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Land subsidence is one of the major geomorphological hazards in arid and semi-arid
regions. It is primarily caused by excessive groundwater extraction. In such areas, a decline
in groundwater levels can lead to the irreversible compaction of fine-grained layers, a
reduction in storage capacity, and damage to critical infrastructure. This study aims to
monitor the rate of land subsidence in the Damghan aquifer and analyse its relationship
with groundwater decline, using satellite data, piezometric information and field evidence.
The study area covers part of the Damghan aquifer in Semnan Province, spanning
approximately 1,522 km2. It contains an unconfined aquifer within heterogeneous alluvial
deposits. The dataset includes Sentinel-1A images from 2017 to 2021, records from 38
observation wells from 2017 to 2022, and drilling logs from 13 exploitation boreholes.
The results indicated that the decline in groundwater levels in the central and south-eastern
parts of the aquifer reached 5 metres, with an average annual rate of approximately 0.33
metres. Radar interferometry maps confirmed an average Analysis of soil texture and
saturated thickness revealed that zones with higher percentages of clay and silt are more
sensitive to groundwater decline. Even small drawdowns in boreholes containing fine-
grained sediments resulted in noticeable subsidence, whereas boreholes containing coarse-
grained sediments showed limited deformation. Field evidence, including casing
protrusion in piezometer wells of up to 27 cm, the formation of initial sinkholes and
changes in natural drainage patterns, highlights the practical implications of this
phenomenon. The findings of this study demonstrate that, in interaction with geological
characteristics and soil texture, groundwater decline is the main driver of subsidence in the
Damghan aquifer. Therefore, continuous groundwater monitoring and targeted
management of exploitation are essential to mitigate risks and ensure the region's
environmental and economic sustainability.

Introduction

Land subsidence is a significant geohazard in arid and
semi-arid regions, primarily caused by the extraction
of excessive amounts of groundwater and the
compaction of fine-grained
Damghan Plain, for example, agricultural expansion
and land conversion have put increased pressure on
in a significant decline in
groundwater levels and irreversible land deformation.
This threatens vital infrastructure and reduces aquifer

aquifers, resulting

This study integrates satellite radar interferometry
(Sentinel-1A), groundwater monitoring data, and
borehole logs to analyze subsidence patterns and their
correlation with groundwater decline. Eight SLC radar
images (2017-2021) were processed using MT-InSAR
techniques in SNAP, with topographic corrections
applied via SRTM DEM. Groundwater level data from
38 observation wells (2012-2019) were analyzed in
ArcGIS, and subsurface profiles from 13 boreholes
were interpreted using GMS software.

sediments. In the

storage capacity. The Damghan aquifer, which is

located within a

Materials and Methods

tectonic
heterogeneous alluvial deposits, plays a crucial role in
the regional water supply. However, its lithological
composition makes it highly susceptible to subsidence.

Subsidence Mapping and Validation

Eight interferograms were generated to produce semi-
annual subsidence rate maps. Validation was
performed using precise leveling data from station
1069BABI, confirming INSAR-derived rates of upto 5
cm/year compared to 1.1 cm/year from leveling.

basin  containing

Data Sources and Processing Framework
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Sensitivity Index and Zoning

A sensitivity index (Sc/Ah) was calculated for nine
boreholes to assess soil response to groundwater
decline. Zoning analysis using ArcMap’s Reclassify
tool identified high-risk subsidence zones.

Results and Discussion

The maximum subsidence rate was 32 cm and was
concentrated in the central and southwestern parts of
the plain. Over seven years, groundwater levels
showed a cumulative decline of 3.26 metres, with the
steepest drops (>7 metres) in the southeastern zones.
Boreholes containing fine-grained sediments and
experiencing moderate water decline exhibited higher
subsidence sensitivity (Sc/Ah > 0.30). Zoning analysis
revealed that 44% of the plain is affected by
subsidence, with 8%  experiencing critical
deformation. There was no significant spatial
correlation found between fault lines and subsidence
zones, indicating that groundwater depletion and
sediment compressibility are the dominant drivers.
Field surveys documented surface cracks along roads
and railways, sinkholes near pumping wells, casing
failures and structural damage to buildings and
bridges. These manifestations highlight the practical
consequences of subsidence hazards and the urgent
need for mitigation measures.

Conclusions

An integrated spatiotemporal analysis has confirmed
that land subsidence in the Damghan Plain is primarily
caused by a decline in groundwater levels and the
geotechnical properties of fine-grained sediments.
These findings highlight the importance of continuous
monitoring, sustainable groundwater management and
development control in high-risk areas. This study
provides a robust methodological framework for
assessing subsidence and offers actionable insights
into how to make infrastructure more resilient and
aquifers more sustainable in vulnerable regions.
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Fig. 6. Soil texture profile showing annual land subsidence rate, groundwater level decline, and alluvial thickness.
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Fig. 7. a) Zoning of average land subsidence rate in the Damghan plain during 2017-2019; b) Overlap of groundwater level
decline with high-subsidence zones; c) Lack of significant correlation between fault locations and subsidence areas.
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Fig. 8. Field images of land subsidence features across the Damghan aquifer.
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