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Numerical simulation study of instability mechanism of the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake
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Abstract Considering the softening characteristics of faults, a plane earthquake mechanics model
of the Wenchuan earthquake instability is established, which perpendicular to the Longmenshan
fault zone and includes the Sichuan Basin and the Western Sichuan Plateau. The equilibrium path
curve describing the stability state and process of the whole rock mechanics system is obtained by
using the finite element method. Then the process of the Wenchuan earthquake from preparation
to occurrence is studied by using stability theory, and the influence of fault dip and fault material
parameters on earthquake instability is discussed. The results show that the system has only two
states: stable fault aseismic sliding and unstable earthquake instability. The increase of fault dip,
initial internal friction coefficient, initial cohesion and shape parameters of the strength curve will
lead to the instability of the system. The increase of the fatness parameter of the strength curve is
helpful for the system to enter a stable state of slow and aseismic sliding of faults. Before an
earthquake instability, between the peak stress point and the instability point of the equilibrium

path curve, the fault dislocation accelerates, the strain energy begins to release and the stress
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begins to decrease, which is the precursor of the instability. Finally, a sudden stress jump occurs

at the instability point and an earthquake occurs, with the rapid release of strain energy, stress

drop and sudden fault dislocation. Whether it is stable fault aseismic sliding or unstable earthquake

instability, after the system re-enters the state of stress and strain energy increasing, the growth

rate of stress and strain energy is determined by far field loading rate, the structure of rock

mechanics system and the properties of surrounding rock material, and is independent of the fault

softening characteristic parameters.
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Fig. 1 Tectonic setting of the Wenchuan earthquake
and the model profile location
The mainshock location is indicated by purple star,

the blue line is the model profile location.
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Fig.3 Three finite element models of different dip in the deep and shallow parts of the Longmenshan fault zone

(a) Model-1; (b) Model-2; (3) Model-3.
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Fig. 5 Variation of vertical displacement with time at
the surface of two sides of the Longmenshan fault zone
with different initial internal friction angle
(a) Point A on the side of the Western Sichuan Plateau; (b)
Point A" on the side of the Sichuan Basin. ¢ =23° is stable

state, 5001300, %:32" and ¢ =35° are unstable states.
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(a) Point A on the side of the Western Sichuan Plateau;

(b) Point A” on the side of the Sichuan Basin.
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Fig. 11 Variation of vertical displacement with time at the
surface of two sides of the Longmenshan fault zone with

different fatness parameters of strength curve
(a) Point A on the side of the Western Sichuan Plateau; (b) Point

A" on the side of the Sichuan Basin. w,=0.7 m and «,=0.9 m are
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