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Accomplishments:  1.  The onset of erosion of a granular bed by a fluid is a continuous phase transition. Contary 
to our hypothesis, it is not a "jamming" transition, but is rather consistent with a "glass transition" from creeping to 
flowing. This transition occurs at a critical dimensionless shear rate that is identical for dry granular flows and 
viscous granular suspensions. 



2. Unification of bed load and suspension river transport with a common granular rheology. We showed that a 
recently developed granular-suspension rheology can also successfully describe the rheology of river-sediment 
transport across the dense to dilute regime.



3. Grain size segregation in a river is a granular phenomenon and occurs in two phases: (i) rapid segregation due 
to shear-rate dependent advection in the bed-load layer; and (ii) slow diffusion-limited segregation due to shear-
rate independent creep.



4. Collision-driven river sediment transport exhibits collective entrainment, in which a particle colliding with the bed 
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induces clusters of particles to move. These dynamics follow generic avalanching behavior seen in, e.g., sandpiles. 



5. The creep to landslide transition on hillsides is identical to fluid-driven river sediment transport, and follows a 
recently proposed glass transition associated with percolation of plastic rearrangements.
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Abstract

We report our conclusions toward developing a new granular physics
approach to understanding fluid-driven sediment transport. We have com-
pleted our analysis of the rheology of laminar sediment transport, finding
that bed-load and suspension follow a local granular flow model but that
sub-threshold creep violates this model. A new set of experiments exam-
ined the contribution of granular segregation to river-bed armoring, i.e.,
the development of a coarse surficial layer of grains. Our work shows that
bed-load transport in the near-surface layer drives rapid segregation while
creeping grains beneath the bed-load layer give rise to slow but persistent
segregation; this leads to a two-stage armoring process with distinctly
different mechanisms. Numerical simulations examining the dynamics of
creeping grains reveal that creep in river beds is identical to the more
familiar hillslope creep — the slow downhill movement of soil. Finally, we
probe entrainment of bed sediment by collisions in high-reynolds number
flows, and find that it is collective and behaves similar to avalanches.

1 Statement of the problem studied

(Note: this section is similar to last year’s report, with some modifications.)
Landscape evolution, such as the formation and erosion of rivers, results from
fluid-driven sediment transport. Predicting sediment transport rates is essen-
tial for modeling landscape change and protecting infrastructure. Current ap-
proaches, which typically focus on fluid dynamics while neglecting granular dy-
namics, predict transport rates that are often off by more than an order of
magnitude. In this proposal we seek a new approach, that describes a river
bed as the interface between a jammed disordered solid and a shearing fluid.
We study bed load particles, particles frequently in contact with the river bed,
because they probe the near-yield phase space along this jammed-flowing inter-
face. However, the very concept of yielding on this interface is slippery, and
historical approaches to understand this phenomenon emphasize momentum-
based hydrodynamic transport laws, which break down for intermittent bed
load transport. The effects of collective particle modes and mechanical con-
straints have a contribution of growing importance on the interfacial dynamics
near-yield, which could be understood as a type of jamming transition, but data
exploring these effects are lacking. We seek to experimentally acquire data on
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the most fundamental variables characterizing the dynamics of grains driven by
a fluid, the positions and velocities of particles in the bed, using unobtrusive
but direct methods. To do so, we have pursued two strategies. In the lab we
have constructed a unique apparatus, in order to extract the positions of every
particle in a region of space using the method of refractive-index matching and
laser scanning. We are also working to compare findings from this small, viscous
experiment with a larger 2D flume in which inertial effects (particle collisions
and fluid turbulence) are significant, to isolate the origins of observed dynamics.

2 Summary of the most important results

2.1 Experimental description

This grant has supported the development of a unique laboratory experimental
setup. The experiment has been described in detail in previous reports and also
in our two related research papers. We summarize the setup here for complete-
ness, and refer the reader to our recent publication (Houssais et al., Nature
Comm., 2015 ) for full details. We study an experimental model river, com-
posed of acrylic spheres immersed in silicon oil, driven by a layer of fluid under
steady shear. We choose to drive fluid flow in the laminar regime (Re < 1) to
suppress fluid turbulence and isolate granular and bed structure controls. We
use a refractive-index-matched laser scanning technique to observe the motion
of particles at the surface of the bed as well as the particle dynamics below the
surface. The apparatus is an annular couette cell, which ensures mass continuity
and allows us to approximate the conditions of an infinitely long river.

We have performed an exhaustive set of experiments with a bimodal mixture
of spherical grains in order to examine granular segregation. We have also
continued to improve instrument control and to suppress vibration, leading to
enhanced data resolution and an ability to probe slower dynamics than before.

Our experiments have generated observations of particle velocities that span
seven orders of magnitude. In short, our vertical profiles of particle dynamics are
the highest resolved of any granular system that we know of. A major difference
between typical sheared granular systems, and fluid-driven sediment transport,
is that the latter: (1) has a free-surface condition; and (2) allows slip between
the driving stress (the fluid) and the surface grains. As a result, all phases
of granular transport — gas, liquid and solid — occur simultaneously and are
vertically stratified for a given flow. Typical experiments on sheared granular
systems focus on one just one of these phases, and rarely document the nature
of the transitions among them. Our experiment is the first that we know of to
examine all three phases, and to quantify the dynamical transitions associated
with crossing phase boundaries. Morover, our experiments have produced the
first observations of granular segregation by creep, and novel data on creeping
motion of grains.

2.2 Rheology and Creeping

One of the most novel findings of this project is that particle motion does not
stop at very low fluid stresses. Instead, particles slowly creep by localized,
intermittent rearrangements of grains, in a manner characteristic of fragile and
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disordered solids. This creep motion is likely ubiquitous, but it has never been
reported in sediment transport experiments — probably because it is very slow
and difficult to resolve. Last year we reported progress on the rheology of our
fluid-granular system, finding that the full range of transport from the onset of
bed-load through to dilute suspension could be described by the local granular
friction model of Boyer et al., Phys. Rev. Lett. 2011. At vanishingly small fluid
stress we expected to see a transition to no motion, but instead we observed
creep; remarkably, this creep was associated with a (locally-derived) friction
coefficient that was below the static friction value. That finding indicates the
break down of a local model, and our results might be explained by nonlocal
models such as that proposed by Kamrin and Koval, Phys. Rev. Lett. 2012.
This work has been published as Houssais et al., Physical Review E, 2016.

To further understand creeping, in the past year we have adopted the glass
dynamics framework of “dynamical heterogeneities” which probes the length
and timescales associated with collective particle motion. In systems approach-
ing a glass transition, it is known that particle motion slows down and also
becomes more coordinated. Applying the dynamical heterogeneities framework
to our sediment transport system is challenging because (1) the strong verti-
cal anisotropy that comes from how our particles are sheared and (2) the huge
range of particle velocities in our experiments. An immense amount of work
has gone into further improving particle tracking in order to generate the nec-
essary data. Accordingly, progress on this aspect of research has been delayed
as we worked through technical challenges, from software to hardware to data
storage. This work is finally beginning to bear fruit. Analysis indicates that the
length and time scales of dynamical heterogeities grow with depth in our system
as grains go from continuous bed-load transport to suspension — as expected
for a glass transition — but that this growth unexpectedly saturates in the
creeping regime, a finding that has not been reported in any system. The data
make clear that bed load and creep are qualitatively different from one another;
the former may be described as a fluid when sufficiently coarse-grained, while
the latter shows spatially heterogeneous dynamics even at the largest scales.
These results reveal another aspect of the strange nature of creep. This work is
currently in preparation for a manuscript.

2.3 Grain size segregation

Gravel-river beds typically have an “armored” layer of coarse grains on the
surface, which acts to protect finer particles underneath from erosion. Our
work has shown that river bed-load transport is a kind of dense granular flow,
and such flows are known to vertically segregate grains. The contribution of
granular physics to river-bed armoring, however, has not been investigated.
Current models in the geophysical literature are all predicated on the idea that
grain-size sorting occurs on the surficial layer of grains, as fine particles are
preferentially removed leaving behind a coarse lag. To examine whether sub-
surface granular motion by bed load and creep contributes to armoring, we have
conducted a set of experiments using bimodal sediment sizes subject to a range
of fluid stress conditions. Importantly, the annnular flume conserves mass so
that no grains are removed from the system; any segregation that results cannot
therefore be a consequence of removal of fine grains.

No experiment to date has examined segregation in a system with creep,
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and no river experiment has tracked the motion of particles in order to relate
granular dynamics to armor development. Our findings are thus equally novel
for geomorphology and granular physics. We find that armor develops by two
distinct mechanisms. Bed-load transport in the near-surface layer drives rapid
segregation, with a vertical advection rate proportional to the granular shear
rate. A relation between vertical segregation and horizontal shear has been
proposed by previous researchers, but never directly observed in experiment.
Creeping grains beneath the bed-load layer give rise to slow but persistent seg-
regation, which is diffusion dominated and insensitive to shear rate. We adapted
a continuum phenomenological model that had been previously developed for
dry granular flows. By explicitly accounting for the velocity profiles in bed load
and creep, this advection-diffusion model quantitatively reproduces observed
segregation rates. To demonstrate unequivocally that the observed armoring in
our fluid-grain mixture was the result of granular (and not fluid) segregation
alone, we also performed simulations using the discrete element method (DEM)
of a granular system with no fluid. By accounting only for the effect of the
fluid on the coefficient of restitution (viscous damping), we find that the DEM
is in quantitative agreement with our experiments. These results suggest that
river beds armor by granular segregation from below — rather than fluid-driven
sorting from above — while also providing new insights on the mechanics of
segregation that are relevant to a wide range of granular flows. This work was
published as Ferdowsi et al., Nature Comm., 2017.

2.4 Linking river and hillslope creep

The transition from bed load to creep in our river experiments bears many of
the hallmarks of a glass transition — i.e., a diverging viscosity (or friction coef-
ficient) on approach to a critical point, with creeping motion below that critical
point. Experiments allow us to track particle motion, but not to measure forces.
Also, our experimental technique does not allow examination of dry granular
flows, as it relies on refractive-index matched fluid and grains. Accordingly, we
have conducted a wide range of DEM simulations — numerical experiments —
to examine whether creeping, and the transition from creeping to flowing, is
the same in dry and wet granular systems. In geomorphology, creep is typi-
cally associated with the exceedingly slow downslope motion of soil in hillsides,
although the mechanics of this process have not been studied in detail. Since
our experiments were the first to report creep in a ’river’ setting, it is unknown
whether river and hillslope creep are the same thing.

Our DEM simulations show an identical rheology to the flume experiments,
verifying that granular friction is correctly represented in the model. Results
also show that other aspects of creep, such as the velocity profile and collective
particle motion, are the same in both systems. This work suggests indeed that
hillslope and river creep are the same. Perhaps more surprising is that the DEM
simulations, which use a collection of dry cohesionless grains with only slight
variation in grain size, are able to reproduce the dynamics of creeping and land-
sliding soil that are reported from natural hillslopes. In particular, we find that
the velocity of creeping grains exhibits an exponential dependence on the local
friction, and show that this produces a better fit to field data than all previously
proposed transport relations. At the critical friction, creep transitions rapidly to
a dense granular flow; this transition also mimics the pattern seen in field data.
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These findings demonstrate that the creep to landslide/bed-load transition is a
glass transition, and show how consideration of fundamental granular physics
can yield qualitative new insight and quantitatively superior predictive power in
geomorphology. These findings were published as Ferdowsi et al., PNAS, 2018.

2.5 Collective particle entrainment due to collisions

The annular flume results reported above pertain to viscous bed-load transport,
where collisions are suppressed by the fluid. Cobbles in rivers are highly inertial,
and bed-load transport involves significant transfer of momentum by collisions.
To probe this regime we performed experiments in a different flume, where
marbles were fed one at a time to a model river, and their motion tracked as
they bounced over a marble bed. We found that entrainment of (nearly-)static
bed particles invariably resulted from collision and not hydrodynamic stresses,
and that this entrainment was collective. Interestingly, the number of particles
collectively entrained did not change with increasing overall transport rate, but
the frequency of entrainment events did. We offer an explanation for the scales
of “bursty” bed-load transport in rivers, which may be introduced into recently
developed statistical mechanical descriptions of sediment transport. This work
was recently published Lee and Jerolmack, Earth Surface Dynamics, 2018.
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