
Tunnel Monitoring 

Role of Structural Health Monitoring (SHM) in Detecting Tunnel Defects: 

Structural Health Monitoring (SHM) plays a crucial role in detecting and addressing defects in 
tunnels, ensuring their safety, durability, and operational efficiency. Tunnels are subject to a variety 
of structural issues due to environmental conditions, mechanical loads, water ingress, and 
geological shifts. SHM systems can continuously monitor the structural integrity of tunnels, providing 
early warnings of defects that could lead to catastrophic failures. Below is an overview of how SHM 
contributes to detecting tunnel defects: 

Common Tunnel Defects 

1. Cracks in Tunnel Linings: 

o Description: Cracks in the concrete or shotcrete linings of tunnels can occur due to 
overloading, differential settlement, shrinkage, or thermal stresses. 

o Impact: Cracks may lead to water ingress, weakening the structure and causing 
further deterioration or collapse if not addressed. 

2. Water Ingress and Leakage: 

o Description: Tunnels are often prone to water ingress due to high groundwater 
pressure, poor waterproofing, or cracks in the lining. 

o Impact: Water ingress can cause corrosion of reinforcement, freeze-thaw damage, 
and weakening of structural components. 

3. Corrosion of Reinforcement: 

o Description: In reinforced concrete tunnels, the steel reinforcement can corrode 
over time, especially in areas exposed to water or aggressive chemicals. 

o Impact: Corrosion reduces the cross-sectional area of the reinforcement, leading to 
spalling of concrete and reduced load-carrying capacity. 

4. Deformation and Settlement: 

o Description: Tunnels can experience deformation or settlement due to ground 
movement, poor construction techniques, or material degradation. 

o Impact: Excessive deformation or uneven settlement can cause misalignment, 
cracks, and weakening of the tunnel structure. 

5. Spalling of Concrete: 

o Description: Spalling occurs when the outer surface of concrete linings flakes off, 
usually due to corrosion of reinforcement, freeze-thaw cycles, or poor-quality 
concrete. 



o Impact: Spalling reduces the protective cover over reinforcement and exposes the 
structure to further degradation. 

6. Material Fatigue and Wear: 

o Description: Repeated loading from vehicles or trains in tunnels can cause material 
fatigue, leading to cracks, wear, and eventual failure of structural elements. 

o Impact: Over time, this can reduce the structural capacity of the tunnel and create 
hazardous conditions. 

7. Joint and Segmental Defects: 

o Description: Tunnels built with precast segmental linings can develop defects at the 
joints, such as misalignment, gasket failures, or joint separation. 

o Impact: Joint defects may lead to water ingress, structural instability, or increased 
loads on other segments. 

8. Tunnel Instability Due to Ground Movements: 

o Description: Earthquakes, landslides, or underground excavations can cause ground 
movements, leading to tunnel instability, cracks, and potential collapse. 

o Impact: Ground movement may cause immediate or delayed structural failures if not 
monitored and mitigated in time. 

Role of Structural Health Monitoring (SHM) in Detecting Tunnel Defects: 

1. Crack Detection: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems can detect the initiation and propagation of cracks in tunnel 
linings using sensors such as crack gauges, strain gauges, and fiber optic sensors. 

o Methods: 

▪ Fiber Optic Sensors: These can be embedded in concrete to detect strain 
and stress variations, identifying cracks and their growth patterns. 

▪ Acoustic Emission Sensors: These sensors detect the sound waves 
produced by the formation and growth of cracks in tunnel linings. 

▪ Vibration Monitoring: Changes in natural vibration frequencies can indicate 
the presence of cracks or other structural issues. 

2. Water Ingress and Leakage Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems monitor for signs of water ingress and leaks through tunnel 
walls, which can lead to long-term structural damage if not addressed. 

o Methods: 



▪ Moisture and Humidity Sensors: These sensors track the presence of 
moisture and humidity levels within the tunnel to detect leaks or areas prone 
to water ingress. 

▪ Piezometers: Measure groundwater pressure around the tunnel, providing 
data to predict potential water ingress. 

▪ Temperature Sensors: Track variations in temperature that may indicate 
water seepage, as water ingress often leads to cooler surface temperatures. 

3. Corrosion Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems equipped with corrosion sensors help monitor the rate of 
steel reinforcement corrosion within the tunnel structure. 

o Methods: 

▪ Electrochemical Sensors: These measure the potential difference between 
the reinforcement and concrete, helping detect the onset and progression of 
corrosion. 

▪ Environmental Sensors: These sensors monitor factors like chloride 
content, pH levels, and humidity, which contribute to corrosion risk. 

4. Deformation and Settlement Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: Deformation sensors and inclinometers in SHM systems are used to 
detect shifts in the tunnel's structure due to settlement, ground movement, or stress. 

o Methods: 

▪ Inclinometers: Measure the tilt or rotation of tunnel segments or linings, 
indicating deformation or settlement. 

▪ Displacement Sensors: Monitor the movement of tunnel components, 
including expansion joints or connections between segments. 

▪ Laser Scanning Systems: Create detailed 3D models of the tunnel interior to 
detect any deformation or changes in the tunnel geometry over time. 

5. Vibration and Dynamic Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: Vibration monitoring using accelerometers helps detect dynamic loads 
from traffic, equipment, or external forces, which could indicate structural fatigue or 
wear. 

o Methods: 

▪ Modal Analysis: Identifies shifts in vibration patterns and natural frequencies 
that could signify damage or structural degradation. 



▪ Accelerometers: Track the tunnel’s response to dynamic loading, detecting 
anomalies that could indicate material fatigue or instability. 

6. Monitoring of Tunnel Segments and Joints: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems monitor the condition of joints and segments in precast 
segmental tunnel linings, detecting misalignment or movement that could lead to 
structural failure. 

o Methods: 

▪ Joint Sensors: Monitor for separation or misalignment in tunnel segments, 
which may occur due to settling, deformation, or stress. 

▪ Gasket Condition Monitoring: Sensors can be installed at joints to monitor 
the condition of waterproofing gaskets, which prevent water ingress. 

7. Seismic Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: In tunnels located in seismic zones, SHM systems equipped with seismic 
sensors track the impact of seismic events on tunnel stability. 

o Methods: 

▪ Seismic Sensors: Measure ground acceleration and tunnel response during 
and after earthquakes. 

▪ Post-Seismic Analysis: SHM systems analyze the structural health of the 
tunnel after seismic activity to assess whether immediate repairs are 
necessary. 

8. Ground and Environmental Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems also monitor the environmental conditions around tunnels, 
including soil movement, groundwater pressure, and environmental degradation 
factors. 

o Methods: 

▪ Ground Movement Sensors: These sensors detect soil shifts or settling that 
could affect tunnel stability. 

▪ Piezometers: Measure groundwater levels and pressure changes that may 
impact tunnel integrity. 

▪ Geotechnical Sensors: Track movements in surrounding earth materials to 
assess risk from landslides or ground subsidence. 

 

 

 



Benefits of SHM in Detecting Tunnel Defects: 

• Early Detection: SHM allows for real-time detection of structural defects, enabling early 
intervention before minor issues become critical. 

• Improved Safety: By continuously monitoring critical structural components, SHM 
enhances tunnel safety, preventing sudden failures. 

• Cost-Effective Maintenance: SHM data helps prioritize maintenance activities, reducing 
repair costs and avoiding unnecessary inspections. 

• Minimized Downtime: Continuous monitoring allows for predictive maintenance, reducing 
the need for tunnel closures due to unexpected failures. 

• Risk Mitigation: SHM can identify potential risks, such as water ingress or ground movement, 
allowing for timely preventive actions. 

• Long-Term Performance Monitoring: SHM systems provide a comprehensive view of tunnel 
health over time, helping assess the long-term performance and durability of the structure. 

 


