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The largest landslips1 on the south coast of England are those
associated with failure surfaces in montmorillonite-rich
mudstones close to the base of the Gault Formation (mid
Cretaceous). Those at Folkestone Warren, Sussex (Trenter and
Warren, 1996), Ventnor, Isle of Wight (Hutchinson, 1969) and
Black Ven-Spittles, west Dorset (Brunsden, 2002) are among the
largest active landslip systems in the UK. All three are close to
urban areas and have been the subject of extensive geological
and geomorphological studies.

Much of the area adjacent to the outcrop of the Gault in
south-west Dorset is occupied by large landslips. As with large
dormant landslides elsewhere in southern Britain (Lee and
Jones, 2004), many of these were probably initiated in
periglacial climates in the late Pleistocene when the region was
subjected to successive periods of freezing and thawing of
a deep permafrost layer. The inland landslips are mostly
afforested or have been drained for agricultural purposes and
are dormant. A few have become remobilised due to man-made
works.  In contrast, all those in the coastal zone that are subject
to marine erosion have been remobilised on a large scale.
The currently active part of the Black Ven-Spittles complex lies
within a larger landslip that stretches from Charmouth to the
eastern slopes of the Lim Valley (Figure 1).

There is historical evidence to show that the rate of
reactivation of the Black Ven-Spittles Landslip has increased in
the past 100 years, and photographic evidence to show that the
central and western parts have been especially active in the last
60 years. The region has experienced a variable temperate
climate for the past 10,000 years, but the reactivation of the
‘fossil’ landslip appears to have begun within historical times.
Deforestation, man-made drainage works and road building
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The Black Ven-Spittles landslip complex is one of largest active landslip systems on the south coast of England. It was probably
initiated in the Pleistocene in a periglacial climate, but then remained inactive for most of the Holocene. There is map and
photographic evidence to show that it has been especially active in the last 100 years and that it is expanding westwards towards
the Lyme Regis urban area. The landslip can be divided into two distinct parts; an upper Cretaceous-based part that behaves
independently, and an underlying Jurassic-based part that is greatly influenced by movements in the Cretaceous part. The upper
landslip is composed of collapsed Gault Formation clay (up to 5 m thick), overlain by a c. 75 m-thick succession of decalcified
calcareous sandstones and calcarenites of the Upper Greensand Formation. Below this and extending to the sea, the 100 m-thick
Jurassic Charmouth Mudstone Formation crops out in a series of low cliffs, each of which is capped by a thin bed of limestone.
During the past 60 years, large-scale failures have occurred in the ‘Cretaceous’ landslip at less than 10-year intervals, usually after
prolonged periods of rain. Each of these has generated large sand-rich debris flows that have poured onto the Charmouth
Mudstone Formation outcrop and initiated failures in the more clay-mineral-rich parts of the succession. The more calcareous
parts of the Charmouth Mudstone Formation are not prone to failure and form stable ribs within the landslip complex. Large
bedding-plane-initiated failures occur infrequently in the Charmouth Mudstone Formation at the seaward end of the complex,
beneath The Spittles, where there is a low downslope dip. Two such events have been recorded, in 1908 and 2008.
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seem likely to have been important contributing factors to the
reactivation of the upper part of the complex. Holocene
sea-level rise, which has caused a progressive increase in the
rate of erosion at the toe of the landslip complex, has also
clearly played an important role.

The first metalled road between what are now the towns of
Charmouth and Lyme Regis was built by the Romans to link
Dorchester and Exeter. It followed high ground on the Upper
Greensand outcrop and Clay-with-flints plateau immediately
inland from the unstable slopes of the coastal zone (Figure 1).
Roberts (1834) noted that the medieval lane to Charmouth,
which avoided a long detour and uphill walk to the Roman
road, ran eastwards from Spittles Lane at Lyme Regis across
what are now the lower slopes of the active part of the
landslip. Following a series of failures that breached this route,
a new road was opened in 1825 on the lower part of the Upper
Greensand outcrop some distance below the Roman road. This
failed at its eastern end within 3 years and after several more
collapses was replaced by the modern road in 1880 (Woodward
and Ussher, 1911). The 1825 road (now referred to as the Old
Charmouth Road) remained open to pedestrians until 1935 and
much of it was still in use as a footpath in 1947 (Figure 1).

As a result of post WW2 urban expansion, housing at
Charmouth now abuts onto part of the active landslip, and at
Lyme Regis the modern Charmouth Road is locally only 100 m
distant from it. Concern about the possible future expansion of
the landslip complex and its economic consequences have

1Most of the large, complex mass-movement structures in Britain have traditionally been
referred to as landslips (e.g. on BGS maps).  In recent years, landslide has become the
preferred generic term for most mass-movement deposits and their landforms.


