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CATASTROPHIC LANDSLIDES: EFFECTS, OCCUR-
RENCE, AND MECHANISMS, EDITED BY S. G. EVANS
AND J. V. DEGRAFF, THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF
AMERICA, REVIEWS IN ENGINEERING GEOLOGY,
VOLUME XV, 2002, VIII + 411 PAGES, PRICE: GSA
MEMBERS: US$ 112.00, NON-MEMBERS: US$ 140.00,
ISBN 0-8137-4115-7.

In the style of its predecessors in the Geological Soci-
ety of America Series on “Reviews in Engineering Geol-
ogy”, the volume is a collection of sixteen excellent pa-
pers that describe the occurrence, mechanisms, and effects
of catastrophic landslides worldwide. A total of 35 scientists
from eleven countries have contributed to the special volume,
which provides a comprehensive picture of the nature, ori-
gin, occurrence, geographical distribution, mechanisms and
effects of catastrophic slope movements in five continents.

The book is organized in three sections. The first section,
“Effects”, focuses primarily on the impact of catastrophic
landslides on human population and the built-up environ-
ment. This section contains only one paper, Chapter 1, an
overview of recent catastrophic landslides in South America,
a geographical area historically affected by catastrophic mass
movements and that has recently suffered several highly
destructive events. In the second section, “Occurrence”,
six Chapters describe the occurrence of recent catastrophic
landslides, including site-specific insights about catastrophic
slope failures and illustrating their worldwide occurrence.
The third section, “Mechanisms”, contains nine Chapters ad-
dressing mechanisms and geological settings prone to catas-
trophic landslide occurrence, including pre-historical per-
spectives.

The volume contains a balanced mix of global (one pa-
per), national or super-national (two papers) and regional
studies (eight papers), and site specific investigations (six pa-
pers). Although a definition of “catastrophic landslide” is not
specified, most of the papers in the volume describe highly
mobile slope failures, chiefly large rock falls, rock slides,
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and rock or debris avalanches. An exception is Chapter 5,
which describes a large slide with small displacement trig-
gered by the 1989 Loma Prieta, California, earthquake. Most
of the papers deal with natural landslides, but Chapter 9 dis-
cusses examples of failures of waste piles in open-pit coal
mines in British Columbia, Canada, that produce highly mo-
bile flow-type landslides. Slope failures discussed in the text
range from relatively small rock falls (a few thousands cubic
meters) to very large rock avalanches, extending for several
square kilometres and involving hundreds of millions of cu-
bic meters or rocks (e.g. Chapter 15, on rock avalanches in
Karakorum Himalaya, and Chapter 10, on landslides caused
by the partial failure of volcanoes). Noticeably, considera-
tions on the hazards and risk posed by catastrophic landslides
do not emerge clearly from the volume. Chapter 1, which de-
scribes catastrophic landslides in South America during the
twentieth century, represents a remarkable exception.

In their Preface, the two Editors tell the reader that the
volume was stimulated by the Sixth International Landslide
Symposium (ISL) in Christchurch, New Zealand. The Sym-
posium was held in February 1992. Papers in the volume
were all first submitted in 1996 and accepted in 2001. The
Volume was finally published in 2002. Such a long delay
in getting a high quality scientific book published is com-
monplace these days. The book is well produced and clearly
illustrated. The price is not too high, considering the cost of
science books these days, and the wealth of information it
contains. Catastrophic Landslides: Effects, Occurrence, and
Mechanisms complements and updates with new information
and recent discoveries the well known, two volumes book
on “Rockslides and Avalanches” edited by Barry Voight in
1978, and should represent a useful addition to the reference
shelves of personal and shared libraries.


