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Lecture on Wednesday 28th July 2021: 

Engineering geomorphological case studies 

 

Presented by 

Professor James S Griffiths 

BSc PhD C.Eng EurGeol C.Geol FIMMM FGS PFHEA 

Registered Ground Engineering Professional Adviser 

14th Glossop Medallist 

Emeritus Professor of Engineering Geology & Geomorphology, University of 

Plymouth 

Consultant to Red Rock Geosciences Ltd, Exeter, UK  

 

Date: Wednesday 28th July 2021 

Venue: Zoom Lecture 

Meeting starts at 19:00  

 

 

Professor James [Jim] Griffiths joined the geotechnical 

department of Rendel Palmer & Tritton (Consulting 

Engineers) in April 1979 after completing his PhD research, 

supervised by Professor Denys Brunsden, at King’s College, 

London, on natural hazards to road construction in hot 

deserts. For the next 14½ years he worked in industry on a 

range of projects specialising in flood estimation for bridge 

and culvert design, highway earthworks design, slope 

stabilisation, onshore and near-shore site investigation 

interpretation, geotechnical database development, engineering geological and geomorphological 

mapping. For the period 1987-1990 he was technical director and main project manager for 

Geomorphological Services Ltd, and from 1991-1993 he was the Associate Director responsible for 

the Engineering Geology & Geomorphology Division of Engineering Geology Ltd. 

 

In September 1993 Jim joined Plymouth University as a lecturer in engineering geology. He was 

promoted to Head of the Department of Geology 1995-2001; Head of the School of Earth, Ocean & 

Environmental Sciences 2006-9; Head of the School of Geography, Earth & Environmental Sciences 
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2009-2013; was appointed Dean of Research & Innovation in May 2013; and was promoted to 

professor in 2005. He retired from the University in June 2015 but was awarded an emeritus 

professorship for his 20+ year contribution to the university and continues to work as an industrial 

consultant with Red Rock Geosciences based in Exeter. He is presently a trustee and officer of the 

Council of the Geological Society of London, is secretary of the Professional & Chartership 

Committee, and member of the Books Editorial Committee. He chaired the Engineering Group of 

the Geological Society (EGGS) 2006-8; chaired the EGGS working party on land surface evaluation 

in engineering practice (Griffiths 2001); was a member of the EGGS working parties on glacial & 

periglacial engineering geology (Griffiths & Martin 2017) and hot deserts (Walker 2012); and is 

presently on the EGGS working party on offshore engineering geology & geohazards. In addition, he 

was on the International Association of Geomorphologists working party on geomorphological 

mapping (Smith et al 2011), and the IAEG Commission (C22) on landscape evolution and engineering 

geology (Griffiths et al 2012). 

Jim has worked on projects throughout England and Wales, as well as in Algeria, Australia, Austria, 

Chile, Ethiopia, France, Georgia, Hong Kong, Ireland, Liberia, Netherlands, Pakistan, Papua New 

Guinea, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Switzerland, Syria, and the USA (California). He has appeared as an 

expert witness at the International Court of Arbitration in Paris (2007) as well as in legal proceedings 

in connection with landslides affecting developments in the U.K., California, and Papua New Guinea. 

Jim’s publication record to date comprises: 8 books with one in production for 2021; 16 book 

chapters (plus 1 in press); 71 journal and conference proceedings papers; and over 50 professional 

reports. In November 2013, he was awarded the 14th Glossop Medal by the Geological Society of 

London for his contribution to the teaching, research and practice of engineering geology. His 

Glossop paper was entitled, ‘Feet on the ground: the past, present and future of engineering 

geology’ (Griffiths 2014). 

 

Abstract of lecture 

Examples of the use of geomorphology to support investigations for civil engineering practice were 

first published in the UK in the mid-1970s (Brunsden et al 1976).  One result of that work was that 

the consulting engineers Rendel, Palmer & Tritton commissioned two PhD studentships based at 

King’s College, London, to develop the application of geomorphology to civil engineering practice. 

This presentation is by one of those King’s College alumni and explores the relationship between 

geomorphology, engineering geology and civil engineering through a series of case studies that he 

has been involved with over the past 40 years. These case studies cover: 
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1. Planning the route alignment for a 240km highway through the Syrian desert adjacent to 

the River Euphrates; 

2. Locating a suitable site for a flood irrigation weir on an active alluvial fan in Baluchistan, 

Pakistan; 

3. Developing a database to model soil erosion in the 120,000 km2 Awash River catchment in 

Ethiopia as part of a World Bank project following the famines in the mid-1980s; 

4. Mapping landslides for the Channel Tunnel portal and terminal in the U.K.; 

5. Investigating the causes of a landslide that stopped the construction of a tailings dam for a 

gold and copper mine in Papua New Guinea and led to £575million insurance claim; 

6. Assessing the reasons for adopting a revised location of an LPG plant in the Eastern 

Occidental area of Algeria as part of the investigation of a $150million construction claim;  

7. An investigation of the landslide risk for the construction of a coastal pathway in Antrim, 

Northern Ireland. 

The case studies are used to demonstrate the range of applications of geomorphology to 

engineering practice, as too often geomorphologists have been seen as field technicians who can 

just provide colourful maps. The contention is that using a geomorphological understanding of the 

landscape is key to developing the ground model that is now fundamental to all site investigations 

and required under the latest iteration of Eurocode 7.     
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This event is free of charge to all members of the Geological Society Home Counties North 

Regional Group. Priority will be given to Fellows, Candidate Fellows and Juniors of the 

Geological Society who are members of the Home Counties North Regional Group. 

FGS members must register their places in advance and once registered, you will be sent a link 

with instructions on how to join the lecture. Upon joining the lecture, the host will check you 

registered ID before letting you in. There may be a little wait, so please try to connect fifteen 

minutes ahead of 19:00. 

 

Please book your places on a first-come-first-served basis by e-mail to 

homecountiesnorthregionalgroup@gmail.com 

 

Please provide your membership number when booking your place. 

 

This event is supported by RSK, and Soil Consultants. 

 

 

 

 

homecountiesnorthregionalgroup@gmail.com

