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PREFACE 
 
 
 In keeping with our policy of releasing information 
which may be of general interest to the geotechnical 
profession and the public, we make available selected internal 
reports in a series of publications termed the GEO Report 
series.  The GEO Reports can be downloaded from the 
website of the Civil Engineering and Development Department 
(http://www.cedd.gov.hk) on the Internet.  Printed copies are 
also available for some GEO Reports.  For printed copies, a 
charge is made to cover the cost of printing. 
 
 The Geotechnical Engineering Office also produces 
documents specifically for publication.  These include 
guidance documents and results of comprehensive reviews.  
These publications and the printed GEO Reports may be 
obtained from the Government’s Information Services 
Department.  Information on how to purchase these documents 
is given on the last page of this report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 R.K.S. Chan 

Head, Geotechnical Engineering Office 
 December 2005 
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FOREWORD 
 
 
 This Report presents the results of a study of the design 
of soil nail head. 
 
 In this study, a review of the role and load transfer 
mechanism of soil nail heads, previous studies and international 
practice in nail head design has been carried out.  Numerical 
simulations have also been performed to examine the functions 
of nail heads and local stability of soil between nail heads.  
From the study, guidance on determination of size of nail head 
is provided. 
 
 The study was carried out by Mr Y.K. Shiu and 
Dr G.W.K. Chang of the Standards and Testing Division.  
Dr H.W. Sun of the Landslip Preventive Measures Division 1 
has provided useful advice on the numerical simulations.  
Miss Florence Ko of the Planning Division performed 
simulations of active zone failure on nailed slopes.  Their 
contributions are gratefully acknowledged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 W.K. Pun 

Chief Geotechnical Engineer/Standards and Testing



-  5  - 

ABSTRACT 
 
 
 Soil nails are extensively used for slope improvement 
works in Hong Kong.  A study has been carried out to review 
the role and load transfer mechanism of soil nail heads. 
 
 This study comprises a review of the fundamental 
mechanism of soil nail heads, case histories of previous studies 
and technical guidance documents from France, Japan, UK and 
USA.  In addition, numerical simulations have been carried out 
to examine analytically the functions of soil nail heads.  Local 
stability of the soil between soil nail heads has also been 
examined. 
 
 From the results of the study, soil nail heads can enhance 
stability of slopes.  This beneficial effect is attributed to the 
lateral confinement to the soil resulting from combined action of 
the nail heads and soil nails. 
 
 Three options of design methods including design charts 
derived from numerical analyses, lower-bound solution as 
proposed by HA 68/94, and prescriptive design approach are 
provided to assist engineers in determining the dimension of nail 
heads.  Guidance on prevention of local instability of soil 
between nail heads is also given. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION 
 
 The Geotechnical Engineering Office (GEO) of the Civil Engineering Department 
engaged Maunsell Geotechnical Services Ltd. (MGSL) to undertake a review of soil nail head 
design.  The review report (MGSL, 2003) recommends that the role of soil nail head in 
mitigating slope failure should be further investigated. 
 
 This study examines the role and mechanism of soil nail heads and proposed 
guidelines for determining nail head sizes.  It comprises a review of the fundamental 
mechanism of soil nail heads, case histories of previous studies and international practice in 
nail head designs.  In addition, numerical simulations have been carried out to examine 
analytically the functions of soil nail heads.  Local stability of the soil between soil nail 
heads has also been examined and suggestions to minimise such failures have been made. 
 
 In Hong Kong, soil nail heads are usually in the form of concrete pads.  They are 
either isolated or integrated into a shotcrete facing or grillage beams.  In this study, only 
isolated concrete pads for soil nails in soil cut slopes are addressed. 
 
 
2.   LOAD TRANSFER MECHANISM OF SOIL NAIL HEADS 

2.1   General 
 
 As part of the earlier study by MGSL (2003), an opinion survey was carried out to 
collect views on the design approach of soil nails.  In the survey, questionnaires were sent to 
a number of local and overseas consultants.  Many of the respondents indicated that nail 
heads could enhance the internal stability or the external stability of a nailed structure whereas 
some considered that there was no need to provide soil nail heads.  This difference in views 
points to the need for a review of the basic mechanism of load transfer of soil nail head. 
 
 
2.2   Fundamental Mechanism 
 
 To understand the fundamental behaviour of soil nail heads of a nailed structure, it is 
necessary to look at the whole load transfer mechanism of the structure.  The soil in a nailed 
structure consists of two distinct zones, namely the active zone and the resistant zone as 
shown in Figure 1. 
 
 The load transfer mechanism of a nailed structure is the development of tensile forces 
in the nails as a result of the restraint that the nails and the nail heads provide in response to 
deformations of the structure.  In the case of stabilization of marginally stable slopes, the 
deformations are associated with movements of the slope as a result of inadequate support.  
In the case of a soil nailed retaining wall, the deformations are due to expansion of the 
reinforced zone as a result of removal of lateral support as excavation proceeds from the top 
downwards.  In either case, movement of the soil relative to the nails generates shear stresses 
at the soil/nail interface.  Loads are induced within the soil nails as a result of the interfacial 
shear stresses between the nails and the soil in the active zone, and by the soil-structure 
interaction between the nail head and the soil (see Figure 1).  In the active zone, the nails and 
the nail heads interact with the soil to support the ground.  The tension loads induced in the 
soil nails are redistributed into the soil in the resistant zone through the nail/soil friction. 
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 Under working conditions, shearing and bending resistance of the soil nails have little 
contributions to the system of forces maintaining stability within the soil-nailed structure.  
At failure condition when large deformations of the soil have taken place, the contribution can 
be more significant but still small (Jewell & Pedley (1992), Kitamura et al (1988), Plumelle & 
Schlosser (1990), Hong et al (2003)).  As such, the influence of the shearing and bending 
resistance is often ignored in soil nail designs and the nails are considered to act in tension 
only.  To ensure that the predominant action of the nails is in tension, soil nails are usually 
placed at inclinations close to the horizontal.  These inclinations correspond in general with 
those of maximum tensile strains developed in the soil in the active zone  (Jewell & Wroth 
(1987), Hayashi et al (1988)). 
 
 Interaction between the nail head and the soil gives rise to tensile load at the head of 
the nail.  The soil nails and the nail heads act together to tie the active zone to the resistant 
zone.  The reaction on the nail head and the pull-out resistance of the nail in the active zone 
must be adequate to provide the required nail tension at the slip surface between the active 
and resistant zones in order to prevent the active zone from sliding off the soil nail.  This is 
illustrated in Figure 2.  Plates 1 and 2 show examples of failures with the active zone sliding 
off the soil nails.  For stability to be achieved, the soil behind isolated nail heads must have 
sufficient strength against bearing failure in the soil.  For soil nail heads attached to a 
continuous reinforced shotcrete facing, bearing failure of the soil is usually not a controlling 
factor.  To provide the support force to stabilise the active block, the nails must give 
adequate tensile strength.  In addition, the nails must also be embedded a sufficient length 
into the resistant zone to prevent pull-out failure. 
 
 
3.   CASE HISTORIES 

3.1   General 
 
 Our understanding of the magnitude and distribution of the nail head loading 
developed in nailed structures is not as good as our knowledge of the tensile loads developed 
within the nails (FHWA, 1998).  This is because of the lack of good quality field monitoring 
data.  The available data from instrumented nails are difficult to interpret in the vicinity of 
nail head, where bending effects of nail tend to be more significant as a result of the weight of 
nail head or facing (Thompson & Miller (1990), Shiu et al (1997)).  There has been little 
field monitoring data obtained from load cells installed at the heads of soil nails probably 
because of the difficulties of placing load cells between nail heads and the soil (Stocker & 
Reidinger, 1990). 
 
 Despite the lack of good quality field monitoring data, a number of studies including 
model tests, full-scale field tests and numerical simulations have been carried out at different 
parts of the world.  The results of these studies provide useful insight into the role and 
behaviour of soil nail heads.  Many of the studies are related to soil nailed retaining walls 
where soil nail heads are integrated into a concrete facing. 
 
 
3.2   Experimental Full-scale Structures and Laboratory Model Tests 
 
 Full-scale experiments on instrumented, sub-vertical nailed walls were carried out by 
Gässler & Gudehus (1981).  Soil nails and shotcrete facing were constructed during 
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excavation.  The soil nails were installed by driving bars into the ground.  The test walls 
were 20 feet high.  Earth pressures behind the shotcrete facing of the walls were measured 
by hydraulic cells and forces along selected soil nails were monitored by strain gauges.  
Figure 3 shows the instrumentation of the test walls.  The reinforced soil bodies were 
brought to failure either by surcharging the wall crest or by pulling out the lowest row of soil 
nails. 
 
 Typical earth pressure measured behind the facing is shown in Figure 4.  The 
distribution of the facing pressure was closer to uniform than triangular in shape, with a 
marked reduction close to the toe.  Under self-weight loading, the resultant lateral earth 
pressure acting on the facing was about 50% of the active earth pressure calculated using 
Coulomb’s theory.  When surcharge was added from the wall crest, the resultant earth 
pressure on the facing increased to about 70% of the Coulomb’s active value.  Indeed, loads 
of 60 to 70% of the Coulomb active earth pressure were repeatedly observed on the facing of 
different experimental walls and so it was recommended that the shotcrete facing and the nail 
heads should be designed for these reduced earth pressures. 
 
 Plumelle & Schlosser (1990) reported a test on an experimental wall of 6 m in height.  
Three rows strain-gauged soil nails were installed at the upper portion of the wall whereas the 
lower portion was unreinforced (see Figure 5a).  The unreinforced portion of the wall was 
supported by 1 m high panels numbered 1, 2 and 3.  The face of the nailed portion was 
retained by another panel numbered 4.  The panels supporting the unreinforced portion were 
removed one by one in the sequence of panel 3, 2 and 1.  When panels 3 and 2 had been 
removed, local instability occurred and the failed soil was in the shape of an arch.  When 
panel 1 was removed, a local failure took place, leading to the overall failure of the wall.  
The forces at the nail heads were monitored during the test.  Figure 5b shows that the forces 
at the nailed head increased in steps that corresponded to the removal of the panels.  This 
illustrates the effect of soil arching. 
 
 Gutierrez & Tatsuoka (1988) reported loading tests performed on three model sand 
slopes: (i) unreinforced slope, (ii) slope reinforced with metal strips but without a facing, and 
(iii) slope reinforced with metal strips and with a facing (Figure 6).  The slopes were loaded 
at the crest by a footing with a smooth base.  Result of the tests is shown in Figure 7.  It 
indicates that the reinforced slope with facing can sustain a higher load than the reinforced 
slope with no facing, and a much higher load than the unreinforced slope.  Figure 8 shows 
the failure planes of the slopes when loaded at the crest.  Deep and shallow failure planes 
were observed in the unreinforced slope.  For the reinforced slope with no facing, failure 
took place close to the slope face.  This was because the reinforcement alone was not 
effective at retaining the active zone.  For the reinforced slope with facing, the failure was 
observed at a greater depth.  The maximum tensile force generated in the reinforcement was 
larger than that in the reinforced slope with no facing.  Furthermore, substantial tensile force 
was induced in the reinforcement at the connection to the facing.  This shows that the facing 
can enhance the stability of reinforced slope and help prevent shallow failures. 
 
 A series of small-scale model tests and full-scale field tests were carried out and 
analysed by Muramatsu et al (1992) to investigate the effects of soil nail heads.  For the 
small-scale model tests, the model retaining walls were 50 cm wide, 200 cm long and 120 cm 
high.  Excavation and cutting were simulated in the tests.  The set up of the model walls is 
shown in Figure 9.  Two types of facing were used.  They were continuous “grating crib” 
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type and independent “bearing plate” type, as shown in Figure 10.  The surface areas of each 
of these two types of facing were varied in the tests.  Figure 10 also shows the typical test 
results for the case of using a 3 cm square bearing plate, and another case of using a “grating 
crib” of a width of 1 cm for the facing.  Figure 11 depicts the relationship between the 
limiting excavation heights of the slopes and the areas occupied by the facing.  The Figure 
shows that the excavation heights of the reinforced slopes increase with increasing ratios of 
the facing area to the slope face area.  This indicates that the stability of the reinforced slopes 
is influenced by the proportion of the slope face supported by the nail head or facing.  A 
comparison of the typical distribution of tensile forces along the lengths of the soil nails 
between the case of bearing plate and that of grating crib facing is shown in Figure 12.  For 
the case of the bearing plate, the distribution of the tensile force along the nail is more or less 
symmetric with the maximum tension force developed at approximately the mid-length of the 
nails.  The pattern of the force distribution is different for the case of the “grating crib” 
facing, where the maximum tension is developed close to the nail head. 
 
 For the field test undertaken by Muramatsu et al (1992), a steep cut slope was formed 
to a height of 9.5 m at a gradient of roughly 80°.  Reinforcing bars of 5 m long were driven 
into the slope at an angle of 10 degrees downwards.  Both the vertical and horizontal 
spacings of the bars were 1.5 m.  Two different types of facing were used on two sides of the 
slope face.  One type was 100 mm thick continuous shotcrete facing and the other was 
sprayed concrete crib (beam width: 20 cm, grating spacing: 1.5 m), see Figure 13.  Figure 14 
shows the tensile forces that were developed in the reinforcing bars together with results of 
numerical analysis using a two-dimensional finite element method.  The measured and the 
calculated values show a similar trend.  For the case of shotcrete facing, the maximum 
tensile force was observed near the mid-length of the reinforcing bars.  In contrast, the 
maximum tensile force was observed at or close to the connection between the facing and the 
bar for the case of concrete crib.  The magnitudes of the maximum tensile forces were 
generally higher than those of the shotcrete facing.  This suggests that the flexible shotcrete 
facing used in the test contributed less to the improvement of the overall stability of the slope 
when compared to the more rigid concrete crib. 
 
 A series of centrifuge model tests of vertical and near vertical nailed slopes was 
conducted by Tei et al (1998).  The model slopes were 200 mm high and constructed of 
Leighton Buzzard sand.  Four types of facing were used to cover the slope face in order to 
investigate the influence of the stiffness and roughness of the facing on the stability of the 
nailed slopes.  The model slopes were initially tested at 30 g acceleration, which 
corresponded to a prototype structure of 6.0 m high.  If failure was not obtained, the 
acceleration was increased gradually to a maximum of 80 g.  Figure 15 shows that the 
magnitudes of horizontal displacements were related to the stiffness of the facing - lesser 
displacements were for facings of higher stiffness. 
 
 
3.3   Field Prototype Studies 
 
 Stocker & Riedinger (1990) present the results of field monitoring of instrumented 
nearly vertical nailed retaining walls of heights up to 15 m.  The facing consisted of 
shotcrete of 250 mm in thickness.  The field monitoring lasted for over 10 years.  The earth 
pressure on the facing, inferred from the strain gauges installed at about 0.2 m behind the 
facing, was uniform with depth as shown in Figure 16.  The measured pressure was about 
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63% of the calculated earth pressure. 
 
 Similar behaviour was observed in other nailed walls during the investigations carried 
out as part of French National Research Project: Clouterre.  Under service conditions, the 
ratio of nail head load to the maximum nail load was typically in the range of 0.4 to 0.5.  
This ratio tends to increase with a wide spacing of the nails and pronounced rigidity of the 
facing (French National Research Project, 1991). 
 
 FHWA (1998) present results of earth pressure monitoring carried out on a number of 
instrumented nailed retaining walls.  A summary of the normalised measured nail head loads, 
as a function of the nail depth within the wall, is plotted on Figure 17.  It can be noted that 
the nail head loads were fairly uniform in the upper two-thirds of the walls and decreasing in 
the lower part of the walls.  The normalised measured nail head loads in the upper part of the 
wall varied in general from 0.3 to 0.7.  According to FHWA (1998), the average normalised 
nail head load was in the range of 0.4 to 0.45, or less than 60% of the maximum nail loads 
observed under the service condition.  
 
 
3.4   Numerical Simulations 
 
 Parametric numerical studies were performed by Ehrlich et al (1996) using finite 
element modelling.  Results of the analyses indicate that the facing stiffness influenced the 
bending moments of the soil nails and, to a lesser extent, the nail tension forces.  It was 
concluded that the facing stiffness would help to control yielding of the soil close to the 
facing. 
 
 Babu et al (2002) investigated the behaviour of nailed retaining walls with structural 
facing by carrying out numerical simulations.  One of the aspects examined in the 
simulations was the effect of connections of the facing and the nails on the behaviour of 
nailed walls.  The results of the simulations are shown in Figure 18, which show that the 
connection significantly improves the critical excavation height and contributes to additional 
stability for the same height.  Figure 19 shows the typical results of the distribution of tensile 
forces along the length of the nails for case (a) with, and case (b) without connection to the 
facing.  The trends are markedly different between the two cases.  The maximum tension is 
mobilised at locations close to the facing when connection is provided whereas the mobilised 
maximum tensile force is located at approximately the mid-length of the nails when 
connection is not provided.  The maximum axial forces are shown as a function of z/H in 
Figure 20 for the two cases.  It can be seen that the higher maximum tensile forces were 
developed when nails were connected to the facing.  The higher tensile forces increased the 
stability and reduced lateral deformation of the walls. 
 
 A parametric study was carried out by MGSL (2003) using the finite difference 
program “FLAC”.  The objective of the study was to understand more about the general 
behaviour of the soil nail head relating to the soil nail force for different slope geometry, 
ground conditions, soil nail patterns and loading conditions.  From the study, the ratio of the 
soil nail head force to the maximum nail tension force was reported to vary between 0.1 and 
0.46 for different groundwater conditions considered. 
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3.5   Other Studies 
 
 Mitchell & Villet (1987) reviewed various design methods for soil nailing in 
excavations.  They indicate that facing elements could be designed to support local soil 
pressure on the facing. 
 
 Tatsuoka (1992) provided a comprehensive overview of the role of the rigidity of 
facing on the stability of nailed slopes and retaining walls.  He concluded that local and 
overall facing rigidities could help reduce the deformations and increase the stability of nailed 
structures.  He also remarked that a nailed retaining wall could be much lighter than a 
conventional reinforced concrete retaining wall because most of the earth pressure acting on 
the back face of the facing would be supported by the nails if they were at close spacing. 
 
 
3.6   Discussion 
 
 Results of the above model tests, field measurements and numerical simulations 
highlight the importance of soil nail heads in the soil nailing applications.  They show that 
soil nail heads, whether in the form of individual concrete pads or as part of concrete facing, 
play a beneficial role in enhancing the shearing resistance of the soil in the active zone. 
 
 The above studies also indicate that the nail head loads mobilised under service 
loading for typical nail spacing are less than the maximum tensile loads developed in the 
nails. 
 
 
4.   SOIL NAIL HEAD DESIGN METHODS 

4.1   General 
 
 The design methods as used in Hong Kong, UK, France, USA, Japan and Germany are 
summarised below, drawing attention to common similarities and relevant differences.  It 
should be noted that many of the design methods are based on the results of some of the 
studies described in Section 3 above.  For example, some full-scale experiments on actual 
nailed structures illustrate that the loads induced at the soil nail heads are typically some 
fractions of the maximum tensile load developed in the soil nails.  This observation is 
included in many of the design methods. 
 
 Some of the design methods are related mainly to nailed retaining walls where the nail 
heads are integrated into a continuous reinforced shotcrete facing.  As such, they mostly deal 
with the determination of the structural strength of the nail heads (e.g. flexural strength and 
punching shear strength) and the nail-facing connections.  In some countries (e.g. UK and 
Japan), guidance is also given for the design of isolated nail heads whose capacities are also 
controlled by bearing failure in soil. 
 
 
4.2   Hong Kong Approach 
 
 There is no standard for the design of soil nail head in Hong Kong.  Watkins & 
Powell (1992) proposed that the soil beneath the nail head should have a minimum factor of 
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safety of 3 against bearing failure resulting from the load induced by the nail head.  No 
details are given as how the bearing capacity should be determined. 
 
 Standard nail head size of 400 x 400 mm x 250 mm thick is normally used in the LPM 
design.  Construction details typically follow those shown in Figure 21.  The standard nail 
head size is used empirically and bearing capacity check or structural designs are in general 
not carried out in design. 
 
 From the survey on soil nail head design practice undertaken by MGSL (2003), for 
private projects, most practicing engineers base their designs on the presumed allowable 
bearing capacity of soils for foundation on horizontal ground given in the PNAP 141: 
Foundation Design.  Some engineers use the approach stipulated in HA68/94 (Department of 
Transport, 1994); and some other use bearing capacity equations but assuming that the nail 
heads are founded on horizontal ground. 
 
 
4.3   United Kingdoms Approach 
 
 The code of practice for strengthened/reinforced soil and other fills (BS8006: 1995) 
gives little guidance on design of soil nail head/facing.  It advises that the facing should be 
designed to accommodate soil pressures corresponding to the reactions in the connections, 
which themselves are forces corresponding to between 75% and 100% of the maximum 
tensile force resisted by the reinforcement. 
 
 Methods for design of nailed structures and reinforced fill structures can be found in 
HA68/94.  The design is based on limit state principles incorporating partial factors.  
According to HA68/94, if the soil nails are not connected to a continuous facing but to a 
‘waling plate’, the bearing capacity of the front face ‘waling plate’ should be checked. 
 
 The bearing force acting on the slope surface by the nail head is taken as the difference 
between the designed tension in the nail and the soil/nail frictional force developed along the 
nail length at the active zone.  Lower- and upper-bound solutions for checking the bearing 
capacity of the ‘waling plate’ in soil are provided and they are shown in Figure 22 (a) and 
Figure 22 (b) respectively.  The bearing capacity of a nail head is estimated based on the 
angle of shearing resistance (φ) of the soil whereas the cohesion is not considered.  The 
dimensions of nail head can be determined using these solutions.  Derivations of the 
lower-bound solution are provided in Appendix A, which are based on Love (2003). 
 
 
4.4   US Approach 
 
 The recommended soil nail design method is given in FHWA (1998).  The design 
recommendations are primarily related to nailed retaining walls and as such mainly nail heads 
attached to a facing are considered.  This method considers directly the influence of the 
facing and the magnitude and distribution of nail forces.  In this approach, a trial pattern of 
soil nails is first selected.  An allowable nail load support diagram is then developed based 
on factored nail head resistance, factored pull-out resistance and the allowable tensile strength 
of the nail (see Figure 23).  The nail forces contributing to the overall stability of the nailed 
soil mass are determined at the location where the failure plane intersects the nail loading 
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diagram. 
 
 It can be noted from Figure 23 that the strength of nail head (TF) is an important 
parameter for developing the nail load diagram that gives the magnitude and distribution of 
tensile forces along the soil nail.  It is one of the elements required to define the overall 
reinforcing capacity of the nail.  It is emphasized in FHWA (1998) that the distribution of 
pressure on the facing between the nails is non-uniform and arching effects tend to develop 
horizontally and vertically between the nails, and as a result, stresses are concentrated at the 
nail head.  The non-uniformity of the facing pressure distribution is illustrated in Figure 24.  
The higher pressure at the nail head needs to be considered in design.  A nail head load 
corresponding to 50% of the maximum nail load is recommended to be adopted for design 
purposes.  Details of typical permanent and temporary nail heads used in the U.S. are shown 
in Figure 25. 
 
 FHWA (1998) also provides comprehensive guidelines for the structural design of the 
facing, with particular emphasis on the nail heads.  The structural design requires provision 
of adequate concrete thickness, reinforcement, and moment capacity to resist the earth 
pressure applied to the facing spanning between adjacent nail heads, and provision of 
adequately sized bearing plates at the nail heads to provide enough punching shear capacity.  
Joshi (2003) has examined the behaviour of soil nail head strength for different nail spacing, 
and developed a number of design charts for determining nail head strength against various 
failure modes. 
 
 
4.5   French Approach 
 
 The approach of soil nail design is given in French National Research Project (1991).  
As the design approach is mainly for nailed retaining walls, method for designing facing 
rather than isolated nail heads is provided in the document.  The facing is designed on the 
basis of a uniform earth pressure corresponding to a fraction of the maximum tension that can 
be developed in the soil nail.  It requires the determination of the tension, To, at the soil nail 
heads, and the soil pressure P on the facing resulting from the tension.  P can be calculated 
from the following equation: 
 
 P = To / (Sh Sv) ..........................................................(1) 
 
where Sh and Sv are the horizontal spacing and vertical spacing of the soil nails respectively. 
 
 The maximum value of the ratio To / Tmax obtained from the following empirical 
equations is to be used in the design: 
 
 To / Tmax = 0.5 + (S – 0.5) / 5 when 1 ≤ S ≤ 3 m ..............................(2) 
 To / Tmax = 0.6  when S ≤ 1 m 
 To / Tmax = 1  when S ≥ 3 m 
 
where S = maximum of Sv and Sh, expressed in meter.  
 
 Same as the US approach, the French National Research Project (1991) points out that 
the distribution of pressure on the facing between soil nails is non-uniform because arching 
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effects tend to develop between the nails and this results in stress concentrations in the 
vicinity of the nails. 
 
 Guidance for the structural design of the facing is also provided in the French National 
Research Project (1991).  Structural failures due to bending, shearing and punching of the 
facing around the nail head need to be considered in the design. 
 
 Typical details of the nail head and facing connection are shown in Figure 26. 
 
 
4.6   Japanese Approach 
 
 Similar to the US approach, the design used in Japan also considers the earth pressure 
acting on the nail head (To) when calculating the distribution of tension force in the soil nails.  
According to Miki et al (1997), the design axial load of a soil nail, Tpa, should be the lowest 
among: (i) pull-out resistance that can be developed at the active zone, T1pa; (ii) pull-out 
resistance that can be developed at the resistant zone, T2pa; and (iii) allowable tensile strength 
of the soil nail, Tsa.  Figure 27 depicts the principles.  It also shows that the pull-out 
resistance in the active zone will be very small if the force at soil nail head (To) is not 
considered. 
 
 For the soil nail head design load, Japan Highway Public Corporation (1998) suggests 
that a force reduction coefficient, μ = To / Tmax, is to be applied to the soil nail head.  The 
coefficient is based on measurements of actual nailed structures and model tests.  It lies 
between 0.2 and 1.0, depending on the nail spacing, nail length and the type of surface where 
the nail heads rest on.  Figure 28 shows a plot of the distribution of the coefficient.  The 
tension at the nail head is determined by: 
 
 To = μ Td ...........................................................(3) 
 
where Td is the designed tension in the soil nail.  
 
 Details of different types of soil nail heads used in Japan are shown in Figure 29. 
 
 
4.7   German Approach 
 
 During the course of this study, no English literature on the soil nail head/facing 
standard has been located.  However, according to Stocker & Riedinger (1990), the standard 
German practice is that shotcrete linings are designed for 85% of the active Coulomb’s earth 
pressure at the back face of the wall. 
 
 
4.8   Discussion 
 
 Most of the overseas design approaches recognize the soil nail head or facing as a 
significant component of the overall soil nail system, and they provide specific 
recommendations for design pressures.  These approaches also recognize that the 
magnitudes of pressures induced in the soil nail heads are controlled by many factors such as 
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the density and length of the nails and the stiffness of the nail head.  Both the UK and the 
Japanese approaches require that the pull-out failure at the active zone is to be checked.  The 
UK approach also requires the checking of the bearing capacity failure in soil. 
 
 The French, Japanese and German methods use empirical earth pressures which are 
related either to the maximum tension developed in the soil nail (Tmax) or Coulomb earth 
pressure. 
 
 The U.S. and Japanese approaches consider directly the strength of nail head when 
determining the magnitude and distribution of nail forces along the length of the soil nails.  
If the beneficial effect of the nail head is not considered, the pull-out resistance of the soil nail 
at the active zone would be significantly reduced.  This may lead to more number of soil 
nails being required. 
 
 In all the overseas design methods, the size, thickness and reinforcement details of soil 
nail heads are determined on the basis of the earth pressure acting on the nail heads.  Two 
main design aspects are considered; they are the bearing capacity of the soil beneath the nail 
head and the structural strength of the nail head itself.  Many of the design methods (such as 
those used in France and U.S.) are developed mainly for nailed walls where the nail heads 
form part of the concrete facing.  In those cases, bearing failure of the nail head or facing is 
unlikely to occur and as such little guidance has been provided in respect of bearing capacity 
failure.  A method on design against bearing failure of the soil behind isolated nail heads is 
given in the UK guidance document HA68/94. 
 
 Unlike all the overseas approaches considered, a single sized (400 x 400 mm) nail 
head is used in the LPM designs in Hong Kong irrespective of the magnitude of the nail head 
load or the ground condition. 
 
 The overseas design methods described above recognize the beneficial effect of 
confinement provided by soil nail heads. 
 
 
5.   NUMERICAL ANALYSES 

5.1   General 
 
 Numerical simulations were carried out using the two-dimensional finite difference 
code, Fast Lagrangian Analysis of Continua (FLAC), which was developed by Itasca (1996).  
A Mohr Coulomb model was used for the soil.  The soil nail was modeled as cable elements.  
Soil-nail interaction was represented by a spring-slider system having shear springs located at 
the nodal points along the cable elements. 
 
 The numerical simulations were divided into two principal parts: 
 

(a) investigation of the effect of nail heads on stability of nailed 
slopes; and 

 
(b) determination of the sizes of individual nail heads based on 

bearing capacity consideration. 
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5.2   Effect of Nail Heads on Stability of Nailed Slopes 

5.2.1   Slope Model and Material Parameters 
 
 Two cases were considered in the analysis: (i) unreinforced slope, and (ii) slope 
reinforced with soil nails.  For both cases, the model slopes were 20 m high, standing at an 
angle of 55°, and with an up-slope of 10° in gradient at the crest.  For the case of reinforced 
slope, seven rows of soil nails were provided.  This corresponds to a vertical nail spacing (Sv) 
of 2 m.  The horizontal spacing of the nails (Sh) was taken to be 1.5 m.  Each nail was 20 m 
long with 40 mm diameter steel bar in a 100 mm grouted hole.  The initial shear strength 
parameters of the soil were assumed to be ci' = 10 kPa, and φi' = 43°, so that the unreinforced 
slope had a factor of safety greater than 1.  Figures 30 shows the geometry of the slope and 
the material parameters used in the numerical analysis for the reinforced slope.  The model 
for the unreinforced slope was the same as that shown in the Figure except without soil nails 
and nail heads. 
 
 A Mohr Coulomb model was used for the soil.  The nail heads and facing were 
modelled as linear elastic materials.  A cable element was used to represent the soil nail as 
the bending stiffness of the soil nail was not considered.  Developments of the tensile forces 
in the nails were governed either by the tensile strength of the nail or the peak shear strength 
at the soil-grout interface. 
 
 Since the FLAC adopts 2-dimensional plain strain analysis, the nail heads were 
modelled as infinitely long beams of specific widths.  In order to investigate the influence of 
the size of the nail heads on the stability of slopes, two nail head sizes were considered.  
They were 400 mm wide and 800 mm wide.  All of them were 250 mm thick.  In addition, 
continuous concrete facing of 250 mm in thickness was also studied. 
 
 
5.2.2   Analytical Approach 
 
 Slope stability analysis was first carried out on the unreinforced slope.  From the 
results of the analysis, the unreinforced slope has a minimum factor of safety (FoS) close to 
1.0 for the initial soil strength parameters of ci' = 10 kPa, and φi' = 43°. 
 
 In slope engineering, the FoS is conventionally defined as the ratio of the actual soil 
shear strength to the minimum shear strength required for equilibrium.  As pointed out by 
Duncan (1996), FoS can also be defined as “the factor by which the shear strength of the soil 
would have to be divided to bring the slope into a state of barely equilibrium”.  FoS can 
therefore be determined simply by reducing the soil shear strength until failure occurs.  This 
strength reduction approach is often used to compute FoS using finite element or finite 
difference programs (Dawson et al (1999), Krahn (2003)).  In this study, the approach was 
adopted to determine the FoS of slopes for the following cases: 

 
(a) nailed slope with no nail heads, 
 
(b) nailed slope with nail head size of 400 mm wide, 
 
(c) nailed slope with nail head size of 800 mm wide, and 
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(d) nailed slope with nail heads integrated in a full surface 
facing of 250 mm thick. 

 
 For each case, the factor of safety (FoS) was determined by progressively reducing the 
shear strength of the soil in the model until numerical non-convergence of unbalanced forces 
and displacements at chosen monitoring points occurred.  This analysis was done by trial 
and error using parameters cm' and φm', where 
 
 cm' = ci' / FoS = 10 / FoS  (kPa) ......................................................(4) 
 
 φm' = tan-1 (tan φi' / FoS) = tan-1 (tan 43° / FoS) ...............................(5) 
 
 This strength reduction approach is similar to that described by Dawson et al (1999) 
and Krahn (2003). 
 
 
5.2.3   Results of Numerical Simulations 
 
 Typical outputs obtained from the FLAC analyses are given in Appendix B. 
 
 The relationship between the calculated FoS and the nail head sizes for the model 
slopes is plotted in Figure 31.  The FoS increases from 1.0 for the unreinforced slope to 1.2 
for the nailed slope with no nail heads.  Substantial increases in the FoS are obtained with 
nail head sizes from 400 mm wide to about 800 mm wide.  The trend of increase levels off 
for nail head sizes larger than 800 mm wide.  It shows that nail head has significant effect on 
the stability of a soil nailed slope. 
 
 The total of the maximum tensile forces mobilised in all the soil nails (Σ Tmax) at limit 
equilibrium condition of the model are given below: 
 
Nail Head Sizes 
 

Total of Maximum Nail Tensile Forces, Σ Tmax

 
Nil  247 kN 
400 mm wide  957 kN 
800 mm wide  1211 kN 
Full surface facing  1220 kN 
 
 The above values are also plotted in Figure 32 which shows that Σ Tmax increases with 
the increasing size of the nail heads.  Close similarity between Figure 31 and Figure 32 
indicates that the FoS of the nailed slopes is directly related to Σ Tmax. 
 
 Figure 33 compares the distribution and magnitude of the axial forces developed in the 
soil nails for the reinforced slope with no nail head and the reinforced slope with nail head of 
800 mm wide.  For the slope with no nail head, no tension forces are induced at the front end 
of the nails and the maximum tension (Tmax) occurs close to the slope face.  For the slope 
with 800 mm wide nail head, the force distribution pattern is markedly different from that of 
no nail head.  Substantial tension force is generated at the nail head (To), and the maximum 
tension (Tmax) occurs at a distance behind from the slope face.  Similar results are also 
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obtained in the nailed slopes with other nail head sizes. 
 
 Results of the FLAC analyses show that substantial tension forces are induced in the 
soil nails at the nail heads (To).  Figure 34 shows the distribution of the ratio of To / Tmax for 
nailed slopes with different nail head sizes.  The values for To / Tmax range mainly between 
0.55 and 0.75. 
 
 Figure 35 shows the locations of the maximum nail forces developed in the soil nails 
for the reinforced slopes with different nail head sizes at the limit equilibrium condition.  
The locations of Tmax in general lie further away from the slope face for larger nail heads.  
As the locus of the Tmax in a nailed slope at limit equilibrium corresponds with the failure 
plane, larger nail heads tend to force the failure planes further away from the slope face.  
This is consistent with the observations made by Gutierrez & Taksuoka (1988). 
 
 
5.3   Simulation of Active Zone Failure on Slope 
 
 Analyses were also performed to simulate the situation that the interfacial shear stress 
between the nails and the soil in the active zone were all lost, such as that when the active 
zone had disintegrated.  The profile and geometry of the model considered are shown in 
Figure 36.  It was assumed in the analyses that the soil nails were not bonded to the 
surrounding soil, i.e. zero soil/nail friction.  Simulations were run for a series of thicknesses 
of the failed active zone. 
 
 The strength reduction approach as described in Section 5.2.2 was applied in the 
simulations.  For a given thickness, the shear strength of the soil within that layer was 
adjusted using equations (4) and (5) above until numerical instability occurred. 
 
 No changes were made to the shear strength parameters (ci' and φi') of the soil outside 
the failed active zone.  Typical results of the simulations are shown in Figure 37.  Shear 
zones of the soil developed behind the nail heads resemble the shape of failure zone 
considered in HA68/94.  The calculated FoS decreases with increasing thickness of the 
failed active zone. 
 
 
5.4   Determination of Nail Head Sizes Based on Bearing Capacity Considerations 

5.4.1   Material Parameters and Analytical Approach 
 
 FLAC analysis was performed to examine the bearing capacity failure of square soil 
nail heads.  Three slope angles were considered: 45°, 55° and 65°.  Since it was a plain 
strain analysis, the nail head force was adjusted based on the length of one side of the nail 
head.  Take a 400 mm x 400 mm nail head as an example, if the actual nail head force is 
F (kN), the adjusted force would be: F x 1000 / 400 (kN/m).  In the following discussions, 
the nail head forces or nail forces presented are unadjusted values. 
 
 A small slope model of 5 m in height was used in the analysis.  Typical details of the 
model used are shown in Figure 38.  In the analysis, the nail head was pushed into the soil 
face by a nail force (To) to simulate the situation of soil moving out from a slope and pressing 
against a soil nail head.  The nail head was placed at the lower part of the small model slope.  
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This is based on the result of a sensitivity check carried out to determine the effect of the 
locations of nail force on the results of simulations.  The result showed that bearing failures 
were sensitive to the vertical extent of the slope above the nail head but insensitive to the 
extent of the slope below the nail head. 
 
 The nail forces used were determined from the allowable tensile strength of steel bars 
(fm), using the following equations: 
 
 To = fm As (kN) ...................................................................(6) 
 
 fm = 0.55 fy ≤ 0.23 (kN / mm2) ...........................................(7) 
 
where fy is the characteristic strength of high yield bar, and As is the cross-sectional area of 
the steel bar. 
 
 The values of To vary directly with the cross-sectional area of the steel bar.  The nail 
load To calculated in this way is based on a simplifying assumption that To = Tmax.  The 
assumption ignores the contribution from the pull-out resistance at the active zone.  This 
does not have any significant effect on the result because the pull-out resistance that can be 
developed at the active zone is low owing to small overburden pressure at the front part of 
slope.  Besides, the soil mass near to the slope face can easily be disturbed by environmental 
changes (such as erosion, cyclic pore water pressure changes etc.) and other activities (such as 
construction and planting works).  As such the amount of pull-out resistance that can be 
mobilised is uncertain. 
 
 The nail force was applied at the center of the nail head at an inclination of 20° from 
the horizontal.  Bar sizes commonly used in soil nailing were considered.  As the current 
corrosion measures require the provision of a 2 mm sacrificial thickness on the bar radius, the 
reduced bar sizes resulting from this corrosion were also considered.  This means a smaller 
value of To.  Table 1 shows the values of To and the corresponding bar diameters used in the 
analysis. 
 
 Simulations were performed for three nail head sizes: 400 mm x 400 mm, 600 mm x 
600 mm and 800 mm x 800 mm.  The thickness of the nail heads was taken to be 250 mm.  
For a given nail head size and a given To, the strength parameters of the model slopes were 
varied until the failure state or excessive displacement occurred.  The failure state was 
reached when the prescribed out-of-balance forces at some monitoring points could not be 
reached, and the displacement/strain varying with the time steps at the same time did not 
show trend of convergence.  A common range of shear strength parameters for saprolithic 
soils was considered in the simulations. 
 
 
5.4.2   Results of Analyses 
 
 Figures 39 and 40 show respectively the displacement vectors and shear strains at the 
point of bearing failure for a 600 mm x 600 mm nail head on a 45° slope.  Nail heads of 
other sizes also have the same failure mode which is similar to that considered in HA68/94 
(see Figure 22). 
 



-  23  - 

 

 Results of the analyses in terms of c' – φ' envelope for limiting equilibrium (i.e. 
bearing failure occurs) for different sizes of soil nail heads are plotted in Figures C1 to C9 in 
Appendix C.  In these plots, the nail head loads are expressed as diameters of steel bars.  
Figures C1, C2 and C3 show the variation of nail head loads for slope angle of 45° for nail 
head sizes of 400 mm x 400 mm, 600 mm x 600 mm, and 800 mm x 800 mm respectively.  
Similarly, Figures C4 to C6 show the variation of nail loads for slope angle 55° and Figures 
C7 to C9 for slope angle 65°.  In each plot, the limit stability line sets a boundary below 
which the slope models become numerically unstable even without the application of nail 
head force.  Soils below this limit stability line generally have low c' values. 
 
 For ease of reference, the plots in Appendix C are simplified and summarised in 
Table 2 for a common range of c'- φ' values of Hong Kong soils and steel bars with allowance 
for sacrificial thickness.  For soils with c'- φ' values below the limit stability lines, the nail 
head sizes in Table 2 are determined from the method proposed by HA68/94.  This approach 
is conservative as HA68/94 ignores soil cohesion.  Based on the results of FLAC analyses, 
nail heads larger than 800 mm x 800 mm would be required for a few cases in which bar of 
40 mm diameter was used.  Since conservative assumptions have been adopted in the 
analyses, the maximum nail head size in Table 2 is set to be 800 mm x 800 mm.  For the 
same reason, in few cases where a slightly larger nail head size is obtained from the analysis, 
the smaller size is still adopted.  Conservatism of the assumptions used is discussed in 
Section 7.1 below. 
 
 It should be noted that the bearing capacity of a soil head is related to slope angles, 
with lower bearing capacity for smaller angles.  This is because the overburden pressure at 
the front section of the soil nails is lower for less steep slope face.  This does not mean that a 
steep slope is more stable than a gentle slope because when the angle of a slope face increases, 
other failure modes will govern although bearing failure is less critical. 
 
 The FLAC analysis was performed with the orientation of To at 20° downwards from 
horizontal.  A sensitive analysis has been carried out by varying the orientation of To from 
10° to 30°.  The results do not show any significant differences.  
 
 
5.4.3   Comparison of FLAC Results with HA68/94 
 
 For comparison purpose, nail head sizes were calculated for different nail head loads 
using the lower bound method adopted in HA68/94 (see Figure 22(a)).  In the calculations, 
the contribution from the pull-out resistance at the active zone was not considered.  The 
slope angle was taken to be 55° and the soil strength parameters were assumed to be 
c' = 5 kPa, and φ' = 38°.  Figure 41 compares the results based on HA68/94 with those based 
on the FLAC analyses given in Appendix C.  It shows that the head sizes obtained from the 
FLAC analyses are mostly smaller than those from HA68/94, probably because the latter 
assumes c' = 0. 
 
 
6.   LOCAL INSTABILITY OF SOIL BETWEEN NAIL HEADS 
 
 Soil between the nail heads is unsupported.  It is susceptible to local failure on steep 
slopes, especially when the nail head spacing is large and the soil is saturated with water.  



-  24  - 

Plates 3 and 4 show examples of such failures.  An analysis has been performed to 
investigate local instability of the soil between the nail heads.  Both dry and wet conditions 
of the soil were considered in the analysis. 
 
 A sliding failure mechanism as shown in Figure 42 was considered in the analysis.  
The shape of the sliding soil wedge is similar to that observed by Plumelle & Schlosser 
(1990), see Figure 5.  It was assumed that owing to the soil arching effect above and below 
the soil wedge, the overburden pressure above the horizontal plane AB was transferred to the 
surrounding soil and nail heads and would not act on the soil wedge. 
 
 For the wet condition, groundwater level was assumed to be at the slope surface and 
the water was flowing in the soil in a direction parallel to the slope face.  This mainly 
accounts for the situation that a transient water table is perched near the slope surface during 
heavy rain.  Soil movements are required for mobilizing resistance in the soil nails.  They 
may increase the permeability of the soil mass near the slope surface (due to opening up of 
relict joints or formation of new cracks), leading to the formation of the transient water table.  
Besides, perched water table may be developed due to heterogeneity in soil permeability.  
The forces considered on the soil wedge are illustrated in Figure 42. 
 
 Figure 43 shows the typical critical vertical distances between nail heads derived from 
the analysis.  Sliding of the soil wedge will occur if the critical vertical distance is exceeded.  
It can be noted from the Figure that the critical vertical distances decrease significantly when 
the soil changes from dry to wet.  They are more sensitive to c' than φ' of the soil. 
 
 From the result of the analysis, the thickness of the soil wedge (plane AB in Figure 42) 
at limit equilibrium decreases with increasing slope angles.  It also reduces from dry 
condition to wet condition. 
 
 
7.   DISCUSSION 

7.1   Soil Nail Head 
 
 Soil nail heads serve the following functions: 
 

(a) working as a reaction pad for the mobilization of tensile 
force in the soil nail and confining the soil in the active zone, 
and 

 
(b) preventing local failure between nails. 

 
 The confinement effect provided by nail heads is particularly important for nailed 
excavations, which usually involve relief of stress.  Failures with the active zone sliding off 
from front of soil nails have been observed in temporary nailed excavation in Hong Kong (see 
Plates 1 and 2).  This emphases the need for timely installation of adequately sized soil nail 
heads.  Soil movement is necessary to mobilise the nail resistance even if rigid nail heads are 
provided.  In cases where unfavourably oriented relict discontinuities are present in the soil 
mass (e.g. sub-vertical relict joints striking in the same direction of the slope), small soil 
movement can open up the discontinuities and thereby weaken the mass strength of the soil 
(Shiu et al, 1998).  For such cases, other stabilization measures that cause less soil 
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movements should also be considered. 
 
 The bearing capacity of soil behind nail head has been reviewed and analysed.  The 
results derived from the FLAC simulations provide a rational basis for dimensioning soil nail 
heads.  Adoption of these nail head sizes given in Table 2 will make bearing failure in soil 
not a critical failure mechanism and improve the stability of soil between nail heads.  Under 
the same nail head load, the lower bound method given in HA68/94 (U.K. Department of 
Transport, 1994) generally gives more conservative results than Table 2. 
 
 Table 2 as well as the plots contained in Appendix C have been devised based on the 
ultimate bearing capacity of the nail head in soil.  No additional safety factor is considered 
necessary for the following reasons: 
 

(a) a factor of safety against overall stability has been applied 
when calculating the stabilization force required from the 
soil nails; 

 
(b) the maximum tension force to be developed in the soil nail 

has been assumed to be totally transferred to the nail head 
(i.e. To = Tmax) and the soil/nail friction at the active zone is 
ignored; and 

 
(c) in soil nail design, the design nail force is usually less than 

0.55fy. 
 
 
7.2   Local Stability of Soil between Nail Heads 
 
 The result of analysis shows that local instability of the soil between nail heads could 
occur on steep slopes, particularly when the soil is saturated.  HA68/94 suggests that netting 
and pin could be used to prevent superficial “sloughing” of the soil from happening.  The 
details are shown in Figure 44. 
 
 Rüegger et al (2001) describe the use of high-tensile wire mesh in combination with 
soil nails for preventing local instabilities.  This method makes use of the high tensile 
capacity of the wire mesh to retain the soil between soil nails.  The mesh is fixed and often 
pretensioned to soil nails.  The force required to support the soil will be transmitted to the 
soil nails through the connections of the mesh and the nail heads.  Figure 45 shows the 
mechanism. 
 
 For LPM works in Hong Kong, a steel mesh is used in conjunction with a 
non-degradable erosion protection mat as part of the prescriptive measures for erosion 
protection works.  The steel mesh is laid on top of the mat.  Both the mesh and mat are 
fixed onto the slope surface by galvanised steel pins and connected to the nail heads by 
anchor bolts.  Details of this prescriptive approach can be found in Appendix C to Wong et al 
(1999).  Typical fixing details are given in CEDD Standard Drawing No. C2511 (see Figure 
46). 
 
 The prescriptive method used in the LPM works is similar to that recommended in 
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HA68/94 and Rüegger et al (2001).  In a recent exercise on assessing the effectiveness of 
erosion control mats, a number of slopes on which the prescriptive method has been applied 
have been inspected.  No local instability has been found on the slopes inspected but soil 
erosions are still observed on some steep and high slopes.  The reason of the erosion is that 
the vegetation fails to establish and grow because of the steep gradients of the slopes.  The 
inspections also reveal that on such slopes, the wire mesh can help control the surface erosion.  
Should erosion occur, the debris is trapped between the wire mesh and the slope surface.  
This acts like a protective layer to prevent further erosion from happening. 
 
 
8.   RECOMMENDED DESIGN METHODS 

8.1   Nail Head Size and Layout 
 
 It is recommended that the following three methods may be used for sizing nail heads, 
 

(a) the design chart presented in Table 2, 
 
(b) the lower-bound method proposed by HA68/94 (modified to 

ignore pull-out resistance at the active zone), and 
 
(c) the prescriptive design approach as shown in Table 3. 
 

 For design method (a), details for the derivation of the design guidance given in Table 
2 are presented in Section 5.4.  The required nail head size (either 400 mm square, 600 mm 
square or 800 mm square) can be determined from the Table based on the slope face angle and 
the shear strength of the material behind the nail head. 
 
 For design method (b), the lower bound solution proposed in HA68/94 provides a 
rational basis for sizing soil nail heads.  As discussed in Section 5.4.1 above, it would be 
more appropriate to disregard the pull-out resistance mobilised at the active zone when 
determining the nail head load.  The HA68/94 method has been modified by ignoring the 
pull-out resistance at the active zone.  The modified method is shown in Figure 47. 
 
 Steel bars used in prescriptive soil nail designs are either 25mm or 32 mm in diameter.  
From Table 2, the nail head sizes required for the two bar diameters are mostly 400 mm x 400 
mm or 600 mm x 600 mm.  A larger size of 800mm x 800mm is required only for slopes of 
smaller angles and lower soil shear strength.  For prescriptive soil nail designs, the upper 
bound nail head sizes derived from the FLAC analyses could be used.  Although there is not 
much experience in using the nail head sizes, they are considered to be adequately 
conservative.  Details of the prescriptive design approach are given in Table 3. 
 
 For situations where large nail head sizes with close spacing are required, alternative 
forms of soil nail heads such as concrete grillage beams may be considered. 
 
 Local instability may occur on soil between nail heads.  The current prescriptive 
approach of using steel mesh together with non-degradable erosion protection mat is 
considered to be an effective means of controlling local failures and surface erosion.  This 
method is similar to the approaches used in other countries.  Despite this, the method would 
not be able to completely prevent local instability on very steep slopes.  In those cases, a 
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hard surface cover may have to be used. 
 
 
8.2   Structural Design 
 
 The structural design of the nail heads shall follow the recommendations stipulated in 
relevant structural design codes.  Nail force acting uniformly on the nail head may be 
assumed in the structural design. 
 
 
8.3   Aesthetics 
 
 Exposed nail heads may have substantial influence on the appearance of a slope.  
Guidance on visual treatment of soil nail heads as given in GEO (2000) should be followed.  
In addition, recessed soil nail head with details similar to those shown in Figure 48 may be 
used. 
 
 
9.   CONCLUSIONS 
 
 The effect of soil nail head on stability of slopes has been examined analytically in this 
study.  The results of the analysis together with previous research results and experiences 
attest to the benefits of soil nail heads to slope stability.  Tensile force in the nails at the 
connections to nail heads effectively confines the soil immediately behind the head.  This 
confinement effect can significantly increase the stability of the soil in the active zone. 
 
 Nail head design methods being used by overseas countries take into account the 
confinement effect.  Also, loads induced in the nail heads are considered in the design.  
Bearing capacity failure of nail head in soil is a failure mode that needs to be considered in 
the design of nail head.  Numerical simulations have been performed to study this aspect.  
Plots of nail head sizes derived from the simulations have also been prepared. 
 
 Three different design methods are proposed for determining the sizes of soil nail 
heads. 
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Table 1 - Sizes of Steel Bars and Corresponding Nail Head Loads 
 

Diameter of Steel Bar (mm) Nail Head Load, To (kN) 
( To = 0.23 x As) 

25 113 

(21) 79.7 

32 185 

(28) 141.6 

40 289 

(36) 234 

 Notes: (1) The bracketed values are bar diameters with allowance made for sacrificial 
thickness provided for corrosion protection. 

  (2) As is the cross-sectional area of steel bar. 
 
 

 



 

Table 2 - Sizes of Square Concrete Soil Nail Heads (For Soil Nail Bars with Allowance for 2 mm Sacrificial Thickness on Radius) 
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45° ≤ Slope Angle < 55° 55° ≤ Slope Angle < 65° Slope Angle ≥ 65° 

Steel Bar Diameter (mm) Steel Bar Diameter (mm) Steel Bar Diameter (mm) φ' c'(kPa) 

25         32 40 25 32 40 25 32 40

2          800 800 800 600 600 800 600 600 800
4          600 800 800 600 600 800 600 600 800
6          600 800 800 400 600 800 400 600 600
8          600 600 800 400 600 800 400 600 600

34° 

10          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 600 600
2          600 800 800 600 600 800 600 600 800
4          600 800 800 400 600 800 400 600 800
6          600 600 800 400 600 800 400 600 600
8          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 600 600

36° 

10          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 400 600
2          600 800 800 400 600 800 600 600 600
4          600 600 800 400 600 800 400 600 600
6          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 600 600
8          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 400 600

38° 

10          400 600 800 400 400 600 400 400 600
2          600 600 800 400 600 800 600 600 600
4          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 400 600
6          400 600 800 400 600 600 400 400 600
8          400 600 600 400 400 600 400 400 600

40° 

10          400 600 600 400 400 600 400 400 600
 Notes: (1) Dimensions in mm unless stated otherwise. 
  (2) Only the length of one side of square nail head is shown in the Table. 
  (3) The minimum thickness of soil nail head should be 250 mm. 
  (4) The shear strength parameters (c’ and φ') of the soil near the slope surface should be used. 
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Table 3 - Prescriptive Soil Nail Head Design for Soil Cut Slopes or the  
 Soil Portion of CR Features 

 

Square Nail Head Size  
(mm x mm) Soil Nail Steel 

Bar Diameter (1) 
(mm) 

Geology 

Slope Angle < 55° 55° ≤ Slope Angle ≤ 65° 

25 or 32 Highly decomposed granitic 
or volcanic rock. 600 x 600 600 x 600 

25 or 32 

Soils including colluvial, 
residual or completely 
decomposed materials of 
granitic and volcanic origin, 
and weathered sedimentary 
rocks. 

800 x 800 600 x 600 

 Notes: (1) Refer to GEO Report No. 56 for prescriptive design of soil nails for cut slopes and 
Special Project Report No. SPR 2/2004 for prescriptive soil nail design for 
concrete and masonry retaining walls. 

  (2) The minimum thickness of the nail head should be 250 mm. 
  (3) For slope angles larger than 65°, reinforced concrete grillage beams instead of 

isolated soil nail heads should be used. 
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Figure 31 - Relationship between Factor of Safety and Nail Head Size 
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Figure 32 - Relationship between Total Maximum Nail Tensile Forces and Nail Head Size 
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Figure 34 - Distribution of To/Tmax in Soil Nails 
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Figure 35 - Locations of Maximum Tensile Force in Soil Nails 
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Figure 37 - Typical Results of Simulation of Failed Active Zone 
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Figure 39 - Displacement Vectors at Bearing Capacity Failure for Nail Head of 600 mm by 600 mm 
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Figure 40 - Shear Strains at Bearing Capacity Failure for Nail Head of 600 mm by 600 mm 
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 Legend: 
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 Notes: (1) Nail head load = 230 × πd2/4 (kN).   
   (2) Slope angle β = 55°, c' = 5 kPa and φ' = 38°. 
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Figure 41 - Comparison of Nail Head Sizes Obtained from FLAC Analysis and HA 68/94  
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Plate 1 - Failure of Temporary Nailed Cut Slope by Sliding off Front of Soil Nails 
 (Slope No. 11SW-A/C186) 



-  88  - 

 
 

Plate 2 - Failure of Temporary Nailed Cut Slope by Sliding off Front of Soil Nails 
 (Slope No. 8SW-A/C8) 
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Plate 3 - Local Failure between Soil Nail Heads (Slope No. 6NE-B/C8) 
 (Extracted from Landslide Study Report LSR 1/2004, GEO (2004)) 
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Plate 4 - Local Failure between Soil Nail Heads (Slope No. 6SE-D/C52) 
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APPENDIX A 
 

DERIVATIONS OF SOLUTION FOR DETERMINING NAIL HEAD SIZE GIVEN 
IN HA 68/94
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Derivation of solution in HA 68/94 (Love, 2003): 
 
The theoretical basis for the formula which appears on page E/3 of HA68/94 is as follows. 
 
The nail plate stress, σn' (where σn' = P/a2) may be related to the vertical effective stress, σv' 
acting above the fan zone, by the following relationship based on the method of stress 
characteristics: 
 

φθ

φ
φ

σ
σ tan)2(

2
v

n e
cos

)sin1(
'
' +
≈  

 
where θ is the angle (i.e. θ = π/4 - φ/2 + δ). 
 
The magnitude of σv' may by estimated as follows: 
 

βγσ tanB)r1(' uv −≈  
 
where B is the width of the top of the fan zone. 
 
B may be related to the width of the nail plate, a, as follows using the equation for a log 
spiral: 
 

φθ

φπ
tane

24
cos2

aB






 +

=  

 
Putting all this together and simplifying yields the relevant formula. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

TYPICAL RESULTS OF FLAC ANALYSIS ON THE EFFECT OF NAIL HEADS
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Figure B1 - Typical Result of Axial Force Distribution along Soil Nails 
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Figure B2 - Typical Result of Shear Strain Distribution  
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Figure B3 - Typical Result of Shear Strain and Displacement Vectors near the Slope Toe 
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APPENDIX C 
 

RESULTS OF STUDY OF BEARING FAILURE OF SOIL NAIL HEADS 
USING FLAC ANALYSIS 
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Figure C1 - Chart for 400 mm x 400 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 45° 
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Figure C2 - Chart for 600 mm x 600 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 45°
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Figure C3 - Chart for 800 mm x 800 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 45° 
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Figure C4 - Chart for 400 mm x 400 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 55° 
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Figure C5 - Chart for 600 mm x 600 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 55° 
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Figure C6 - Chart for 800 mm x 800 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 55° 
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   40 mm bar  40 mm bar with allowance for sacrifical thickness (i.e. bar diameter 36 mm) 
   32 mm bar  32 mm bar with allowance for sacrifical thickness (i.e. bar diameter 28 mm) 
   25 mm bar  25 mm bar with allowance for sacrifical thickness (i.e. bar diameter 21 mm) 
   limiting stability line (Model slope is unstable for c' and φ' below this line) 
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Figure C7 - Chart for 400 mm x 400 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 65° 

 



 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45

φ' (degrees)

c' 
(k

Pa
)

 

 Legend: 
   40 mm bar  40 mm bar with allowance for sacrifical thickness (i.e. bar diameter 36 mm) 
   32 mm bar  32 mm bar with allowance for sacrifical thickness (i.e. bar diameter 28 mm) 
   25 mm bar  25 mm bar with allowance for sacrifical thickness (i.e. bar diameter 21 mm) 
   limiting stability line (Model slope is unstable for c' and φ' below this line) 
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Figure C8 - Chart for 600 mm x 600 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 65°
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   limiting stability line (Model slope is unstable for c' and φ' below this line) 
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Figure C9 - Chart for 800 mm x 800 mm Nail Head and Slope Angle 65° 
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