UAV survey; structure-from-motion

1. Introduction

Landslides are one of the most widespread geomorphic processes in many mountain
regions and they play an important role in the present-day morphological evolution of
mountain landscapes.

The evolution of a landslide is influenced by a complex interaction of geological,
geomorphological, and hydrological processes, during which the formation of landslide
crowns, trenches, and surface cracks could be observed [1]. Hence, identification, map-
ping, and monitoring of landslide areas are of high importance for a rigorous landslide
analysis [2].

Owing to its geological, geomorphological, and climatic conditions [3–7], the Italian
mountain landscape and, in particular, the southern Apennine chain (South Italy) is char-
acterized by a high landslide density. A landslide typology recurrently occurring in this
area is the slow-moving earthflow [4,8–11]. Such landslides may cause extensive damage
to property and man-made structures [8,9,12].

The high concentration of earthflows in this sector of southern Italy is mainly linked
to a widespread outcrop of clayey materials [13–15]. Earthflows involve plastic, clayey
soils [16], and are generally morphologically defined by a wide amphitheater-shaped source
area, a transport zone with a narrow and elongated shape, and a lobed deposition area
characterized by numerous compressional features [5,15,17,18].
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Displacements usually begin in the source areas with a sliding along well-defined
basal and lateral surfaces [16] and then gradually progress with faster episodic events that
alternate with slow motion or non-motion periods [16,19–21]. In some cases, the periods of
more rapid surges can cause regression of the main scarp and the movement of the material
as a downward flow; in other cases, they can cause more complex conditions with the
formation of different types of landslides along the same slope [16,22,23]. In both cases, the
precision mapping and the recognition of various landslide bodies are essential issues to
accurately identify landslide morphological evolution [20] and to advance knowledge about
landslide deformation mechanisms as well as to assess and manage landslide risk [24,25].

Despite recent advances, landslide analysis is still an open issue that requires new
methods and techniques to better understand landslide dynamics and space–time evolution.
Several recent techniques, such as the Global Positioning System (GPS) [26], Synthetic
Aperture Radar Interferometry (InSAR) [27], Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) [28],
and unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) systems [29–31] have been largely applied for mapping
and monitoring landslide evolution. In particular, the rapid development of UAV systems
equipped with optical cameras has improved the capability to acquire 2D and 3D data to
investigate geomorphological features and morphometry parameters, and quantify the
landslide mobilized volume and velocity [32–35]. In addition, the combination between
UAV photogrammetry products and geographic information system (GIS) analysis is an
approach commonly used for landslide multi-temporal analysis and geomorphic process
mapping. The main advantage of UAV use is the capability to obtain very detailed data
in quasi real time that, if integrated with traditional fieldwork methods, can be profitably
used in landslide monitoring [35–37].

A relatively recent and widely used technique for UAV-derived data is the structure
from motion (SfM) algorithm [32,37–43]. The SfM-UAV technique, compared with other
topographic acquisition techniques, is a low-cost, fast, and flexible technique which allows
capturing photos of large areas, also in poorly accessible landslide-prone areas, and map-
ping and reconstruction of a three-dimensional topographic model of these areas, with a
very high, sub-centimeter spatial resolution [35,44]. The time and cost-effectiveness of the
SfM-UAV method enable conducting repeat surveys at regular time intervals to monitor
the topographic changes that occur between different acquisitions. Further applications of
the SfM-UAV techniques are the use of the derived Digital Elevation Models (DEMs) for
multi-temporal detection of landslides and the estimation of displacement rates and/or the
volumes of removed or accumulated material [35,45,46].

Several papers used multi-temporal acquisitions for landslide evolution detection
and monitoring [32,47–50]. Some of these individuated the geomorphological features (in
particular, fissures) as parameters for landslide multi-temporal evolution using manual
and/or semi-automatic image correlation [47,49]. Others compared DEMs, stressing the
importance of a good co-registration for obtaining good results and using benchmarks in
areas not affected by morphological changes [32,48].

Godone et al. [50] carried out two different UAV flights, respectively, in 2017 and 2018,
in order to describe the recent behavior of the Maierato landslide (South Calabria) and
showed that no significant differences occurred in the analyzed period in terms of landslide
dynamic; only some differences in terms of erosional processes and vegetation growth were
noticed. This is due to the analyzed landslide typology and its state of activity.

Independently of the adopted procedure and the analyzed landslide typology, it is a
common opinion that a sequence of UAV acquisition data over time can provide a useful
support for assessing morphometric changes and monitoring landslide evolution [35,48,51].

In this context, the present paper explores the ability of the SfM-UAV technique
coupled with GIS analysis to detect the geomorphological evolution, from 2019 to 2022,
of a large earthflow, named the Vomice landslide, located in the NE sector of the Calabria
region (southern Italy). In particular, the morphological features were recognized and
mapped and the plano-altimetric variations of the Vomice landslide were evaluated using
the data produced from the processing of aerial imagery acquired through two different
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UAV flights (February 2019 and June 2022), in association with field survey data. The UAV
flights enabled the generation of two 3D models and to obtain orthophotos, DSMs and
DTMs, with centimetric resolutions, of the entire landslide area.

2. Description of Study Area

The Vomice earthflow (Figure 1) is located in the NE sector of the Calabria region
(southern Italy), on the right side of Straface River, between 4,425,354 N and 4,424,006 N of
latitude and 629,573 E and 631,266 E of longitude (Figure 1a).
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Figure 1. Location of the study area. (a) Geographical location of the study area (source data of DTM:
http://geoportale.regione.calabria.it/opendata, accessed on 16 March 2016); (b) Google Earth satellite
image of the Vomice earthflow dated 2019; a longitudinal profile extracted from DTM referring to
2022 is also shown.

Previous investigations [11,52] showed that the study area has a typical Mediterranean
climate characterized by hot and dry summers and mild and wet winters. The mean annual
precipitation is about 745 mm, mainly concentrated in the autumn–winter period, with
rainfall peaks between December and January; during dry and hot summers, the minimum
rainfall is reached in the months between July and August.

The geological context is characterized by Mesozoic–Cenozoic sedimentary rocks of
the Liguride and Sicilide Units [53–56]. The Liguride Unit outcrops in the SW portion of the

http://geoportale.regione.calabria.it/opendata
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area and is formed from turbidity sequences of the Saraceno and the Albidona Formations
(Figure 2) with the first consisting mainly of calcarenites and calcilutites intercalated by clays
and sandstones and the Albidona Formation consisting mainly of alternating sandstones,
marls, clayey marls, and silty clays. The Sicilide Unit outcrops in the central and the
NE portion of the area and consists of both strongly deformed pelagic sediments of the
varicolored clay–shale formation and silty clays interlayered with quartz arenite levels of
the Numidian Flysch Formation (Figure 2) [56–59]. The landslide area is dominated by the
formation of varicolored clays that, according to the field observations, can be divided into
“chaotic clayey” facies and “schistose” facies. The “chaotic clayey” facies outcrops from the
bottom to the top of the slopes while the “schistose” facies locally outcrops in the lower
part of the central sector of the landslide basin due to the water erosion.
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faults during the Pliocene–Quaternary (Figure 2). Quaternary high-angle extensional 
faults with N-S and E-W trending dip-slip have been observed on the central and north-
eastern side of the Vomice catchment (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Geostructural map of the study catchment with localization of mesostructural stations and
synthesis of mesostructural data and a geological cross section of the slope. Legend: (1) Holocene
landslide debris; (2) Holocene alluvial deposits; (3) Albidona Formation (Burdigalian); (4) Saraceno
Formation (Upper Oligocene–Aquitanian); (5) Numidian Flysch (Lower Miocene); (6) lower varicol-
ored clays (Cretaceous); (7) olistoliths of the Sant’Arcangelo Formation (Upper Cretaceous–Middle
Eocene); (8) normal fault; (9) thrust; (10) tectonic contact; (11) deep-seated rock-slide; (12) attitude of
strata; and (13) spring (from Conforti et al. [60], modified).

Regarding the tectonic setting, in the study area, the pristine Late Oligocene–Pliocene
low-angle tectonic contacts between the Sicilide and Liguride Units were sliced by Pliocene–
Quaternary high-angle strike-slip and extensional faults (Figure 2). Particularly, the south-
west side of the study area is bordered by a WNW-ESE striking left lateral and transpressive
strike-slip faults, linked to the Saraceno shear zone [61], which acted as left-lateral faults
during the Pliocene–Quaternary (Figure 2). Quaternary high-angle extensional faults with
N-S and E-W trending dip-slip have been observed on the central and north-eastern side of
the Vomice catchment (Figure 2).

The Vomice landslide lies in a sector of the Straface catchment characterized by gentle
to steep slopes. The zone is strongly affected by high activity and density of landslides,
controlled mainly by the geological and structural setting [4,11,62]; in particular, the most
common typology of mass movements are complex landslides and earthflows [4,11].

The investigated landslide currently covers an area approximately of 36.4 hectares and
consists of a well-developed earthflow formed by two large source zones and a narrow,
elongated body, which show a lobate shape in the toe part (Figure 1b). The maximum
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length (L) from the source zones to the toe is about 1.92 km, while the width ranges between
40 and 300 m. It develops from an elevation of about 490 m a.s.l. to 160 m a.s.l., which
correspond to the top of the head scarp and the toe of the accumulation zone, respectively
(Figure 1b). The total relief is 330 m and the height-to-length ratio (H/L) is equal to 0.17.

Conforti et al. [60] highlighted that the Vomice landslide has been periodically active
since at least 1954. It has a complex behavior with seasonal surface variations and episodic
failures mostly triggered by intensive rainfall and increased pore water pressures within
the constituent geological materials. The earthflow has two source areas that were most
likely active at different periods, causing retrogressing, advancing, and enlarging of the
landslide area. In general, the kinematic of a landslide can be defined as a slow flow-like
movement [19].

3. Materials and Methods

The work that led to characterize the short-time evolution of the Vomice landslide was
carried out in several phases, which are summarized in in the flow chart in Figure 3.
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3.1. Data Acquisition and Pre-Processing

To investigate and map the geomorphological features and morpho-evolution between
2019 and 2022 of the landslide, two UAV flights and several field surveys were carried
out. The UAV surveys were performed in three different steps: (1) UAV mission planning,
(2) flight and photo acquisition, and (3) ground control point (GCP) acquisition. The UAV
surveys were carried out in February 2019 and June 2022, using a “Parrot Anafi” quadcopter
drone equipped with a red-green-blue (RGB) camera with a 1/2.4” CMOS sensor, which
acquires photos with a 5344 × 4016 pixel resolution, mounted on a three-axis stabilized
gimbal. The UAV system was also equipped with an on-board GNSS (Global Navigation
Satellite System) for the accurate geolocation of the acquired images.
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Drone flight missions were planned by using a user-friendly navigation software
(Pix4d Capture - Android) that, through the delimitation of the study area, allowed us
to define points of acquisition, altitude, and maximize timing of flights. Owing to the
difficulties related to the extension, morphology, and height difference of the overflight
of the area affected by landslide, it was necessary to conduct three flights with the same
average flight altitude and frontal and side overlap. For both the UAV surveys (2019 and
2022), the flight paths were designed to have a front overlap of 85% and side overlap of 80%.
The drone maintained an average flight altitude of approximately 130 m, which guaranteed
a ground sample distance (GSD) of about 6.60 cm/pix (Table 1).

Table 1. Data on the UAV surveys’ features.

UAV Survey 1 UAV Survey 2

Acquisition data February 2019 June 2022
Frontal overlap (%) 85 85

Side overlap (%) 80 80
Number of images 1122 1127

Average flight altitude (m) 131 130
Average GSD (cm/pix) 6.69 6.62

Coverage area (ha) 127.4 126.9
Number of ground control points (GCPs) 30 30

Number of check points (CHKs) 15 15
Orthophoto resolution (m/pix) 0.30 0.30
DSM/DTM resolution (m/pix) 0.50 0.50

The camera tilt was set perpendicular to the horizontal in order to capture photos with
a nadiral view. Regarding the 2019 UAV survey, a total of 1122 photos were acquired on a
surface of 127.4 ha, whereas the 2022 UAV survey covered a surface of 126.9 ha and a total
of 1127 photos were taken (Table 1).

In addition, for photogrammetric orientation and georeferencing procedures of the
UAV photos, a set of 45 ground points—located among the area of interest—were acquired
using a Leica GNSS receiver in Real Time Kinematic (RTK) mode, with an X, Y, and Z
accuracy between 1 and 2 cm. The used coordinate system was WGS84-UTM 33N. The
ground points, uniformly distributed within the area of interest, correspond to building
corners and/or road intersections, which can be easily recognized in the aerial images, and
artificial targets placed on the ground during the UAV flights. Furthermore, 30 of these
points were used as ground control points (GCPs) for the orientation and georeferencing
process (Table 1), whereas the remaining 15 points were used as check points (CHKs) to
evaluate the accuracy of the UAV-3D models.

3.2. Data Processing and Analysis of the Landslide

The photos collected in the two UAV flights taken in 2019 and 2022 were processed
with the Pix4D mapper photogrammetry software (https://www.pix4d.com/product/
pix4dmapper, accessed on 16 March 2016) and SfM algorithm [43,63–66], generating point
clouds of the area of interest. The images acquired during the 2019 and 2022 UAV surveys
returned a dense point cloud composed of about 66.5 million points and 72.7 million points,
respectively. A global view of both dense 3D point clouds with related meshes and textures
is shown in Figure 4.

The point clouds were subsequently processed using Cloud Compare v2.11.3 software
in order to generate the DSMs and DTMs of the area affected by the Vomice landslide [67].
The latter was obtained by DSMs using the manual vegetation filter.

Therefore, the image processing of the two UAV surveys allowed to obtain the fol-
lowing products: orthophotos, DSMs, and DTMs. All the produced data were imple-
mented, managed, and analyzed in a GIS environment using the QGIS v.3.18 software
(https://www.qgis.org, accessed on 16 March 2016).

https://www.pix4d.com/product/pix4dmapper
https://www.pix4d.com/product/pix4dmapper
https://www.qgis.org
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In order to evaluate the accuracy of the 3D models, the root mean square errors (RMSE)
were calculated using both the GCPs and CHKs. The RMSE were calculated using the
following equations:

RMSE =

√
∑
(
Cm + Cg

)2

n
(1)

where n is the total number of GCPs or CHKs and Cm and Cg are the values of X, Y, and Z
extracted from the 3D models and measured using a GNSS receiver, respectively.

The results of accuracy for the two 3D models are summarized in Table 2. The
planimetric errors (XY) of both GCPs and CHKs varied from 0.05 to 0.11 m, while altimetric
errors (Z) varied generally between 0.09 and 0.12 m.

Table 2. Accuracy of the UAV 3D models.

3D Model
RMSE (m)

GCPs CHKs

February 2019
X: 0.09 X: 0.11
Y: 0.07 Y: 0.08
Z: 0.10 Z: 0.12

June 2022
X: 0.06 X: 0.08
Y: 0.05 Y: 0.07
Z: 0.09 Z: 0.11

GCPs = ground control points; CHKs = checkpoints.
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The geomorphological investigation of the landslide area was performed for both
years by a combination of orthophotos, DTMs, shaded relief maps produced by DSM
raster data, and field surveys carried out in the same flight periods. The analyses allowed
the identification and mapping in detail of the limits of the landslide in the two different
periods and many morphological features related to the landslide evolution such as crowns,
major and minor scarps, source areas, landslide bodies, cracks, trenches, counterslopes,
and variations in the drainage network. In addition, within the landslide area, zones
characterized by different landslide types (e.g., slide, flow) and states of activity were
detected. Particularly, based on the morphological freshness of landslides [68,69] and
following the methodology used by Conforti et al. [60], the recognized landslide bodies
were classified as active, suspended, and dormant. A detailed inventory map containing all
the landslide features detected by photo interpretation and field surveys was realized for
each analyzed period. A GIS overlaying of these maps allowed us to study the evolution of
the landslide area and identify zones of reactivation, expansion, or new activation of mass
movements.

In order to detect the plano-altimetric changes in the landslide area between February
2019 and June 2022, a comparison of the two DTMs was performed using a DTM of dif-
ference (DoD) analysis [46,70–72]. The DoD elaboration, achieved by using geomorphic
change detection (GCD) ArcGIS® software [73], enabled us to identify zones of uplift and
subsidence within the landslide area, calculate average rates of vertical movements (deple-
tion and accumulation rates), and evaluate the volumes of removed and/or accumulated
material. According to the results of the DoD analysis, only values included within the 95%
confidence level were taken into consideration in order to omit any errors and inaccuracies
in the DTMs [60].

4. Results
4.1. Morphological Features of the Landslide

The analysis of the UAV data and fieldwork investigations provided the identification
of the landslide-affected area, its boundaries, its morphological characteristics, its evolution,
and the ongoing geomorphic processes. The results showed that, during the studied
period, the surface affected by the landslide increase from 35.1 hectares in February 2019 to
36.4 hectares in June 2022, which denotes an increase of 3.7 %. The main landslide body
emplaces within the Vomice channel and converges in the Straface river thalweg (Figure 5a).
Based on geomorphic features, the landslide can be subdivided into a depletion zone, a
transition zone, and an accumulation zone (Figure 5a). Referring to the results obtained by
the UAV flight in 2022, it is worth noting that the average slope gradient of the landslide in
the depletion zone is about 19.4 degrees, in the transition zone it is about 12.5 degrees, and
it is approximately equal to 11.4 degrees along the accumulation zone (Figure 5b).

The steepest slopes were observed on the main scarps and along the flanks of the
depletion zone, where the slope gradients reach values of 55 degrees (Figure 5b).

The depletion zone is constituted from two source areas characterized by an elon-
gated shape and a disorganized distribution of the surface irregularities which reflect the
continued slides that affect the slopes (Figure 6a,b). The source area, located in the right
side of the landslide, covers an area of about 10.9 hectares; the source area located in the
left side covers an area of about 10.3 hectares. In the depletion zone, the arcuate form
of the main and secondary scarps and the back-tilted ground surface suggest rotational
or roto-translational slides that evolve downslope into earthflows. Detailed field inves-
tigations indicated extensional cracks and trenches often filled with collapsed material.
Furthermore, tension cracks and lateral fissures were observed at the top of the slope
highlighting retrogressive evolution of the main scarps. Specifically, between February
2019 and June 2022, several zones of the head scarps were progressively retracted upward
more than 20 m (Figure 7a). Maximum head scarp retreat occurred in the headward di-
rection; however, sideward enlargement was also observed. In addition, typical elements
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detected in the depletion zone, including some water-filled depressions, indicate the lack
of well-developed drainage systems.
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The transition zone is a narrow and elongated channel that represents the track
area of the material displaced from the depletion area and mobilized downward to the
accumulation zone (Figures 5a and 6c). The upper part of this zone was affected by several
coalescent masses of debris generated by slides and flow-like landslides active in the two
source areas. Along the middle and lower parts of the transition zone, the morphology
is smoother and is characterized by a complex combination of extensional (cracks) and
compressional (folds) features, indicating the evolution of the mass movement into a slow
earthflow.

The accumulation zone is 110 to about 200 m wide and is constituted from landslide
deposits filling the lowermost part of the Vomice channel (Figure 5a). It shows a hummocky
topography with a fan shape in the toe sector (Figure 6d). In this portion, the landslide
was characterized by diffuse transverse cracks and corrugation of landslide deposits. In
addition, narrow and deep channels affect the flanks of the accumulation zone causing the
erosion of high volumes of landslide deposits (Figure 6d).
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4.2. Morphodynamics of the Landslide

To understand the morphodynamics of the Vomice landslide area, during the investi-
gated period, two landslide inventory maps related to 2019 and 2022 were compiled by a
multi-temporal geomorphological analysis (Figure 8). The maps illustrate the distribution
of the state of activity and the typology of the mass movements inside the landslide area
(Figure 8). During the analyzed period, the landslide showed frequent geomorphological
modifications, mainly occurring in the depletion zone and along the transition zone. In-
deed, due to the triggering of many secondary mass movements over the main landslide
body, multiple landslide types were recognized.

Most of the mapped landslides have narrow and elongated shapes and tend to be
channeled towards the transition zone; many landslide bodies are coalescent and seem to
form a single phenomenon (Figure 8).

Referring to 2019, the geomorphological analysis outlines the occurrence of several
active slides and earthflows (Figure 8a) that involved a surface of about 6.3 hectares,
corresponding to about 18% of the whole study area (Table 3). These landslides reactivated
several sectors of the depletion zone and partially the transition zone without affecting the
accumulation zone (Figure 8a). As expected, most of the areas characterized by active mass
movements occurred along the main scarps (Figure 8a), causing the retreat of the crown.
In addition, landslides with a state of activity classified as suspended affected a surface of
14.5 hectares, whereas 14.3 hectares of the landslide area was mapped as dormant (Table 3).
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Figure 7. (a) Overview of the extension of the depletion zone in February 2019 and June 2022; (b) two
representative longitudinal profiles extracted from DTMs referring to 2019 and 2022, respectively,
illustrating the topographic changes caused by landslides within source areas, producing the retreat
and enlargement of the main scarps and the material accumulation downslope.

Referring to 2022, the landslide inventory map (Figure 8b) showed a spatial distri-
bution of a level of activity comparable to 2019. In further detail, the geomorphological
analysis displayed that the portion of the landslide area classified as active occupies a
surface of 5.9 hectares, corresponding to about 16.2% of the entire study area, whereas the
mass movements characterized by suspended and dormant activity affect, respectively,
39% and 44.8% of the Vomice landslide (Table 3).

The inventory map highlights that, in 2022, the main scarps of the depletion area are
affected by active and suspended rotational slides; the more obvious activity is located
on the uppermost part of the source area developed on the right side of the landslide.
Moreover, many places of the depletion area were reactivated by a series of slides evolving
in earthflows and reaching the transition zone (Figure 8b). The latter was affected by several
slow earthflows that remobilized the displaced material located in the middle portion of
the landslide and reached the accumulation zone.

The results of the multi-temporal analysis displayed that, between February 2019 and
June 2022, the landslide accumulation zone was less involved in the reactivation process
compared with the depletion and transition zones. Consequently, the entire accumulation
zone was mapped as dormant between periods (Figure 8).

The comparison of two inventory maps and the spatial analysis, performed in the
GIS environment, is summarized in Table 3. The result showed that in the last 3 years,
the portions of landslide activity decreased by 6.3% (Table 3) and the areas classified as
suspended underwent a slight decrease (2.1%) (Table 3); however, the mass movements
mapped as dormant showed an increase of 14% (Table 3).
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Table 3. Spatial distribution of the mass movements (in ha and in percentage with respect to the total
area) in the Vomice landslide in 2019 and 2022.

Period
Activity Active Suspended Dormant Total

Typology ha % ha % ha % ha %

February 2019
Slide 2.5 7.1 5.3 15.1 3.4 9.7 11.0 31.3
Flow 3.8 10.8 9.2 26.2 10.9 31.6 24.1 68.7
Total 6.3 17.9 14.5 41.3 14.3 41.3 35.1 100.0

June 2022
Slide 1.8 4.9 4.9 13.5 5.0 13.7 11.7 32.1
Flow 4.1 11.3 9.3 25.5 11.3 31.0 24.7 67.9
Total 5.9 16.2 14.2 39.0 16.3 44.8 36.4 100.0

Areal variation (2019–2022)
Slide −0.7 −28.0 −0.4 −7.5 1.6 47.1 0.5 4.5
Flow 0.3 7.9 0.1 1.1 0.4 3.7 0.8 3.3
Total −0.4 −6.3 −0.3 −2.1 2.0 14.0 1.3 3.7

4.3. Analysis of the Plano-Altimetric Changes in the Landslide between 2019 and 2022

In order to investigate the topographic surface changes of the Vomice landslide from
February 2019 to June 2022, the DoD analysis was used. The analysis enabled us to
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determine the budget of the material displaced in the depletion zone, and its transport and
deposition down to the accumulation zone. Figure 9 illustrates the elevation difference map
of the study area, between February 2019 and June 2022, which allows identifying zones
experiencing different vertical displacement values. The elevation differences vary from
−4.66 m to 4.82 m, where the negative and positive values highlight a lowering and rising of
the topography (Table 4). The result showed that the depletion and accumulation surfaces
within the landslide area were significant. In total, an area of 19.8 hectares shows negative
values (depletion), whereas an area of 16.6 hectares shows positive values (accumulation).
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Table 4. Summary statistics of elevation differences between February 2019 and June 2022 DTMs.

Elevation Differences (m)

Depletion Accumulation

Minimum −0.03 0.02
Maximum −4.66 4.82

Mean −0.59 0.57
Standard deviation 0.55 0.46

Overall, for the whole analyzed period, the mean value of the depletion areas was
−0.59 m, whereas, for the accumulation areas, the mean thickness of the landslide deposits
was about 0.57 m (Table 4). The collected data allowed us to evaluate, for the time span con-
sidered, mean annual depletion and accumulation rates of −0.18 m/year and 0.17 m/year,
respectively.

In the February 2019–June 2022 period, in the source areas, the DoD analysis evidenced
the depletion in the upper portion (down to −3 m) and accumulation in the intermediate
and lower portions of the same areas (Figure 9).

Regarding the lower part of the depletion area and the upper sector of the transition
zone, a lowering of the surface that reaches -2 m was observed; this was caused by an
advancement of a large volume of material to the lowermost part of the transition zone.
(Figure 9).

An accumulation of the mobilized mass (up to +1 to +2 m) affected the lower portion
of the transition zone and the toe zone (Figure 9). However, in the last three years, only a
small amount of material mobilized from the landslides triggered in the source zones has
reached the accumulation zone. In addition, along the accumulation zone, the depletion
area was also observed, which is related to the deep channel erosion acting within the
landslide deposit (Figure 9).
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The significant plano-altimetric changes, as a consequence of mass movements, were
also emphasized by the comparison of two representative longitudinal profiles extracted,
respectively, from the 2019 and 2022 DTMs (Figure 7b). The longitudinal profiles A–B and
C–D, tracked along the uppermost of the source areas, highlighted very well the intense
activity of mass movements within the depletion zone. The analysis of these topographic
profiles revealed a local collapse of the main scarps (Figure 7b—profile C–D) with an
advancement and a deposition of material mobilized in the lowermost of the source areas,
where a maximum elevation change of +4.8 m was reached (Figure 9).

The estimation of the volumetric changes, on the basis of the vertical displacement
computations, revealed that between February 2019 and June 2022 the volume of the mate-
rial mobilized by mass movements was about 114.2 × 103 m3, whereas the volume of the
accumulated material was approximately 92.7 × 103 m3. The mass balance (the difference
between positive and negative volumes) shows a deficit of 21.5 × 103 m3 (18.8% volume
loss).

5. Discussion

The recent and widespread availability of UAV tools with high resolution of cameras
were successfully applied for the characterization and monitoring of landslides and pro-
vided a practical instrument for landslide risk assessment [29,31,32,35,48,74]. The present
study employed multi-temporal UAV surveys for short-time evolution detection of an area
affected by a large earthflow representative of a landslide typology recurrently occurring
in south Italy [3,5,6,13,15,75]. Overall, planar (X,Y) and elevation (Z) errors obtained dur-
ing the processing of each individual set of images were low (average RMSE ±0.10 m),
which confirmed the good accuracy of 3D models. Moreover, these values of RMSE are
comparable with that achieved in other works, e.g., [35,72,76,77]. However, high values
of displacement with respect to the calculated errors allowed us to gather topographic
changes of the landslide, while lower values were inconclusive [72].

The two 3D models produced allowed to generate orthophotos, DSMs, and DTMs
with high pixel resolution and were suitable for use in qualitative and quantitative multi-
temporal geomorphological investigation, as confirmed by a considerable number of
studies [31,32,34,35,46]. In particular, the comparison between different DTMS or DSMs
by using the DoD analysis was applied in many works in order to evaluate landslide
evolution [31,32,34,35,46,60,72,76,78]. In this study, DTMs were obtained by DSMs using
the manual vegetation filter. Thus, the DoD analysis was carried out using the DTMs,
which allowed more precise evaluations of displacements and volumes of the landslide.

The analysis of multi-temporal orthophotos, DSMs, and DTMs allowed extracting
detailed information regarding morphological changes, deformation, and vertical displace-
ments within the landslide area that occurred between February 2019 and June 2022. The
collected data were validated and improved by several field surveys.

The combination of orthophoto interpretation and periodic field surveys showed
geomorphological evidence of the continuous activity of the landslide area. Therefore,
numerous mass movements of different sizes, typologies, and states of activity affected
the landslide area, causing quick changes in the morphology, mainly in the depletion and
transition zones of the landslide. According to field evidence, the upper portion of source
area is characterized by a chaotic dynamic, with several landslide scarps, tension cracks,
trenches, and counter slopes. Along the main landslide scarps, the displaced material
reaches a thickness of about 5 m. In addition, multi-temporal analysis highlighted that
within the landslide area different sectors have been active at different times, which is typi-
cal behavior of large earthflows [15,18,79,80]. All of this collected information confirmed
that large landslides exhibit a complex morphodynamic and composite arrangement of
activity [3,15,60,75].

Between the February 2019–June 2022 period, the results of multi-temporal geomor-
phological analysis indicated a progressive increase in the landslide area from 35.1 to
36.4 hectares. This increase was caused by a progressive upslope migration of the main
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landslide scarps. Indeed, several slidings occurred in the upper sector of the depletion
zone, which explained the topographic lowering in the two source areas with a consistent
loss of material. Furthermore, the advancing of the landslide mass from the depletion zone
toward the transition and accumulation zones explained the topographic uplift observed
in some points. In addition, the material mobilization from the transition zone toward
the accumulation zone justifies the topographic lowering observed in some points of the
middle portion of this zone. However, for the accumulation zone, the comparison of the
two DTMs did not show significant topographic variation (Figure 9).

Overall, taking into account the archived results, the Vomice landslide can be defined
as an active earthflow affected by a significant retrogressive and enlarging evolution of
the two source areas, while a slow advancing of the mass mobilized along the transition
zone was detected until it reached the lower portion of accumulation zone. However, the
topographic variations and displacement rate decreased, moving from the depletion zone
in the direction of the lower portion of the accumulation zone, which is normally the last
portion of the landslide to be reactivated [60,75]. Figure 9 also shows how most of the
depleted material did not reach the accumulation zone, stopping in the transition zone. It
would, therefore, seem possible to predict that a plausible evolution of the landslide may
involve the completion of descent of this material as far as the landslide toe zone or reach
the riverbed of the Straface River.

The estimated volume indicated a depleted mass of about 114.2 × 103 m3, whereas the
accumulated material was 92.7 × 103 m3. The mass balance is negative, with approximately
18.8% volume loss. Negative mass balances were generally attributed to the removal
of material by surface runoff or river erosion, or, in some cases, is the result of DTM
errors [32,37,60,73]. In the present study, the multi-temporal analysis and field observations
showed that part of the negative balance can be attributed to both the deep erosive processes,
mainly gullies that act along the flanks of the accumulation zone, and the compaction of
the slipped mass.

In agreement with other studies [35,48,72,77], the results of this work demonstrated
the practicality and feasibility of using UAV tools for mapping and detecting the short-time
evolution of a large landslide. A great advantage of the UAV technique is the repeatability
of the flights in a relatively short time, with high resolution and low costs, especially
when compared with other techniques such as terrestrial laser scanning [35]. Additionally,
performing nadiral flights using a UAV instrument instead of using photographs taken at
ground level (nearly horizontal shooting direction) enables the easy and uniform acquisition
of high-resolution images over wide areas in a short time and reduces the shaded zones
that can cause holes in the 3D model.

Overall, the research results suggest that the combined multi-temporal UAV images
with field surveys can be employed as a valid approach for detailed landslide mapping, as
well as for accurate analysis of their morphological evolution.

6. Conclusions

Identification, mapping, and monitoring of landslide areas and their spatial and
temporal evolution represent the first step for landslide risk management. In the last years,
it has been shown that a simple, effective, and repeatable way for monitoring and surveying
landslides is represented by Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) systems.

The paper investigated the possibility to detect the short-time evolution of a slow-
moving earthflow by combining the information obtained from two different drone flights
with field surveys. The drone flights, as well as the field surveys, were carried out in
February 2019 and June 2022.

The obtained results showed the ability of the proposed procedure in delimiting
the landslide bodies of the Vomice earth flow, identifying landslide types and states of
activity as well as performing detailed spatial and volumetric analyses. Particularly, in
the analyzed period, the depletion zone showed signs of activity due to several slides
evolving in earth flows that caused a local collapse of the main scarps with more than 20 m
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of retrogressive fail upslope. The transition zone was affected by several slow earth flows
that re-mobilized the displaced material located in the middle portion of the landslide and
reached the accumulation zone. The accumulation zone appeared prevalently dormant.
The volumetric analyses showed that the overall mobilized landslide material has a volume
of about 114.2 × 103 m3, whereas the volume of the accumulated material is approximately
92.7 × 103 m3.

The high-resolution topographic UAV-derived data coupled with field surveys ad-
vance the understanding of landslide dynamics and enable quantification of the displace-
ment distribution within the landslide area, which is an essential issue in order to under-
stand the response of landslide activity to climatic conditions.
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