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Introduction

Constructing underground tunnels and shafts demands meticulous attention to structural integrity, hydrogeological 

stability, and long �term durability. Two critical phases—backfilling and contact grouting—play a pivotal role in 

safeguarding the excavation from collapse, water ingress, and external pressures. The Australian Underground 

Authority (AUA) guidelines for backfilling and contact grouting of tunnels and shaftsprovide a

comprehensive framework that balances engineering rigor with practical field application. This article delves into

the core principles of these guidelines, explores material selection, compaction techniques, grouting procedures,

and offers actionable insights for engineers, contractors, and project managers involved in underground

construction.

1. Overview of Backfilling and Contact Grouting in Tunnel Construction

Backfilling refers to the process of restoring excavated voids with suitable material to re �establish ground support

and prevent settlement. Contact grouting, on the other hand, involves injecting grout into the interface between the

tunnel lining and surrounding ground to seal voids, reduce seepage, and enhance load transfer. Together, they form

a two �tier defense system: backfilling provides bulk support, while contact grouting offers a fine �scale seal that

mitigates micro �leakage and improves structural cohesion.

2. AUA Guidelines Overview

The AUA guidelines serve as a benchmark for safety, performance, and environmental stewardship in underground

works. They outline:

•  Design criteria: Geotechnical requirements, material specifications, and structural calculations.

•  Construction protocols: Sequencing, quality control, and monitoring procedures.

•  Inspection and testing: Laboratory and field tests to validate compliance.

•  Documentation standards: Record �keeping, reporting, and audit trails.

Adhering to these guidelines ensures that backfilling and grouting activities meet national standards, protect public

safety, and reduce long �term maintenance costs.

3. Key Principles of Backfilling

3.1 Material Selection

Choosing the right backfill material is foundational to achieving desired strength, permeability, and durability. The

AUA recommends:

•  Sand and gravel mixtures: Proven for high compaction and drainage.

•  Geosynthetic �reinforced fill: Enhances shear strength where ground conditions are weak.

•  Compacted clay or cement �stabilized soil: Ideal for low �permeability zones.



Each material must meet laboratory standards for particle size distribution, moisture content, and compaction limits.

The guidelines also emphasize the importance of using locally sourced aggregates to reduce transportation

impacts.

3.2 Compaction Techniques

Proper compaction ensures that the backfill achieves the targeted density, minimizing settlement and voids.

Recommended methods include:

1.  Dynamic compaction: Hammering or vibrating tools for large volumes.

2.  Static compaction: Hand tamping or mechanical rollers for precise layering.

3.  Layer �by �layer placement: Each layer is compacted to 95–98% of its maximum dry density.

Field compaction tests, such as Proctor or Standard Compaction Tests, must be conducted after each layer to

verify density compliance.

3.3 Quality Control

Quality control is a continuous process that spans material procurement, placement, and post �placement

monitoring. Key practices include:

•  Routine sampling of backfill material for moisture and density analysis.

•  Use of compaction logs to track equipment performance.

•  Installation of settlement gauges and inclinometers to detect movement.

•  Regular inspection of backfill surfaces for voids or unevenness.

Documenting all QC activities ensures traceability and facilitates audit compliance.

4. Contact Grouting Requirements

4.1 Definition and Purpose

Contact grouting involves injecting a low �viscosity grout into the contact zone between the tunnel lining and

surrounding ground. Its primary objectives are:

•  Sealing micro �voids to reduce seepage.

•  Improving load transfer across the interface.

•  Preventing differential settlement.

4.2 Grouting Materials

The AUA guidelines endorse several grout types, each suited to specific conditions:

•  Water �based polymer grouts: High flowability, low shrinkage, suitable for tight spaces.

•  Cementitious grouts: Good mechanical strength, ideal for high �pressure environments.

•  Foam grouts: Lightweight, used where minimal load is required.

Material selection should consider factors such as permeability, compressive strength, and environmental

compatibility.

4.3 Injection Procedures

Effective grouting demands meticulous planning and execution. The recommended workflow is:

1.  Pre �injection assessment: Verify lining integrity, identify voids, and map injection points.

2.  Pressure control: Maintain injection pressure within specified limits (e.g., 0.5–1.5 MPa) to avoid 

over �pressurization.



3.  Sequential injection: Start from the highest point, moving downward to ensure uniform distribution.

4.  Monitoring: Use pressure gauges, flow meters, and visual inspection to detect anomalies.

5.  Post �injection testing: Conduct permeability tests and ultrasonic scans to confirm seal integrity.

5. Design Considerations

5.1 Geotechnical Factors

Understanding the subsurface environment is paramount. Key parameters include:

•  Soil type and strength.

•  Water table depth and hydrostatic pressure.

•  Presence of fissures, voids, or weak layers.

Geotechnical investigations, such as borehole logs and in �situ tests, inform material selection and grouting strategy.

5.2 Structural Integrity

Backfill and grout must complement the tunnel lining’s structural design. Considerations involve:

•  Load distribution and bearing capacity.

•  Thermal expansion compatibility.

•  Potential for differential movement between lining and ground.

Finite element modeling can predict stress concentrations and guide reinforcement placement.

5.3 Environmental Impact

Environmental stewardship is integral to modern underground projects. Guidelines recommend:

•  Using eco �friendly grouting agents that are non �toxic.

•  Implementing dust control measures during material handling.

•  Managing wastewater and runoff from construction sites.

Compliance with environmental regulations reduces liability and enhances community acceptance.

6. Implementation Steps

6.1 Pre �Construction Planning

Effective execution starts with a comprehensive plan:

•  Define scope, timelines, and resource allocation.

•  Develop a risk assessment matrix.

•  Obtain necessary permits and approvals.

6.2 Site Preparation

Prepare the site to facilitate efficient backfilling and grouting:

1.  Clear debris and stabilize the excavation face.

2.  Set up access routes for equipment.

3.  Install monitoring instruments (settlement gauges, pressure transducers).

6.3 Execution

Follow the sequence outlined in the AUA guidelines:

1.  Place backfill in layers, ensuring proper compaction.



2.  Conduct QC tests after each layer.

3.  Initiate contact grouting once backfill reaches the specified density.

4.  Monitor injection parameters and adjust as needed.

6.4 Monitoring & Inspection

Ongoing surveillance ensures that the work remains within design parameters:

•  Regularly read settlement gauges and compare against limits.

•  Perform periodic ultrasonic scans to detect grout voids.

•  Document all findings in a construction log.

7. Quality Assurance & Testing

7.1 Laboratory Tests

Lab analyses validate material performance:

•  Proctor compaction tests for backfill density.

•  Compressive strength tests for cementitious grouts.

•  Permeability tests to assess seal effectiveness.

7.2 Field Tests

Field verification confirms that lab results translate into real �world performance:

1.  Standard Penetration Tests (SPT) for soil strength.

2.  Pressure �meter tests for grout integrity.

3.  Settlement monitoring over a 30 �day period.

7.3 Documentation

Comprehensive records are essential for compliance and future reference:

•  Material certificates and test reports.

•  QC logs and inspection checklists.

•  Final project report summarizing outcomes.

8. Common Challenges & Mitigation Strategies

•  Uneven Backfill Density: Mitigate by using real �time compaction monitoring and adjusting equipment settings.

•  Grout Leakage: Address by verifying grout viscosity and ensuring proper injection pressure.

•  Water Ingress: Reduce through pre �injection grouting and installing waterproof membranes.

•  Equipment Limitations: Plan for backup machinery and schedule maintenance to avoid downtime.

9. Case Studies

9.1 Urban Subway Tunnel in Sydney

In this project, the AUA guidelines guided the use of high �strength sand �gravel fill combined with polymer grouting.

The result was a 12 �month construction period with no significant settlement, meeting all safety thresholds.

9.2 Water �Supply Shaft in Perth

Challenges included a high water table and fractured limestone. The team employed foam grouting to seal

micro �voids, complemented by a reinforced backfill. Post �construction monitoring recorded a 0.5 mm settlement over

two years, well below the acceptable limit.



10. Summary of Best Practices
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