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Desert railways are constantly exposed to incoming sand blown by the wind. The railway body acts as an obstacle
that perturbs the wind ﬂow and the sand drift, resulting in zones of sand sedimentation and erosion. The insight
into the local ﬂow around the railway track and resulting sedimentation patterns is a necessary prerequisite to
predict and prevent sand-induced limit states.The present study generally aims at ﬁlling such a gap, by investigating the local ﬂow and the related potential sedimentation patterns around railways. The knowledge acquired
about such patterns is required in the perspective of the design of innovative on-track Receiver Sand Mitigation
Measures. The study adopts a Computational Wind Engineering approach to simulate the local wind ﬂow, to
obtain the shear stress ﬁeld at the ground, to derive from it sand sedimentation/erosion patterns, and to obtain
bulk performance metrics. The performances of different railway substructures and track systems are discussed
under different incoming wind speeds and yaw angles. The simulated sedimentation/erosion patterns qualitatively agree with the ﬁeld evidences observed along desert railways. The comparative analysis shows that rails
elevated by humped sleepers or slab on top of a gentle-sloped substructure perform better than other track
systems.

1. Introduction
Desert railways are exposed to the incoming wind ﬂow, and windblown sand drift (Bruno et al., 2018b), as well as other man-built structures and infrastructures (Raffaele and Bruno, 2019). Windblown sand
sedimentation and erosion occur in turn around them. In particular,
accumulated sand causes a number of issues to railways ranging from
Sand Serviceability Limit States (SSLS) to Sand Ultimate Limit States
(SULS), as deﬁned ﬁrst in Bruno et al. (2018b).
Effective windblown Sand Mitigation Measures (SMMs) are mandatory to avoid the whole railway or one of its components to attain one of
the Sand Limit States. SMMs have been recently categorized by Bruno
et al. (2018b) with respect to the sand course and their working principles: Source SMMs are directly located on the sand source (dunes or loose
sand sheets), and intended to prevent erosion; Path SMMs are deployed
along the windblown sand path ranging from the sand source to the
infrastructure, and aim at inducing sedimentation; Receiver SMMs are
directly located on the infrastructure, and conceived to avoid
sedimentation.

Bruno et al. (2018b) have also reviewed the Receiver SMMs proposed
so far in literature. Jet roofs and artiﬁcial tunnels are large and costly
SMMs intended to fully shelter the track and promote the sand ﬂying over
it. Sand-resistant solutions include ballastless track systems, obviously
capable of avoiding sand-induced ballast contamination. Among them,
the Tubular-Track® system was tested along KSA and Namibian railway
deserts (van der Merwe, 2013), and the Rheda 2000® slab system was
installed along the Medina-Mecca high speed line (Merino, 2014). Other
track systems aim at promoting sand erosion. Among them, the so-called
humped sleepers (Riessberger and Swanepoel, 2005; Zakeri et al., 2012;
Riessberger, 2015; Reissberger et al., 2016) are conceived to take
advantage from the Venturi effect. The humps elevate rails over the
ballast surface, potentially allow free passage of accelerated wind-ﬂow
underneath, involve high wall shear stresses beneath the rail, and
ﬁnally induce local erosion. Recently, Moyan et al. (2020) tested an
analogous solution, where gaps under the rails are achieved by removing
portions of ballast between successive standard sleepers. The humped
slab tracks combine humps and ballastless systems (Zakeri et al., 2011).
They have been tested in situ along short segments of the Namibian
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WT tests: the early study by Boyin et al. (1992) is limited to providing the
pressure coefﬁcient distribution and the mean wind velocity; the recent
paper by Xiao et al. (2015) includes the wind velocity ﬁeld along
simpliﬁed substructure geometry. Conversely, the shear stress ﬁeld is
easily postprocessed from CWE simulations: the paper by Zhang et al.
(1995) complements the pressure coefﬁcient distribution with the
streamline ﬁeld visualization and the shear stress distribution at different
Re numbers. Surprisingly, Moyan et al. (2020) do not provide the shear
stress distribution along the adopted single track with a quite unconventional embankment.
On the one hand, the experimental setup and computational models are
adapted to application ﬁeld and ﬂow quantities of interest. In particular,
computational models adopted for train aerodynamics and monitoring
layout aim at capturing the instantaneous ﬂow features and aerodynamic
forces besides the time-averaged ones, e.g. in Noguchi et al. (2019),
Zhang et al. (2019), Diedrichs et al. (2007) and Ishak et al. (2019).
Conversely, computational studies devoted to erosion and sedimentation
are interested in the time-averaged ﬂow features responsible for the
long-term morphodynamics of the sand surface: in the light of this, both
Zhang et al. (1995) and Moyan et al. (2020) adopt a steady RANS
approach. On the other hand, minimum requirements should be
respected by WT tests and CWE simulations to guarantee basic similarity
requirements regardless of the study speciﬁc goals. Among them, the
geometric similarity of the substructure and the extension of the experimental/computational domain are of paramount importance.
The superstructure aerodynamics is overlooked in literature. Its effects
on train aerodynamics are probably negligible, but it is expected that
they play a prominent role in windblown sand erosion/sedimentation
along the track, and the knowledge gained from the ﬂow around the
superstructure to be a relevant background for the design of receiver
SMMs. This lack of knowledge follows from the multiscale features of the
resulting modelling problem: rails and other track components have a
characteristic spatial scale (dozen of cm) that differ by two orders of
magnitude from the characteristic scale of the substructure. It follows
that simpliﬁed rails are included only in the largest scale models of few
WT tests, e.g. Cheli et al. (2010); Tomasini et al. (2014); Noguchi et al.
(2019), but their similarity requirements and aerodynamic effects are not
discussed. The very most of CWE models do not include any component
of the track system (Zhang et al., 1995, 2019; Noguchi et al., 2019; Ishak
et al., 2019), because of the high number of cells resulting from the
spatial discretization around them, and the signiﬁcant computational
cost of the simulations in turn. Only Moyan et al. (2020) very recently
made an attempt to account for rails in their computational model, in
order to evaluate the effects on the wind-sand ﬂow of gaps obtained by
removing the upper part of the ballast bed between successive sleepers.
In order to reduce the computational cost, Moyan et al. (2020) model the
intrinsically 3D ﬂow around the track by using two 2D domains in the
vertical planes at the midpoints between two successive sleepers and two
successive gaps. Such an approach is clearly ill-posed in aerodynamic
terms, i.e. the width of gaps and sleepers in the railway direction is close
to the rail and gap height, so that nominally 2D ﬂow cannot develop
along the rail direction.
In the light of the above state of art, two main shortages in literature
can be outlined: i. the effects of the components of the superstructure,
and their aerodynamic interaction with the substructure, are completely
overlooked; ii. the wind-induced shear stress around the railway are not
measured or reported nor discussed, in spite of its dramatic effect on
windblown sand sedimentation and erosion. The general goal of the
study is to ﬁll the gap in the lack of knowledge concerning the railway
aerodynamics in the perspective of the design of innovative on-track
Receiver SMMs. In particular, the aerodynamic effects of the geometry
of the substructure, of different track systems, and of the yaw angle are
obtained by computational simulations. Results are discussed in terms of
both ﬂow structures around the railway, and potential sand sedimentation patterns on its surface.
To achieve the goal, the paper develops in ﬁve further sections.

(Riessberger and Swanepoel, 2005) and the Iranian railways (Zakeri,
2012).
While the efﬁciency of Source and Path SMMs is irrespective and
independent of the local wind ﬂow around the railway, the conceptual
design of innovative aerodynamic-based on-track Receiver SMMs cannot
disregard the aerodynamic behavior of the unmitigated railway, and the
mapping of sand sedimentation patterns along it. As a matter of principle,
the whole railway system aerodynamics result from the combined effects
of the railway substructure and superstructure, and from their interaction, if any. In this perspective, the substructure is treated herein as the
grouping of embankment and ballast bed, if any, that resolves into an
overall ridge with stepped inclined slopes. The superstructure is the
ensemble of the track system components that rest on the substructure,
such as sleepers or slab, and rails.
The substructure aerodynamics shares some common ﬂow features
with nominally two dimensional fundamental landforms, such as trapezoidal ridges, ideal transverse dunes, sloped escarpments and forwardfacing step as a limiting case of the latter. The ﬂow around these forms
has been widely studied since the end of Seventies by Wind Tunnel (WT)
tests (Bowen and Lindley, 1977; Bowen, 1983; Shiau and Hsieh, 2002),
and later by Computational Wind Engineering (CWE) simulations
(Deaves, 1980; Paterson and Holmes, 1993; Smyth, 2016). Taken as a
whole, such studies testify the wind ﬂow along the top surface of the form
depends on the inclination of the upwind slope and on the height of the
form with respect to the incoming wind speed proﬁle. The ﬁrst attempts
in geomorphology sciences, especially the ones addressed to relate the
wind ﬂow and the morphodynamic of such basic forms, are by far more
recent. The aerodynamics of ideal transverse dunes has been widely
studied in the recent past both experimentally and computationally (see
e.g. Liu et al., 2011; Bruno and Fransos, 2015, and cited references
therein). Hesp and Smyth (2019) provide a detailed overview of previous
studies on escarpment aerodynamic in geomorphological literature,
complemented by some references in ﬂuid dynamics.
Several studies explicitly refer to railway substructures. Most of them
are mainly focused on train aerodynamics under cross wind: let us cite
the WT tests by Baker (1986), Suzuki et al. (2003) and Schober et al.
(2010), the systematic WT campaign by Bocciolone et al. (2008); Cheli
et al. (2010); Tomasini et al. (2014), the computational simulations by
Zhang et al. (1995) and Ishak et al. (2019), the hybrid WT-CWE coupled
approach by Diedrichs et al. (2007) and Noguchi et al. (2019). A single
study (Zhang et al., 2019) simulates the wind ﬂow around the substructure to ground the design of in-situ anemometric monitoring layout.
Some other studies speciﬁcally address the wind-induced erosion of the
embankment, i.e. the WT tests by Boyin et al. (1992), and the computational simulations by Zhang et al. (1995). Sand transport, erosion and
sedimentation around the embankment are tentatively discussed by
wind þ sand tunnel test in Xiao et al. (2015) and two-phase CWE simulations in Moyan et al. (2020).
The results of the studies above depend on the ﬁeld of application and
related objectives. The studies in train aerodynamics mainly discuss
pressure and forces acting on the rolling stock, the embankment being
included as a scenario which can affect the train aerodynamics. A limited
number of such studies directly investigate the local ﬂow around the
substructure without train model: Cheli et al. (2010) provide anemometric measurements of the speed-up ratio for different yaw angle;
Noguchi et al. (2019) analyze in deep the velocity ﬁeld of the simulated
ﬂow under two yaw angles, and in particular discuss the conditions under
which the Prandtl’s independence principle holds in the wake of experimental evidence in Baker (1985, 1986). Zhang et al. (2019) provide a
detailed analysis of both the instantaneous and time-averaged ﬂow
quantities around the whole double-track. The aerodynamic studies
about wind-induced erosion and sedimentation are ultimately and speciﬁcally interested in the distribution of the wind shear stress at the
embankment surface, and to compare it with the threshold value above
which erosion takes place (Bagnold, 1941; Raffaele et al., 2016, and cited
references). The measurement of such a state variables is challenging in
2
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Section 2 collects ﬁeld evidence of sand sedimentation patterns along
railways, and infers causes by their morphological qualitative reading.
Section 3 summarizes the wind ﬂow modeling and adopted computational approach. Section 4 details the considered setups, in terms of
incoming ﬂow features and geometries of both the substructure and superstructure. The ﬁndings of the study are critically discussed in Section
5: the effects of substructure, superstructure and yaw angle on both the
global ﬂow around the whole railway and local ﬂow around the track are
detailed in separate subsections. Finally, conclusions and perspectives
are outlined in Section 6.

Zahedan line, Fig. 1b, c, f), Algeria (Redjem Demouche - Mecheria line,
Fig. 1d, e, g), and Namibia (Aus - Lüderitz line, Fig. 1a, h, j, Swakopmund
- Walvis Bay line, Fig. 1i taken from Riessberger, 2015).
First, their morphological reading allows to preliminary categorize
recurrent sedimentation scenarios, tentatively recognize the incoming
wind and railway geometrical features that affect them, and drive selection of the setups for computational simulations. Second, the local
wind conditions which caused them can be qualitatively inferred,
although observed sedimentation patterns are not systematically
accompanied by in-situ anemometric measurements of the wind speed.
Indeed, there is a chain relation among the wind velocity gradient ∂U/∂n
along the boundary layer thickness, the wind induced shear stresses at
the ground surface τ ∝ ∂U/∂n|n¼0, the shear stress threshold value τt ∝
d that separates grain sedimentation (1 ¼ τ/τt  þ 1) and erosion
conditions (windward erosion for τ/τt > þ 1, backward erosion for τ/τt <
 1 induced by reversed ﬂow), where d is the sand diameter.
Global sedimentation pattern around the whole railway is shown in
Fig. 1(a). Across the far ﬁeld around the railway the windblown sand
transport takes place at equilibrium, and the ground surface is sand-free.
Conversely, close to the railway its body acts as a ground-mounted
obstacle, locally disturbs the wind velocity proﬁle, non equilibrium
conditions rise and sedimentation or erosion prevail. A sandy corridor
along the railway results across the vegetated land. In some sense, the
railway causes its own sand troubles.
Sedimentation around the substructure is exempliﬁed in Fig. 1 (b) and
(c), where the same railway segment is observed from upwind and
downwind side, respectively. A typical asymmetric erosion and sedimentation pattern can be easily observed along the side slopes of the
high-rise embankment: the upwind one is in prevailing erosion regime,
because of the ﬂow speedup; conversely, downwind slope is fully covered
by sedimented sand, because it lies in the reversed ﬂow region characterized by lower kinetic energy. In this case the upwind rail acts as a
sharp watershed between erosion and sedimentation, i.e. its head is
supposed to induce the massive boundary layer separation. This separation mode cannot be generalized, because other features are expected
to affect it, e.g. the height and edge roundness of the embankment and
ballast bed among others. However, it suggests that the global aerodynamics and morphodynamic can be affected by the local perturbations
of the track components.
Local sedimentation patterns around a standard ballasted track system are
detailed in Fig. 1 (d) and (e). Clear differences can be observed between
them and the previous case with regard to the local sedimentation around
rails and along the gauge. In particular, sand sedimentation occurs upwind the upwind rail in 1 (d)-(e), while the same does not hold in 1 (b).
Such a difference could be ascribed to the effects of the low-rise
embankment and sharp edges of the ballast bed, among other causes.
This suggests that the local aerodynamics and morphodynamic are
affected by the global perturbations of the substructure. In summary, the
strong coupling between local and global phenomena is conjectured.
Furthermore, the two local patterns in Fig. 1 (d)–(e) are different, even
though they occur on the same geometry and for the same sand granulometry. In particular, the gauge is partially sand-free in 1 (d), while a
thin and quasi uniform sand layer occurs in 1 (e). We conjecture that such
differences can partially occur due to different incoming wind speeds and
related values of the wall shear stress τ. In addition, Fig. 1 (f) and (g) shed
some light on natural segregation of grains with different diameters or of
sand and organic particles around the upwind rail. Clear sorting between
ﬁne white sand and coarser gray sand can be seen in Fig. 1 (e); in
Figure (f) organic particles with lower density sediment in different area
than the rest of the sand. Such ﬁeld evidences clearly conﬁrm that particle diameter, density, and consequently τt signiﬁcantly affect the sedimentation patterns.
Local sedimentation patterns around non-conventional track systems are
shown in Fig. 1 (h) and (i). Fig. 1 (h) refers to Tubular-Track system (TTrack®): a large amounts of sand is unintentionally trapped within the
gauge, notably downwind the upwind rail. This phenomenon is

2. Field evidence of sand sedimentation patterns
A selection of sand sedimentation patterns along railways is shown in
Fig. 1. They were observed during site visits along railways in Iran (Bam -

Fig. 1. Observed sand sedimentation patterns around railways. General patterns
around the railway (a) and the substructure (b, c). Local Patterns around standard railway system (d, e). Different granulometry of sedimenting particles (f,
g). Local patterns around non-conventional track systems (h,i). Pattern due to
yawed incoming wind (j). Inferred prevailing wind directions from left to right
in all pictures. Photocredits: pictures a, h, j - C. Nash and G. Wiggs, University of
Oxford, SMaRT members; pictures b, c, f - F. Genta, Astaldi Company, SMaRT
partner organization; pictures d, e, g - M. Horvat, C. Nash and R. Nuca, SMaRT
early stage researchers; picture i - Riessberger (2015), with the permission to
reuse under a Creative Commons Attribution License.
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suspected to be triggered by the high continuous concrete beams on
which rails are mounted, and induced massive boundary layer separation. Fig. 1 (i) refers to non-conventional humped sleepers. The sand-free
ballast surface below the rails conﬁrms the desired Venturi effect locally
takes place, the wind ﬂow is accelerated through the gaps, and erosion
results. However, undesired sedimentation occurs along the mid part of
the gauge in form of sand piles. We conjecture this is due to the jet-ﬂow
expansion and deceleration at the outlet of the upwind gap.
A local sedimentation pattern under yawed incoming wind is shown in
Fig. 1 (j). Incoming wind direction non orthogonal to the alignment is
testiﬁed by the direction of the sand ripples upwind the railway. Ripples
are also clearly visible along the gauge and downwind the track, but their
direction differs from the upwind ones. This evidence suggests that
railway causes the deﬂection of the local wind ﬂow, analogously to what
has been proven e.g. by Bauer et al. (2013) and Hesp et al. (2015) with
reference to dunes and forward facing step, respectively. The sedimentation pattern under yawed wind in Fig. 1 (j) signiﬁcantly differ in shape
from the one under orthogonal wind (Fig. 1-h), although both patterns
refer to the same substructure, track system and sand characteristics.
The ensemble of the ﬁeld evidences discussed above conﬁrms the
huge variety of sedimentation patterns. They are conjectured to mainly
depend on the geometry of substructure and superstructure, speed and
yaw angle of the incoming wind speed, sand diameter and related mechanical features. The effects of such parameters are systematically
investigated in the following computational study.

For the sake of conciseness, the deﬁnition of the blending function F1 and
the values of the model main constants β*, σ k, σ ω, Cω1 and Cω2 are omitted
herein. Interested readers can ﬁnd them in Menter et al. (2003).
Near the wall, the SST k  ω model is complemented by the so-called
sand-grain roughness wall functions. They are selected for the current
application because of their wide use in environmental CWE in general
(e.g. Blocken et al., 2007) and the proofs of adequacy obtained in previous 3D simulations of sand dune aerodynamics by Liu et al. (2011);
Jackson et al. (2011, 2013); Bruno and Fransos (2015). In particular,
standard wall functions (Launder and Spalding, 1974) with roughness
modiﬁcation (Cebeci and Bradshaw, 1977) are applied. The equivalent
sand-grain roughness height is determined as ks ¼ 9.793z0/Cs, where Cs
¼ 0.5 is the roughness constant and z0 is the aerodynamic roughness
length.
The adopted 3D computational domain is shown in Fig. 2 (b). The
domain includes ﬂat ground both upwind and downwind the railway,
and the railway itself.
The origin of the coordinate system is set at the far ﬁeld ground level,
positioned so that the y  z vertical plane includes the railway longitudinal axis. The railway is arranged in the domain so that its longitudinal
axis is normal to the domain lateral faces. The distance from the upwind
foot of the embankment to the inlet boundary is equal to 25 times the
overall height H of the railway above the ground level, while the one
from the downwind foot of the embankment to the outlet boundary is
50H. The height of the domain is equal to 20H.
Such distances are set equal to or larger than the ones adopted in
previous computational studies on analogous applications (e.g. Bruno
and Fransos, 2015; Zhang et al., 2019; Noguchi et al., 2019), and are by
far large enough to avoid inﬂuences of boundary conditions on the results. The trackwise size LY ¼ 10H is set in the wake of a preliminary
study (see subsect 5.1).
No-slip boundary conditions (b.c.) are imposed at the solid walls.
Neumann zero-gradient b.c. is imposed for all the ﬂow variables at the
top and outlet faces, except for Dirichlet b.c. for pressure at outlet. Periodic b.c. are applied at the domain side faces. The incoming upwind farﬁeld is modeled by means of b.c. at the inlet face, and the related state
variables indicated by the subscript 0. Neumann b.c. is used for pressure,
while Dirichlet b.c. are imposed on u, k and ω. In particular, the proﬁles
of k0(z) and ω0(z) are set in accordance with Richards and Norris (2011)
to replicate the neutral atmospheric boundary layer. The velocity proﬁle
u
zþz0
is prescribed using the log-law u0 ðzÞ ¼ *;0
κ logð z0 Þ, where κ ¼ 0.41 is the

3. Computational model
3.1. Mathematical model
In the light of the state-of-art discussed in Sect. 1, a 3D steady RANS
approach is adopted in this study. In fact, RANS approach is perfectly
adapted to simulate the time-averaged ﬂow features responsible for the
long-term morphodynamics of sand dunes (e.g. in Liu et al., 2011; Araújo
et al., 2013; Bruno and Fransos, 2015; Lima et al., 2017), and around
railways (Zhang et al., 1995; Moyan et al., 2020). In particular, the SST k
 ω turbulence model is selected for the current application because of its
proven accuracy in bluff-body aerodynamics in general (Menter, 1994;
Menter et al., 2003), and for fundamental topographical forms (Bruno
and Fransos, 2015) or windblown sand solid barriers (Bruno et al.,
2018a; Horvat et al., 2020).
The whole set of governing equations in Einstein notation and cartesian coordinates reads:

∂ui
¼ 0;
∂xi

Von Karman constant, u*,0 the shear velocity, z0 the aerodynamic
roughness length. Such combination of velocity and turbulence is in
equilibrium, ensuring that the speciﬁed proﬁles do not further develop in
the domain (see subsect 5.1 for proof). Generally speaking, two approaches can be adopted to account for relative angle of attack between
railway and incoming wind direction. In the ﬁrst, the wind direction is
kept constant while the railway is rotated around the vertical axis. Such
an approach is commonly adopted in WT tests, and in some computational studies. Alternatively, the railway alignment is ﬁxed in place,
while the wind direction at inlet is varied. In this study, this second
approach is chosen. The inlet velocity u0 is split into the components u0,
x(z) ¼ u0(z) ⋅ sin(θ0) and u0,y(z) ¼ u0(z) ⋅ cos(θ0), where θ0 is the yaw angle

(1)




uj

∂ui
1 ∂p
∂
∂u ∂u
¼
þ
ν þ νt i þ j ;
∂xj
ρ ∂xi ∂xj
∂xj ∂xi

uj

∂k
∂
∂k
~ k  β* k ω;
¼
ðσ k νt þ νÞ
þP
∂xj ∂xj
∂xj

uj

∂ω
∂
∂ω
ω
2σ ω2 ∂k ∂ω
¼
;
ðσ ω νt þ νÞ
þ Cω1 Pk  Cω2 ω2 þ ð1  F1 Þ
k
ω ∂xi ∂xi
∂xj ∂xj
∂xj





(2)



(3)



(4)
where ui is the averaged velocity, p the averaged pressure, ρ the air
density, ν the air kinematic viscosity, k the turbulent kinetic energy, ω its
speciﬁc dissipation rate, and νt ¼ k/ω the turbulent kinematic viscosity.
~k is modeled by introducing a
The kinetic energy production term P
limiter to prevent the build-up of turbulence in stagnation regions:
~ k ¼ minðPk ; 10β* k ωÞ;
P

where Pk  νt

∂ui ∂uj ∂ui
þ
:
∂xj ∂xi ∂xj

Fig. 2. Scheme of computational domain and boundary conditions (not in scale
- superstructure not drawn for sake of clarity).
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The table is split into two parts: the ﬁrst one (from cases EB.1 to EB.5)
includes railway systems with standard sub and superstructure; the second one (from cases NC.1 to NC.4) collects railway systems with NonConventional superstructure. For the sake of clarity, each case is
accompanied by a scheme of its geometry. For the sake of brevity, the
values of geometric parameters constant among all the cases are given in
Fig. 4. In particular, standard gauge equal to 1435 mm, and 172 mm high
Vignole UIC 60 rails are adopted.
The main varying parameters are indicated by capital letters. Letter L
stands for horizontal dimensions, H for vertical dimensions, and AR denotes a slope Aspect Ratio. Subscript E refers to embankment, B to ballast
and r to rail.
Substructure is denoted by EB when it includes both Embankment
and Ballast bed, while E stands for ballastless systems. ARE and ARB do
not vary continuously because of earthworks construction constraints:
most common discrete values are adopted and detailed in Table 1. Low
(HE ¼ 1.2 m) and high (HE ¼ 12 m) embankments are tested as well.
Additionally, case ID 0 is considered, where rails are laid directly on
natural ground. This case is intentionally excluded from the list of railway systems because it does not follow railway construction practice,
where a compacted subgrade of minimum thickness is always prescribed.
Case 0 is conceived as an aerodynamic reference, i.e. as a geometrical and
aerodynamic limit case where the substructure has no effects on the
aerodynamics of the railway system.
Standard Superstructure (SS) includes rails supported by standard
sleepers embedded in the ballast bed. Hence, sleepers do not affect the
wind ﬂow. Non-Conventional RS couple a single substructure geometry
with four different, kind of superstructures: i.) ballastless embankment
with continuous beams (E-CB), analogous to the track system described
by van der Merwe (2013) and shown in Fig. 1(h); ii.) ballastless
embankment with slotted beams (E-SB) adopted as an intermediate step
between (i. E-CB) and (iii. E-HS); iii.) embankment with ballast and
humped sleepers (EB-HS), analogous to the track system described by
Riessberger and Swanepoel (2005); Reissberger et al. (2016) and shown
in Fig. 1(i); iv.) Ballastless embankment with humped slab (E-HS),
analogous to the track system described by Zakeri (2012). The height of
the beam in E-CB and E-SB is equal to 190 mm. The height of the humps
in EB-HS and E-HS is equal to Hh ¼ 140 mm.
The total height of the railway system H includes humps or beams, if
any. It is adopted as aerodynamic reference scale in the following.

with respect to the railway longitudinal axis y (Fig. 2(a)). The combination of the railway arrangement in the domain and adopted b.c. at inlet
and side surfaces allows to keep the same spatial grid for any yaw angle,
and to avoid tip effects at the end of the embankment. Conversely, the
ﬁrst approach does not offer the mentioned advantages, as discussed in
(Tomasini et al., 2014; Noguchi et al., 2019).
3.2. Numerical approach
The Finite Volume Method is adopted to numerically evaluate the
ﬂow-ﬁeld. The space discretization is accomplished by a fully structured
grid consisting of hexahedral cells. A slice of the grid in the vertical x  z
plane is shown in the background of Fig. 3(a). This grid topology is
extruded in the y direction by a constant step equal to Δy ¼ 0.026H. The
resulting grid at the ground surface is shown in the same ﬁgure.
The following criteria have led the grid generation and, in particular,
its reﬁnement around the ground and the railway: i. the geometry of the
rail web and head is precisely discretized (Fig. 3(b)) in order to accurately simulate the local ﬂow around them. Bridging between different
geometrical scales and related grid densities is a demanding goal, being
the rail height up to about 1/74 the substructure height, i.e. about 1/
6600 the along-wind size of the whole domain; ii. the overall cell number
is limited and related computational cost affordable in the framework of
a wide parametrical study; iii. the cell aspect ratio is kept lower or equal
to 100, namely close to the ground and far from the railway; iv. the height
nw of the wall-adjacent cells provides a sufﬁciently high grid resolution in
the normal direction n to the surface in order to adequately resolve the
gradients of ﬂow variables; v. nw complies with the wall function
requirement on dimensionless wall unit 30 < nþ ¼ npu*/ν < 200, being
np ¼ nw/2 the cell center height. In order to satisfy criteria iv. and v., the
wall unit is in the range 100 ¼ nþ  200 for all the simulations. The
overall cell number of the resulting grid depends on the overall height H
of the railway and on the adopted railway system. For sake of conciseness, reference is made here to the grid shown in Fig. 3, composed by
6.8eþ6 cells.
The cell-centre values of the variables are interpolated at face locations using the second-order Central Difference Scheme for the diffusive
terms. The convection terms are discretized by means of the so-called
Limited Linear scheme, a 2nd order accurate bounded Total Variational
Diminishing (TVD) scheme resulting from the application of the Sweby
limiter (Sweby, 1984) to the central differencing in order to enforce a
monotonicity criterion. The SIMPLE algorithm is used for
pressure-velocity coupling. The open source code OpenFoam© is used.
On average, a CPU time from 72 to 96 h is required for each simulation on
Intel(R) Core(TM) i7 CPU 860 @ 2.80 GHz with 18 cores employed.

4.2. Incoming wind ﬂow and sand features
The incoming wind ﬂow adopted in simulations reﬂects actual desert
conditions. The ground aerodynamic roughness length is set equal to z0
¼ 3e  3 m, according to the recommendations given in Eurocode1

4. Setup of the study

(2005). The incoming far-ﬁeld wind shear velocity is set equal to u*;0 ¼
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
τ0 =ρ ¼ 0:82 m/s. Such a value is appropriately chosen in order to
exceed the erosion threshold shear velocity u*t for sand grain diameters in
the range d 2 [0.063, 1.2] mm (Raffaele et al., 2016), i.e. windblown
sand transport occurs upwind the railway. The resulting reference wind
speed at the rail height varies in the range 12.5  UH  16.7 m/s, and the
corresponding Reynolds number ReH ¼ H ⋅ UH/ν in 1.88e þ 6  ReH 
2.12e þ 7. Such values, together with the railway sharp-edged geometry,
suggests that the ﬂow is within the Reynolds super-critical regime, so that
signiﬁcant Reynolds effects are not expected to take place for any of the
cases. To take into account incoming wind not perpendicular to the
alignment, simulations are carried out with yaw angle different than θ0
¼ 90 . θ0 ¼ 75 , 60 , 45 are adopted for EB.1, NC.3 and NC.4 cases
(Table 1).
The adopted sand diameter d is equal to 0.2 mm, as the average value
of diameters measured at the sites visited and presented in Fig. 2. The
corresponding mean value of the erosion threshold shear stress is equal to
τt ¼ 0.09 Pa (Raffaele et al., 2016).
The windblown sand erosion/sedimentation is mainly triggered by

4.1. Geometry of railway systems
The adopted Railway Systems (RS) result from multiple combinations
of types of substructure and superstructure. Their geometries are selected
among the ones currently used in railway construction, and observed
during site visits along desert railways, as in Sect. 2. All of the resulting
cases are listed in Table 1.

Fig. 3. Numerical grid around the ground and side surfaces of a standard railway (a), close up view around the rail (b).
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Table 1
Synopsis of conventional and non-conventional railway systems.
case ID

RS

ARE

HE [m]

ARB

θ0 [deg]

0
EB.1

–
EB  SS

–
3:1

–
1.2

–
2:1

90
90, 75, 60, 45

EB.2

EB  SS

3:1

12

2:1

90

EB.3

EB  SS

3:1

1.2

4:3

90

EB.4

EB  SS

3:2

1.2

2:1

90

EB.5

EB  SS

3:2

1.2

4:3

90

NC.1

E  CB

3:1

1.2

–

90

NC.2

E  SB

3:1

1.2

–

90

NC.3

EB  HS

3:1

1.2

2:1

90, 75, 60, 45

NC.4

E  HS

3:1

1.2

–

90, 75, 60, 45

geometrical scheme

study, the wind-ﬂow can be quantiﬁed by ﬂow variables in dimensionless
form thanks to aerodynamic similarity, as it is done in many engineering
areas, e.g. by lift and drag coefﬁcients. The dimensionless skin friction
coefﬁcient Cf ¼ 2jτj=ρU 210 is obtained directly from simulations. Later,
the local ratio |τ|/τt is obtained for each Beaufort scale by making Cf
dimensional again with reference to the desired velocity: τi ðx; y; zÞ ¼
Cf ðx; y; zÞ 12 ρU 210;i .
Fig. 4. Values of common geometrical parameters in mm, with reference to
EB.1 cross section.

5. Results

the local ratio of wind-induced local wall shear stress and sand threshold
shear stress |τ|/τt. Fig. 5 graphs the τ0/τt ratio for varying incoming wind
velocity at 10 m height and sand diameter. The surface above the isocontour τ0/τt ¼ 1 corresponds to the U10  d pairs that induce erosion.
In order to discuss potential erosion/sedimentation patterns in
different environmental conditions, one can vary d and τt in turn, or
equivalently U10 and τ0 in turn. d ¼ 0.2 mm is kept constant throughout
the present study (thick black line in Fig. 5), while U10 is varied to sample
four different classes in the Beaufort Scale (red points in Fig. 5): #1-BS 4
moderate breeze, τ0/τt ¼ 1.5; #2-BS 5 fresh breeze, τ0/τt ¼ 3; #3-BS 6
strong breeze, τ0/τt ¼ 6; #4-BS 8 gale, τ0/τt ¼ 12.
Within a given aerodynamic regime, i.e. the supercritical one in this

Result analysis generally aims at discussing how different railway
systems in a combination with different incoming winds modify the wind
ﬂow and the potential sand sedimentation/erosion conditions around the
railway. For the sake of clarity, results are classiﬁed according to the
scale to which different phenomena correspond to: i. global scale, and ii.
local scale, the quantities of the latter being designated with subscript r
(rail). Consistently, global and local spatial lengths are given in their
dimensionless form with reference to the whole railway height H and the
rail height Hr, respectively. Conversely, velocity is always normalized
with reference to the velocity UH. At the global scale, the ﬂow is analyzed
within the subdomain  7H  x  þ 16H: it includes the overall railway
system and the downwind reversed ﬂow region. At the local scale, the
focus is put on the subdomain 11Hr  x  þ 11Hr which closely corresponds to the upper horizontal surface of the ballast bed or embankment. Subscripts R and S refer to recirculation and sedimentation zones,
respectively. Subscripts u, m and d designate upwind, mid-gauge, and
downwind position along the x-direction. For instance, LR,dr is the length
of local downwind recirculation.
5.1. Preliminary study
Speciﬁc and punctual benchmarking on railway embankment with
track system and without rolling stock has not been carried out, because
of the lack of publicly available, high-quality, fully described WT tests
and related measurements of the local ﬂow variables relevant to the
present application. However, the whole computational model has been
fully validated in Bruno and Fransos (2015) against accurate, local WT
measurements for the same class of aerodynamic problems, i.e. the

Fig. 5. Ratio τ0/τt at the inlet boundary as a function of ds and U10.
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high-Re turbulent ﬂow around a 3D bluff fundamental landform mounted
on desert surface, characterized by boundary layer separation and reattachment. The adopted computational model, detailed in Section 3, is
exactly the same in all its parts, that is turbulence model and boundary
conditions, numerical approach, type of computational domain and
spatial grid.
The preliminary study is intended to set the most suited track-wise
length Ly under yawed incoming wind, in order to increase the computational efﬁciency. The preliminary study is carried out on EB.1 case
under the widest amplitude of the yaw angle θ0 ¼ 45 regarded as the
most challenging setup. Three values are tested in geometrical progression, Ly ¼ 40H, 20H, and 10H.
The x-wise distributions of the normalized x-component of the wall
shear stress at y ¼ 0 are graphed Fig. 6(a) for every value of Ly. Two
remarks follow: i. the adopted upwind Lx,u and downwind Lx,d windward
lengths are long enough to guarantee no changes in the ﬂow far upwind
and downwind the railway, and proof is given that velocity and turbulence proﬁles at the inlet and the outlet are in equilibrium; ii. the three
distributions overlap, i.e. no signiﬁcant effects are induced by Ly in the
considered range. The distance of the reattachment point downwind the
track (recirculation length in the following) is equal to LR ¼ 6.78H at the
central section. The LR/H distribution along the y-direction in Fig. 6(b)
testiﬁes that the reattachment point position is constant trackwise, i.e.
the ﬂow is 2D, and that it is not affected once more by the Ly value. Slight
and negligible oscillations only occur along the y-wise distribution of the
normalized y-component of the wall shear stress sampled at x/H ¼ 5
(Fig. 6-c). From the presented, it can be concluded that the results obtained with the shortest crosswind length Ly ¼ 10H do not signiﬁcantly
differ compared to the ones given by larger domains. Such a length is
much smaller than the one adopted by Noguchi et al. (2019) (Ly ¼ 25H)
thanks to the adopted combination of the computational domain and b.c.
Although even shorter Ly values could be envisaged, Ly ¼ 10H is adopted
in the following, because of it acceptable computational cost.

on uz/UH is grater than on ux/UH. p6 and p7 lay in undisturbed ﬂow for
case 0, while they are within the substructure wake for the EB.SS cases.
p6 crosses the recirculation region, and the large negative z-derivative of
ux at the ground is expected to induce backwards erosion. p7 is located
slightly downstream the reattachment of the boundary layer, and the
weak z-derivative of ux potentially promotes sedimentation. Along both
lines, negative uz/UH is weekly affected by the substructure geometry,
and reﬂects the downwards ﬂow induced by recirculation. At p3-5, velocity components and their z-derivatives close to the ground are weakly
affected by the substructure geometry, i.e. the local ﬂow is mostly driven
by the rails. Even for the case 0, the velocity proﬁles are close to the
others. Conversely, at elevations approximately higher than the rail ((z 
zg)/Hr > 1) ux/UH is sensitive to the substructure geometry. In particular,
for case EB.2 at p5 the rail-induced effects on the x-velocity proﬁle almost
vanish and embankment induced separation prevails.
In order to check and discuss the condition for sand erosion/sedimentation, Fig. 8 focuses on the shear stress ﬁeld along ground and
substructure surface. As in Fig. 7, only EB.1 case is shown for the sake of
conciseness. The ﬂow topology is included in sub Fig. 8(a) for reference.
Global ﬂow features are observed around the whole railway at the substructure scale.
The distribution of the skin friction coefﬁcient Cf is plotted in
Fig. 8(b). It is further rescaled in the dimensionless ratio τ* ¼ jττxx j

jτ j

τt

in

Fig. 8(c) to account for the effect of four incoming reference speeds U10
on the potential sand erosion/sedimentation conditions without the need
of supplementary computational simulations. In the perspective of the
study, the key values are τ* ¼ 1 (erosion thresholds). The corresponding points at the sand surface where transition between sedimentation and erosion occurs are called sedimentation points. Three ranges
directly result for τ* in Fig. 8(c), and corresponding patterns follow along
the sand surface (Fig. 8-d): windward erosion (from now on simply called
erosion, τ* > 1), sedimentation (1 > τ* >  1) and backward erosion (τ*
<  1). Recirculation area with local reversed ﬂow close to the sand
surface is a necessary condition for backward erosion. Considerably
different sedimentation patterns take place in the downwind recirculation zone, and upwind the substructure to a lesser extent. In general, as
U10 increases, both erosion and/or backward erosion zones replace the
sedimentation, i.e. sedimentation areas shorten and erosion ones grow.
In particular, downwind faces of embankment and ballast lay in the
downwind recirculation zone. For the lowest value of U10 (#1) such faces
are entirely in the sedimentation zone. As U10 increases (#2, #3),
localized short backward erosion zones take place. For the highest U10
(#4), such zones coalesce, and the downwind face is entirely backward
eroded. Upwind slopes of embankment and ballast lay in the erosion zone
for all cases, because of the local ﬂow acceleration. Upwind embankment
and ballast feet are the exceptions because of the local ﬂow deceleration
and the small local recirculation zone, respectively. As U10 progressively
increases, sedimentation zones shorten upwind the embankment foot,
while backward erosion takes place along the horizontal surface between
embankment and ballast.
In order to synthetically quantify the effects of the incoming ﬂow on
global sedimentation/erosion/backward erosion, two lengths are deﬁned
in Fig. 8(d): the upwind sedimentation/backwards erosion length LS,u
measured from the ﬁrst sedimentation point to the upwind foot of the

5.2. Effects of substructure with conventional ballasted track
The main features of the ﬂow ﬁeld around the whole railway are
exempliﬁed in Fig. 7 for EB.1 case only for sake of brevity.
Fig. 7(a) shows the ﬂow topology by means of streamlines coupled
with vorticity ﬁeld. The boundary layer shows high vorticity magnitude.
Its large-scale separation involves the main clockwise vortex Rd. Such a
recirculation area is bounded by two inﬂection points deﬁned as those at
which |τ| ¼ 0, namely the separation point at the downwind sharp edge
of the ballast bed, and the downwind reattachment point. The outer free
ﬂow is quasi-irrotational. The proﬁles of the dimensionless velocity
components (ux/UH and uz/UH) are given in Fig. 7(p1)-(p7) along 4
selected vertical lines (p1, p2, p6, p7) around the substructure and 3 lines
(p3, p4, p5) close to the track. Proﬁles are given for every EB.SS cases. p1
shows the upwards ﬂow deﬂection induced by the substructure, that
results in decreased ux and ∂ux/∂z|z¼0, and potentially in sand sedimentation. Conversely, at p2 the ﬂow is signiﬁcantly accelerated in terms of
both ux/UH and uz/UH and their z-derivative at the ground: erosion
condition is qualitatively attended. The acceleration is most signiﬁcantly
affected by H at lower (z  zg)/H (EB.2 case). The effects of ARE and ARB

Fig. 6. Grid sensitivity to domain track-wise length Ly.
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Fig. 7. Wind ﬂow around railway: a) Streamlines and vorticity; p1)-p7) Vertical proﬁles of the velocity components at different positions across the railway system.

embankment; and the downwind sedimentation/backwards erosion
length LS,d measured from the downwind foot of the embankment to the
last sedimentation point. It is worth stressing that both lines are deﬁned
between a ﬁxed geometric point and a ﬂow-dependent sedimentation
point. Such lengths are plotted in Fig. 9 versus τ0/τt with a much denser
sampling. Additionally, case EB.1 is compared with other cases of standard railway geometry in order to point out the effects of different substructure geometry.
Both LS,u/H and LS,d/H monotonically decrease as τ0/τt increases for
all the cases, and tend to asymptotic values for τ0/τt → ∞. The horizontal
asymptotes are equal to 0 for LS,u/H in cases EB.1, EB.2 and EB.3, while
LS,u/H in the other cases and LS,d/H tend to asymptotic values different
than 0. In order to explain this, it is preliminary worth stressing that the
position of the inﬂection points does not change in the rescaled graphs of
τ*, while the position of the sedimentation points depends on the
incoming wind speed U10 (Fig. 8-d). Hence, as τ0/τt increases, τ* curve is
steeper, so that the x-distance between the inﬂection point and its
neighboring sedimentation points decreases. At the limit case τ0/τt → ∞,
such a distance tends to 0. It follows that in case of recirculation the
sedimentation points collide into the inﬂection point, and LS tends to the
distance between the ﬁxed geometrical point and the inﬂection point. In
case of deceleration, inﬂection point does not occur, sedimentation
points collide into the ﬁxed geometric point and LS → 0. In the light of
this, graphs in Fig. 9(a) prove that upwind recirculation occurs in front of
the embankment for cases EB.4 and EB.5, while it does not for cases EB.1,
EB.2 and EB.3. In other terms, embankments with aspect ratio ARE ¼ 3 : 2
leads to a reversed ﬂow at their foot, while gentler ARE ¼ 3 : 1 simply
involves ﬂow deceleration. Additionally, the embankment height HE and
the ballast slope ARB have no signiﬁcant inﬂuence on the upwind sedimentation length, as testiﬁed by the grouping of the curves with equal
ARE. Conversely, all curves of LS,d (Fig. 9-b) are clearly distinct, although
they share the same trend. It follows that all the substructure parameters

Fig. 8. Global ﬂow features and potential sedimentation zones: a) reference
ﬂow topology; b) Skin friction coefﬁcient; c) Shear stresses for different
incoming reference velocities; d) Potential sedimentation, erosion and backward
erosion zones.
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Fig. 9. Global upwind (a) and downwind (b) sedimentation lengths.

single EB-SS case. The different ﬂow conditions shown in the right column are in order #1, #2, #3 and #4, from top to the bottom.
Three signiﬁcant local ﬂow coherent structures develop: i.) upwind
local vortex Ru,r, positioned upwind the upwind rail; ii.) middle local
vortex Rm,r, spanning along the gauge; iii.) downwind local vortex Rd,r,
located downwind the downwind rail. Additional secondary vortices
appear in some cases upwind and downwind the rails. From the cases 0,
EB.1 and EB.2 it can be seen that the height of the substructure affects the
shape of the mid-rail vortex Rm, r and the position of its center. For the
lowest H ¼ 0 (case 0), it is downwind the upwind rail, for H ¼ 1.7 m (case
EB.1) it moves at about the middle of the gauge, while for the highest H
¼ 12.5 m (case EB.2), it shifts towards the downwind rail. The lower the
substructure, the ﬂatter all the vortices, and the shorter the x-length of
the downwind one Rd, r. Signiﬁcant difference arises in the topology of
Rd, r in EB.2, where it coalesces with the downwind global vortex Rd. All

affect the sedimentation downwind the embankment. The steeper the
embankment (ARE, e.g. compare EB.1 and EB.4) and the ballast bed (ARB,
e.g. compare EB.1 and EB.3), the longer LS,d/H. In spite of this common
trend, the effect of a steeper embankment is twice the one of a steeper
ballast, in average over the whole range of τ0/τt.
The inﬂuence of HE is evaluated by comparing EB.1 and EB.2 cases.
An increase of 10 times the height of the embankment results in an increase of 1.5 time of LS,d/H. An analogous effect is obtained by increasing
at the same time both ARE and ARB (compare EB.2 and EB.5) for every
value of τ0/τt.
Local ﬂow features are observed along the track at the rail scale. In
Fig. 10 all the EB-SS cases, together with case 0, are shown analogously to
Figs. 7 (a) and 8 (d). Vorticity coupled with streamlines are shown in the
left column, while the right column shows the sedimentation, erosion
and backward erosion zones. Each row of the ﬁgure corresponds to a

Fig. 10. Local ﬂow patterns (left column) and potential sedimentation, erosion and backward erosion zones (right column).
9

M. Horvat et al.

Journal of Wind Engineering & Industrial Aerodynamics 208 (2021) 104476

the features above are due to signiﬁcantly different direction of the ﬂow
just outside the boundary layer at its separation point in correspondence
with the upwind rail. In particular, local upward ﬂow does not allow the
ﬂow to reattach at the downwind surface of the ballast. No signiﬁcant
differences in the ﬂow structure occur for the rest of the cases (EB.3, EB.4,
EB.5) compared to EB.1 case, i.e. ARE and ARB do not qualitatively affect
the local topology of the ﬂow.
Right column of Fig. 10 testiﬁes that for each recirculation zone,
many sedimentation and backward erosion zones occur, and they
signiﬁcantly depend on the incoming ﬂow speed. Three general rules can
be outlined for their reading: i. the ballast upwind sharp edge is
constantly eroded, because of the ﬂow speedup; ii. along recirculation
zones, sedimentation and backward erosion take turns, depending on the
streamline curvature close to the wall and to the incoming speed; iii. the
eventual reattachment point along the ballast downwind surface (e.g. in
0, EB.1, EB.3, EB.4, EB.5) results in the sequence of backward erosionsedimentation-erosion, being the latter strongly dependent on the
extent of the reattachment and incoming speed (e.g. in 0, EB.1, EB.4).
Due to alternating and varying sedimentation and erosion zones, corresponding bulk areas (AS and AE) are deﬁned instead of single sedimentation or erosion length. The areas are expressed as the integrals of
sedimentation and erosion zones, respectively, along the whole ballast
horizontal surface Au (10 ¼ x/Hr  10), and are further divided by Au
itself. The resulting dimensionless bulk quantities AS/Au and AE/Au can
vary in the range [0, 1]. The backward erosion area straightforwardly
follows from the previous ones as ABE ¼ Au  (AS þ AE). AS/Au and AE/Au
are plotted versus τ0/τt in Fig. 11 (a) and (b), respectively.
Case 0 behaves signiﬁcantly different than other cases. Sedimentation
occurs everywhere for the lowest τ0/τt ¼ 1.5, while both AS/Au and AE/Au
are higher than in the other EB-SS cases for higher τ0/τt. This behaviour
mainly results from the lack of backward erosion upwind the upwind rail
for every τ0/τt (Fig. 10). The other EB-SS cases slightly differ for low-tomoderate values τ0/τt  6, where the rate of change of AS/Au depends in
general on the local switch from sedimentation to erosion. For higher
values τ0/τt > 6 the local sedimentation/erosion pattern along the track is
nearly constant and does not dramatically depend on the substructure
geometry.

wake result from perturbations. In particular, Kim and Choi (2019)
recently showed that the largest ﬂow structures in the wake can have a
spanwise length scale λ not necessary equal to the wavelength of the
periodic perturbations (λ  W for the present application).
In order to check the possible periodicity in the wake of the humps
and to evaluate its trackwise length scale, uy/UH velocity component is
plotted versus y/W along a sampling line in Fig. 12.
The y-wise sampling line is located half of the hump length downwind
the upwind hump, and at a height from the ballast bed equal to half of the
hump. Three emerging ﬂow features can be easily recognized. They
clearly and signiﬁcantly depend on the hump shape and on presence or
not of the ballast bed. First, the track-wise length scale signiﬁcantly
varies, being λ2 ¼ 3W, λ3 ¼ 4W and λ4 ¼ W for NC.2, NC.3 and NC.4
respectively. Second, the maximum magnitude of uy/UH differs among
cases as well, being the highest for NC.2., while NC.3 and NC.4 share
approximately the same value. Third, the same trackwise periodic trend
is qualitatively different. The ﬂow around the ballastless humped slab
(NC.4) is almost perfectly periodic, and the local ﬂow almost symmetric
with respect to the mean vertical plane of each gap, i.e. uy ¼ 0). The ﬂow
around the rounded humped sleepers (NC.3) is not periodic, it seems
characterized by multiple length scales, and adjacent gaps by recurrent
sequence of positive-nil-negative-nil uy vectors. The ﬂow around sharpedged slotted beams (NC.2) is nearly periodic, but uy distribution along
λ is asymmetric and featured by a recurrent sequence of positive-weakly
positive-weakly negative-nil uy vectors.
In order to shed some more light on the 3D features of the local ﬂow,
the patterns are visualized along a 2W-long segment, named ‘streamline
visualization ﬁeld’ (s.v.f) in Fig. 12, and done in Fig. 13.
For sake of readability, domain equal to whole λ is omitted for NC.2
and NC.3. The ﬂow around EB.1 case is included for aerodynamic
reference, together with the 2D ﬂow around NC.1 case. Left column
corresponds to the domain around the upwind rail, while the right column to the downwind rail. The ﬂow direction at solid walls is visualized
by means of the Line Integral Convolution (LIC, Cabral and Leedom,
1993) applied to the τ ﬁeld. Each visualization ﬁeld is further split in the
middle along the y axis. The right half is dedicated to streamlines, while
the left side to selected separation, reattachment and stagnation lines and
point obtained from the τ ﬁeld. To keep the cases in the ﬁgure comparable, streamlines are seeded always in the same relative position and
with the same seeding density for the more complex cases (NC.2–4).
The ﬂow structures do not develop in the y-direction for NC.1,
resulting in a 2D ﬂow. Recirculation zones are larger than in EB.1
because of the higher blockage effect of the continuous beams. Upwind
and downwind recirculation zones are qualitatively the same as in EB.1
case, except for additional smaller recirculation zones along the top ﬂat
surfaces of the continuous beams. Conversely, between the rails the ﬂow
is split into a large clockwise recirculation and a signiﬁcant secondary
counter-clockwise recirculation. The bounds of the recirculation zones
correspond to separation, reattachment and stagnation straight lines. The
stepped geometry of continuous beams and top rails involve the doubling
of local recirculation, and corresponding stagnation and reattachment
lines at both upwind and downwind side.
The upwind ﬂow structure among cases NC.2-NC.4 is overall the same
(Fig. 13, left column). The straight separation lines testify the ﬂow is 2D

5.3. Effects of non-conventional track systems
The aerodynamic and sedimentation behaviour of the NonConventional Railway Systems listed in Table 1 under orthogonal wind
is discussed in this Section. All cases share the same substructure adopted
in EB.1.
Except for NC.1, all cases considered have periodic trackwise varying
geometry, because of the humped sleepers/slab and gaps among them.
The spacing between them is the same in all cases and equal to W ¼ 0.6
m. From the aerodynamic point of view, the humps make the whole
railway as a bluff-body with small periodic perturbations, and a 3D local
ﬂow is expected. Analogous setups have been studied in literature during
the last decade, and adopted to control the ﬂow around bluff cylinders
under uniform incoming ﬂow. Interested readers can refer to the review
papers by Choi et al. (2008) and Demartino and Ricciardelli (2017) and
references therein. For such a class of ﬂow, periodic structures in the

Fig. 11. Local erosion (a) and sedimentation (b) normalized areas for EB.SS cases.
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Fig. 12. uy velocity component along the trackwise direction for non conventional 3D superstructures (NC.2-NC.4).

erosion zones already occur in NC.2 for the lowest considered wind speed
(#1), and progressively enlarge as wind speed increases. From #3, upwind and downwind erosion zones coalesce, and an along-wind “sand
erosion channel” takes place for two gaps every three ones. Conversely,
in NC.4 erosion along the downwind gap takes over sedimentation for
high speed only (#3-#4), and never merges with erosion at upwind gap.
The reversed ﬂow across the downwind gap in NC.3 induces extensive
sedimentation along the gauge and around the downwind humps (#1),
progressively replaced by backward erosion zones as wind speed increases (#2-#4). Although these patterns map necessary conditions for
sedimentation and erosion only, they allow to conjecture expected
windblown sand dynamics. A sand erosion channel as in NC.2 is the most
promising scenario, because it permits the free passage of sand through
superstructure. Conversely, erosion at the upwind gap and backward
erosion at the downwind one as in NC.3 is expected to move the sand
from the downwind rail towards the middle of the gauge, i.e. to trap sand
at the track. Such a scenario qualitatively echoes and explain the ﬁeld
evidence shown in Fig. 1(i), and partially defeats the purpose of ballasted
humped sleepers.
All cases discussed above are synthetically compared by means of the
dimensionless bulk quantities AS/Au and AE/Au in Fig. 15.
Even though NC.3 case has the lowest sedimentation area for τ0/τt >
4, most of the erosion occurs backward. Conversely, NC.2 shows relatively low sedimentation and the highest erosion in the whole range of
τ0/τt. NC.4 case shows high erosion, but also very high sedimentation.
The worst scenario is observed in NC.1, that combines the highest sedimentation with the lowest erosion. Standard railway system has intermediate performances in terms of sedimentation, but it is affected by very
low erosion. In the light of this, the best performances under orthogonal
incoming wind are observed for NC.2 and NC.4.

far upwind the railway system. Conversely, the reattachment line around
the upwind humps is not straight and is qualitatively different for humps
with sharp or smoothed edges. For all the cases, stagnation occurs on
both the upwind hump and rail surface, analogously to NC.1. Instead of a
line, the stagnation is pointwise because of the 3D ﬂow. The stagnation
point on the upwind hump face is nearly at the same height for all cases.
Conversely, the stagnation point on the rail web corresponds to the mid
plane of the gap. The higher the momentum of the accelerated ﬂow along
the gap, the lower its position. On top of the humps a pair of counter
rotating vortices with vertical axis of rotation occur. Because of their
effect, the separation line along the rail head is no longer straight.
In spite of its very complicate topology, the ﬂow along the gauge and
around the downwind humps (Fig. 13, right column) can be overall
explained by a single reading key, i.e. the interaction between the
impinging jet ﬂow induced by the upwind gap and the reversed ﬂow
along the downwind ballast surface induced by the global recirculation
downwind the substructure. In cases NC.2 and NC.4 the jet ﬂow prevails,
while in NC.3 the reversed ﬂow supersedes. The consequences are
manifold. First, the ﬂow along the downwind gap is windward in NC.2
and NC.4, while it is reversed in NC.3 (red arrows in Fig. 13). Second, the
local ﬂow results in the different position of stagnation points on the rail
web: it corresponds to the one on the hump in NC.2 and NC.4, while it is
located at the mid-plane of the gap in NC.3. Third, separation lines along
the gauge are nearly directed x-wise and develop from one hump to the
other in NC.2 and NC.4. Conversely, in NC.3 separation line along the
gauge is deviated along the y axis and moved upwind by the reversed
ﬂow entering the downwind gap.
The 3D ﬂow ﬁelds described above deeply impact the sedimentation,
erosion and backward erosion patterns around the railway track surface.
They are shown in Fig. 14 by plan views. The upper surface of continuous
beams (NC.1) and humps (NC.2-NC.4) are excluded for sake of clarity.
The large secondary recirculation along the gauge in NC.1 leads to a
corresponding sedimentation zone wider than in EB.1 for every incoming
wind speed. The intricate 3D ﬂow described in NC.2-NC.4 leads to sand
sedimentation patterns varying both track-wise and alongwind in turn.
The patterns periodically repeat track-wise with the same wavelength λi.
The windward ﬂow through both upwind and downwind gaps in NC.2
and NC.4 results in erosion patches under the downwind rail too. Such

5.4. Effects of yaw angle
In the light of the above, the effects of the yaw angle θ0 of the
incoming wind are evaluated for a selected number of cases: a conventional track system (EB.1), and two non-conventional ones (NC.3 and
NC.4). For sake of conciseness, the global aerodynamics is scrutinized for
EB.1 only in Fig. 16.
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Fig. 13. Flow patterns for NC cases (incoming wind from left to right).

The global ﬂow ﬁeld is visualized by streamlines in plan view for the
most yawed wind (θ0 ¼ 45 ) in Fig. 16(a). Blue streamlines are seeded in
the outer free ﬂow just outside the boundary layer, while red and green
ones develop in the recirculation regions downstream the superstructure
and between the rails, respectively. The outer ﬂow is clearly deﬂected
downwind the railway, being the angle shift Δθ  20 . Such a feature
echoes the known ﬂow deﬂection downwind transverse desert and
coastal dunes, discussed in Bauer et al. (2013) and references therein.

Red and green streamlines conﬁrm boundary layer globally and locally
separates, and testify the resulting recirculating ﬂow is highly swirled.
Also such feature recalls the so-called ‘helical’ or ‘corkscrew’ vortex in
the near wake of transverse desert and coastal dunes, as discussed,
measured and simulated e.g. by Walker and Nickling (2002), Delgado-Fernandez et al. (2013) and Jackson et al. (2013), respectively. Deﬂected
outer ﬂow and swirled recirculating ﬂow coexist, unlike suggested by the
seminal conceptual model proposed by Sweet and Kocurek (1990) for the
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Fig. 14. Potential sedimentation, erosion and backward erosion patterns for NC cases (incoming wind from below).

Fig. 15. Local erosion (a) and sedimentation (b) normalized areas for NC cases.

foot the local ﬂow perfectly aligns with the railway. The ﬂow deﬂection
at the embankment upwind foot is qualitatively analogous to the one
observed in ﬁeld trials along beach-dune and discussed by Bauer et al.
(2012), Hesp et al. (2015) and cited references therein. The local
boundary layer ﬂow direction θ is explicitly given in Fig. 16(e) by arrows
and amplitudes at selected positions p1-p7. p1 and p7 are located far
upwind and downwind respectively, p4 in the middle of the railway
system, p3 and p5 in the middle of the upwind and downwind slope of
the embankment, and p2 and p6 at the upwind and downwind
embankment foot respectively. In the same Figure, potential erosion,
sedimentation, and backward erosion patterns under 4 yaw angles and 4
reference speeds (#1 - #4) are also given. Two main remarks follow.
First, for a given wind speed, the more yawed the incoming wind, the
smaller the sedimentation zones. In other terms, skewed winds induce
wider erosion and/or backward erosion under the same speed. In a
supplementary reading, yawed incoming winds anticipate the switch
from sedimentation to erosion at a given location. For instance, at the
embankment upwind foot (p2) sedimentation holds at every speed when
θ ¼ 90 , but trackwise erosion takes place starting with strong breeze
(#3) for θ ¼ 60 , and with fresh breeze (#2) for θ ¼ 45 . The trackwise
sand ﬂow made possible by such erosion conditions is recognized along
the toe of coastal dunes by e.g. Walker et al. (2006) and termed
‘along-shore transport’. Analogously, along the embankment downwind
slope (p5) backward erosion takes place uniquely under gale wind (#4)
for θ ¼ 90 , but it early occurs nearly trackwise (θ ¼ 14 ) starting with

lee-side ﬂow of aeolian dunes.
In the spirit of the study, the effects of the yaw angle are further
scrutinized by referring to the x and y components of the shear stress at
ground. τx and τy components are normalized by the corresponding
component at the inlet, and plotted versus the x axis in Fig. 16(b) and (c),
respectively. Gray stripes hide the highly localized effects induced by
sharp edges and rails in narrow ranges (Hr), where the results are unreadable at the adopted scale because of very high gradients of τ. Two
signiﬁcant behaviors are observed. First, the normalization leads to all
the curves nearly overlaping. The results prove that Prandtl’s independence principle Schlichting (1979) also holds for turbulent ﬂow around
rail embankments (Baker, 1985; Noguchi et al., 2019) far from local
perturbations. Second, the change in magnitude of τx/τ0,x is approximately twice the change of τy/τ0,y. Moreover, τy never changes sign, i.e. τx
is the sole cause of the switch between potential erosion and backward
erosion, if any. The local angle between the alignment direction and the
resultant τ vector follows from its components θ ¼ atan(τy/τx). The distribution of θ/θ0 is graphed in Fig. 16(d). Under incoming orthogonal
wind, θ takes only two values, i.e. θ ¼ 90 , where θ ¼ 90 correspond
to reversed ﬂow. Conversely, continuous distributions occur under
yawed winds, due to the fact that τ components vary differently. Such
distributions prove that the boundary layer ﬂow is locally deﬂected, and
that the local switch in direction depends on the yaw angle. In particular,
all distributions reach θ/θ0 ¼ 0 at the upwind foot of the embankment,
because of the x-wise deceleration. In more explicit terms, at the upwind
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Fig. 16. Effects of differently yawed wind-ﬂow on standard railway system (EB.1) aerodynamics.

fresh breeze (#2) for θ ¼ 45 . In spite of signiﬁcant differences in substructure geometry and track system, the case θ0 ¼ 45 qualitatively
echoes to the ﬁeld evidence shown in Fig. 1 (j), where ripples suggest the
local wind blows at around θ  45 upwind the railway, and at much
lower negative θ   20 downwind.
The effects of yawed wind-ﬂow on the non-conventional superstructure are presented for cases NC.3 and NC.4. In Fig. 17 potential sedimentation, erosion and backward erosion patterns are shown for
different θ0.
The simulated patterns are overall complicate, and locally highly
sensitive to both the yaw angle and the track system. Nevertheless, some
general features can be synthetically outlined. First, the patterns remain
periodic track-wise also under yawed winds but, unlike orthogonal wind,
the y-wavelength λ equals the spacing between humps W. Second, the
shape of the sedimentation patches around downwind humps for high
speed (#2 to 4) suggests the local ﬂow direction in their wake. Here, the
ﬂow is reversed for NC.3 whichever the yaw angle. Conversely, for NC.4
the local ﬂow is windward at θ0 ¼ 75 and θ0 ¼ 45 , while it is revealed to
be reversed for θ0 ¼ 60 . Third, as wind speed increases, sedimentation is
generally replaced by backward erosion, while erosion remains nearly
constant or slightly decreases (NC.4, θ0 ¼ 75 , upwind gaps). The pattern
for case NC.3-θ0 ¼ 75o-#4 remarkably recall the ﬁeld evidence observed
for the same track system and shown in Fig. 1 (i): both gaps are eroded,
and the combination of the sediment transport from the upwind and
downwind gaps results in almost x-symmetric, y-periodic piles of sand
within the gauge.
All the discussed cases are synthetically compared by means of
dimensionless sedimentation and erosion areas in Fig. 18. The #1–4
curves are given for each case versus θ0.
In general, the cases show the highest sedimentation levels under
perpendicular winds, that are proven to be the most critical with respect
to sand covering. As the angle increases, sedimentation unexpectedly
drops. Changes in incoming wind velocity have little inﬂuence on the

trend of the curves, while they generally translate/scale the curves w.r.t.
the vertical axis. In particular, sedimentation and erosion on standard
railway system (EB.1) are weakly sensitive to θ0: erosion slightly increases for more yawed winds, and sedimentation progressively decreases. NC.3 is nearly insensitive to θ0, except for its sedimentation at
#1 speed, where AS/Au singularly increases as the yaw angle decreases.
The case NC.4 is the most sensitive to changes in yaw angle in both
erosion and sedimentation. Interestingly, their trend is not linear, and
local minima occur at θ0 ¼ 60 because of the reversed ﬂow around the
downwind humps, as discussed in Fig. 17.
6. Conclusion
This paper contributes to increase knowledge about the ﬂow around
railway tracks, and the resulting potential sand sedimentation patterns.
The study critically compares the aerodynamic behavior and related
potential sand sedimentation/erosion patterns for different combinations
of railway substructures and track systems which are usually adopted,
namely in arid environments. The reading of the simulated ﬂow ﬁeld
allows to point out the geometrical features of the railway substructure
and superstructure with the most signiﬁcant impact, and to understand
the aerodynamic phenomena that induce necessary conditions for sand
erosion and sedimentation. The potential sand sedimentation/erosion
patterns depend not only on the ﬂow dimensionless metrics usually
employed in aerodynamics, but also on the ratio between the local shear
stress and the sand erosion threshold value. Bulk dimensionless metrics
of the sedimentation, erosion, and backward erosion allow to synthetically and generally deﬁne the performances for different railway systems.
In a synthetic design perspective, the most relevant results are
outlined:
● low-rise, gentle-sloped substructures are recommended to reduce
sand sedimentation around the whole railway, notably downwind;
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Fig. 17. Potential sedimentation, erosion and backward erosion patterns along non-conventional railway systems under differently yawed wind-ﬂow (incoming wind
from below).

Fig. 18. Sedimentation (a) and erosion (b) normalized areas for selected cases under differently yawed wind-ﬂow.

● large sedimentation and small erosion zones potentially occur around
standard ballasted track system. Hence, alternative superstructures
are needed in desert regions;
● track systems including humped sleepers/slab are promising solutions to promote sand erosion;
● the ﬂow around humped sleepers/slab is strongly three-dimensional,
very sensitive to the shape of the humps, and to the aerodynamic
interaction with ballast bed, if present;
● accordingly, the erosion performances of humped sleepers/slab are
affected by the above, by the yaw angle and speed of the incoming
wind;
● in particular, the track system NC.4 shows the best erosion performances, but its sensitivity to wind yaw angle is critical for long railway lines exposed to trackwise variable wind regimes.

assessment, and the obtained results introduce a solid phenomenological
background. The adopted RANS-based computational model paves the
way to the early stage, conceptual design of retroﬁtting measures for
existing track systems, or of innovative track components for desert
railways, possibly integrated by effective Receiver SMM(s) intended to
further promote sand erosion on the track surface. More accurate approaches to the performance assessment of track and receiver SMM are
still to be developed to meet the engineering needs during detailed and
as-built design. These tools include, among others: i. more sophisticated,
unsteady CFD simulations by LES able to predict sedimentation/erosion
intermittency, as recently proposed by Brito et al. (2020); ii. multiphase
wind-sand computational models able to simulate the dynamics of wind,
saltating sand and sand accumulation/erosion proﬁle, as reviewed in Lo
Giudice et al. (2019) and applied in Lo Giudice and Preziosi (2020); iii.
high-quality, well-documented WT tests fulﬁlling similarity requirements
about railway embankment and track system, barrier, wind and sand

The study offers a well-deﬁned framework for performance
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saltation layer, to be used for ﬁnal veriﬁcation and CWE validation; iv.
accurate and robust measurement techniques to be adopted during
long-term ﬁeld trials.
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