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Abstract: 

This article explores the intricate relationship between plant structure and stability, 

shedding light on the fundamental aspects that enable plants to withstand environmental 

forces and maintain an upright position. Delving into the realms of geotechnical biology, 

we dissect the genetic, environmental, and biological influences shaping plant structures. 

From the physical perspective, we examine how plant structures facilitate water 

absorption, nutrient transport, and resistance to environmental stress. Emphasizing the 

crucial role of root systems in anchoring and providing stability, we navigate through the 

evolutionary adaptations of different plant structures in response to varying 
environmental conditions. The concept of stability is elucidated, encompassing factors 

such as root structure, stem strength, flexibility, and biomass distribution. The influence 

of growth environment, including soil composition and moisture levels, on plant stability 

is highlighted, alongside the importance of external factors like wind, rain, and animal 

activities. The article concludes by emphasizing the need for a multidisciplinary 

approach, involving insights from plant biology, geotechnical engineering, and structural 

mechanics, to enhance the stability and resilience of plant structures. 
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1. Introduction 

The field of Bio-Inspired Geotechnics offers a new and innovative approach to 

understanding and solving geotechnical challenges, by exploring the solutions found in 

nature [1-3]. However, Bio-Inspired Geotechnics only represents one aspect of the 

geotechnical coin, as a more comprehensive understanding of geotechnical challenges 

can be achieved through the integration of geotechnical knowledge and biological 

inspiration. The other side of the coin is represented by Geo-Interaction Biology, 

which sheds light on the interplay between geotechnical and biological systems and 



Houssam KHELALFA, Khaoula KHELALFA 

the impact this interaction has on geotechnical challenges. By combining both 

perspectives, we can gain a more comprehensive understanding and develop 

innovative, sustainable solutions. Uncovering both sides of the geotechnical coin is 

crucial in making meaningful progress in both fields. 

Plants play a pivotal role in slope stability [4-8] and contribute significantly to 

the delicate balance of biological ecosystems [9-11]. Recognizing their importance in 

preventing soil erosion and enhancing environmental resilience has been a focal point 

in previous botanical literature [12-18]. Extensive research has delved into the 

intricacies of plant biology, exploring genetic, environmental, and growth-related 

factors that shape various plant structures [19-38]. While this body of knowledge has 

enriched our understanding of plant life processes, the specific role of plants in 

geotechnics and environmental biology, particularly their stability factors, remains a 

critical frontier. However, the application of this knowledge in the context of slope 

stability and environmental biology introduces a new dimension.  The stability of 

plants, including factors such as root structure, stem strength, and flexibility, emerges 

as a critical consideration in geotechnical engineering. Understanding how plants resist 

mechanical stresses becomes imperative not only for assessing slope stability but also 

for comprehending their broader ecological impact. 

This article aims to bridge the gap between botanical studies and the practical 

implications of plant stability in geotechnics and plant biology. By exploring the 

intricate interplay between plant structures and their ability to withstand external 

forces, we seek to inspire transformative advancements in both scientific 

understanding and practical applications. The discussion will navigate through the 

multifaceted landscape of geotechnical biology [39], shedding light on the urgency of 

addressing environmental concerns through interdisciplinary collaborations and 

innovative strategies. 

 

2 Plant Structure and Stability: 

Plant structure refers to the physical arrangement of tissues and organs in a 

plant, including roots, stems, leaves, flowers, and fruits. These structures play 

important roles in the survival, growth, and reproduction of the plant.  From a physical 

perspective, plant structure affects the plant's ability to absorb water and nutrients, 

transport materials, and withstand environmental stress [40]. For example, roots 

absorb water and nutrients from the soil, stems transport water and nutrients from the 

roots to the leaves, and leaves use light energy to produce food through 

photosynthesis. From a biological perspective, plant structure is important because it 

provides the plant with support and allows it to perform its life processes [41]. The 

root system provides anchor and stability to the plant, while the stem provides 

structural support and the leaves perform photosynthesis. Flowers and fruits attract 

pollinators and disperse seeds, allowing the plant to reproduce. From an evolutionary 

perspective, plant structure has evolved over time to optimize the plant's ability to 

survive and reproduce in its environment. Different plant structures have evolved in 

response to different environmental conditions, such as light availability, water 

availability, and herbivore pressure.  
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Stability of plants refers to the ability of a plant to maintain its upright position 

and resist falling over or being toppled by external forces such as wind, rain, or 

animals. There are several factors that contribute to a plant's stability, including its root 

structure, stem strength and flexibility, and the distribution of its leaves and branches 

[42]. A plant's stability can be influenced by its growth environment, including soil 

type and composition, moisture levels, and light conditions. A plant that is not stable 

may lean or bend, which can affect its growth and health. In some cases, an unstable 

plant may require staking or support to prevent it from falling over. Unstable plants 

may also be more susceptible to damage from wind, rain, or animal activity. To 

maintain plant stability, it is important to consider factors such as soil structure and 

fertility, light availability, and water management. Additionally, regular pruning and 

proper training can help promote stability and improve the overall health and 

appearance of the plant. 

 

3.  Concepts of Stable and Unstable Equilibrium System: 

In the context of equilibrium systems, there are several types of instability that 

can occur. These instabilities arise when the equilibrium state of a system is perturbed, 

leading to a loss of stability and potentially causing the system to deviate from its 

original state. The different types of instability include [43, 44]: 

 Static instability: This type of instability occurs when a small 

disturbance or perturbation causes a system to move away from its equilibrium 

position. In static instability, the system is unable to return to its original equilibrium 

state even after the perturbation is removed. An example of static instability is a 

vertical column that buckles or collapses under a compressive load. 

 Dynamic instability: Dynamic instability refers to the loss of stability in 

a system due to the amplification of small disturbances over time. It occurs when the 

response of the system to an external perturbation becomes increasingly divergent or 

chaotic. An example of dynamic instability is the fluttering or oscillation of a flag in 

response to wind. 

 Hopf bifurcation: Hopf bifurcation is a type of instability that occurs in 

dynamic systems characterized by oscillatory behavior. It occurs when a system 

transitions from a stable periodic orbit to a stable limit cycle as a parameter crosses a 

critical value. Hopf bifurcation leads to the emergence of sustained oscillations or limit 

cycle behavior in the system. 

 Saddle-node bifurcation: Saddle-node bifurcation is a type of 

instability that occurs when a system undergoes a sudden and irreversible change in its 

stability. It happens when a stable equilibrium point collides with an unstable 

equilibrium point and ceases to exist. This results in the creation or destruction of 

equilibrium points in the system. 

 Pitchfork bifurcation: Pitchfork bifurcation is another type of 

instability that occurs in dynamic systems. It involves the splitting or merging of 

equilibrium points as a system's parameters change. Pitchfork bifurcation can lead to 

the emergence of multiple stable equilibrium states or the disappearance of stable 

equilibrium states. 
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Understanding the different types of instability is important in various fields of 

study, including physics, engineering, and biology. It allows researchers to analyze the 

behavior of complex systems, predict their response to perturbations, and develop 

strategies to maintain stability or induce desired changes. 

 

 
Figure 1: Determinacy of Plant Equilibrium System.  

 

In the context of plants, stable and unstable equilibrium states refer to the 

balance or imbalance between the external forces acting on a plant and the internal 

forces generated within the plant's structure (figure 1). A plant can be considered 

similar to a structural column, where the equilibrium state represents the balance 

between the stabilizing and destabilizing forces. 

The stable equilibrium state of a plant occurs when the combined effect of the 

internal and external forces maintains the plant in a balanced position. In this state, the 

plant remains upright and structurally sound, with the internal forces (such as the root 

system and stem strength) effectively countering the external forces (such as gravity, 

wind, or other external loads). The plant is able to withstand these forces and maintain 

its position without significant deformation or failure. 

On the other hand, the unstable equilibrium state of a plant occurs when the 

external forces acting on the plant exceed its internal stabilizing forces. This results in 

an imbalance that can lead to the plant losing its upright position and potentially 

collapsing or experiencing structural failure. Factors such as strong winds, heavy rain, 

or animal activities can disrupt the equilibrium and push the plant into an unstable 

state. 

To ensure the stability of a plant, it is important to consider both the internal 

and external factors that affect its equilibrium. The structural properties of the plant, 

including its root system, stem strength, and overall architecture, contribute to its 

ability to maintain stability. Additionally, understanding and mitigating the impact of 

external forces, such as wind or excessive loading, can help prevent the plant from 

reaching an unstable state. 

By studying the stable and unstable equilibrium states of plants, we can gain 

insights into their structural behavior and develop strategies to enhance their stability. 

This knowledge is vital for various applications, including plant engineering, 

landscaping, and ecological conservation, as it allows us to design and manage plant 

systems that can withstand external forces and maintain their structural integrity. 
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4.  Structure and Stability of Plants: 

Structure and stability are key aspects of plants' physical characteristics and 

play a crucial role in their ability to withstand environmental forces and maintain an 

upright position. 

Structure refers to the arrangement and organization of the different parts of 

a plant, including roots, stems, leaves, and flowers. It encompasses the overall 

architecture and spatial distribution of plant components. The structure of a plant is 

influenced by genetic factors, environmental conditions, and growth patterns. 

These structures play important roles in the survival, growth, and reproduction of the 

plant.  From a physical perspective, plant structure affects the plant's ability to absorb 

water and nutrients, transport materials, and withstand environmental stress [45]. For 

example, roots absorb water and nutrients from the soil, stems transport water and 

nutrients from the roots to the leaves, and leaves use light energy to produce food 

through photosynthesis. From a biological perspective, plant structure is important 

because it provides the plant with support and allows it to perform its life processes 

[46]. The root system provides anchor and stability to the plant, while the stem 

provides structural support and the leaves perform photosynthesis. Flowers and 

fruits attract pollinators and disperse seeds, allowing the plant to reproduce. From an 

evolutionary perspective, plant structure has evolved over time to optimize the plant's 

ability to survive and reproduce in its environment. Different plant structures have 

evolved in response to different environmental conditions, such as light availability, 

water availability, and herbivore pressure.  

Stability, on the other hand, refers to the ability of a plant to resist mechanical 

stresses, such as wind, gravity, or external forces, without collapsing or losing its 

integrity. It is closely related to the strength and rigidity of the plant's structural 

elements. There are several factors that contribute to a plant's stability, including its 

root structure, stem strength and flexibility, and the distribution of its leaves and 

branches [47]. A plant's stability can be influenced by its growth environment, 

including soil type and composition, moisture levels, and light conditions. A plant that 

is not stable may lean or bend, which can affect its growth and health. In some cases, 

an unstable plant may require staking or support to prevent it from falling over. 

Unstable plants may also be more susceptible to damage from wind, rain, or animal 

activity. To maintain plant stability, it is important to consider factors such as soil 

structure and fertility, light availability, and water management. Additionally, regular 

pruning and proper training can help promote stability and improve the overall health 

and appearance of the plant. These factors Could summarized as following: 

 Stem and Root Strength: The mechanical properties of stems and roots, 

such as their rigidity, flexibility, and resistance to bending or breaking, directly 

impact the overall stability of the plant. The structural strength of stems and roots is 

influenced by factors such as tissue density, fiber arrangement, and lignification. 

 Tissue Elasticity: Elasticity refers to the ability of plant tissues to 

deform under stress and return to their original shape once the stress is removed. 

Elastic tissues help absorb and dissipate mechanical forces, enhancing the plant's 
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stability. The elasticity of plant tissues is influenced by factors such as cell wall 

composition, water content, and structural arrangement. 

 Biomass Distribution: The distribution of biomass within a plant affects 

its stability. A well-balanced distribution of biomass, with sufficient mass in both 

above-ground and below-ground parts, helps maintain stability and prevents toppling 

or uprooting. 

 Root-Soil Interaction: The interaction between roots and soil plays a 

critical role in plant stability. Roots anchor the plant in the soil and provide mechanical 

support. The strength and extent of root anchorage depend on factors such as root 

architecture, root diameter, root penetration depth, and soil characteristics. 

 

5.  Criteria of Plant Structure 

Stability of plant structure may described  as the power to recover equilibrium 

or Resistance to sudden change, dislodgment, or overthrow. Moreover, a stable 

structure shall remain stable for any imaginable system of  loads. The stability of a 

structure is of the following types: 

 External Stability; For a structure to be externally stable, the reactive 

forces should be non-parallel & non-concurrent. 

 Internal Stability; An internally unstable system can change its shape 

without any deformation of its members. 

It is necessary to establish stability criteria in order to answer the question of 

whether a structure is in stable equilibrium under a given set of loadings. Stability 

theories are formulated in order to determine the conditions under which a structural 

system, which is in equilibrium, ceases to be stable. More generally the following 

should be determined: 

 the equilibrium configurations of the structure under prescribed loadings. 

 which amongst these configurations are stable. 

 the critical value of the loadings and what behavioural consequences are 

implied at these load levels. 
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Figure 2: Forces Influencing Plant Stability: Internal and External Factors. 

 

In the figure (2), we present the main internal and external forces/stresses that 

contribute to the stability of a plant. The stability of a plant is determined by the 

balance between stabilizing forces, such as gravity and root withstanding force (RWF), 

and destabilizing forces, including wind, rain, animal activities, and other external 

forces. 

Gravity is a fundamental force that acts vertically downward, exerting a 

stabilizing effect on the plant by keeping it firmly rooted in the ground. The weight of 

the plant's structure and biomass contributes to its stability, preventing it from toppling 

over. 

Root withstanding force (RWF) is another crucial internal force that provides 

stability to the plant. Roots anchor the plant in the soil, resisting the overturning forces 

caused by wind and external disturbances. The strength and extent of root anchorage 

directly influence the plant's ability to withstand these destabilizing forces. 

On the other hand, external forces such as wind, rain, other external forces and 

animal activities can pose challenges to plant stability. Wind exerts horizontal forces 

on the above-ground parts of the plant, potentially causing swaying or bending. 

Rainfall, especially during heavy downpours, can increase the weight of the foliage 

and induce bending or even uprooting. Animal activities, such as grazing or digging, 

can disrupt the root system and compromise stability. 

Understanding the interplay between these internal and external forces is 

crucial for assessing and enhancing plant stability (Equation. 1). By considering the 

balance (SF) between stabilizing and destabilizing forces, researchers and 
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practitioners can develop strategies to promote plant stability, optimize root systems, 

and mitigate the risks associated with external forces. 
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                                                  (1) 

If ;  SF >1; Stable System,  

If ;  SF< 1; Unstable System.  

 

In the equilibrium system of a plant structure, there are several potential 

instability failures that can occur. These include: 

 Buckling: Buckling can also occur in plant structures, particularly in tall 

and slender plant parts such as stems or branches. When subjected to excessive 

compressive forces, these plant elements can buckle, resulting in a loss of stability and 

structural failure. 

 Breakage: Breakage refers to the failure of plant parts due to excessive 

tensile or shear forces. It can happen when the applied forces exceed the strength or 

structural integrity of the plant tissues, causing them to fracture or snap. 

 Uprooting: Uprooting is a common instability failure in plants with 

extensive root systems. It occurs when the anchoring roots are unable to withstand 

external forces such as wind or water flow, leading to the uprooting of the entire plant 

from the soil. 

 Tipping: Tipping refers to the tilting or leaning of a plant due to 

unbalanced forces acting on it. This can happen when the weight distribution of the 

plant or the external forces applied to it are not evenly distributed, causing the plant to 

lose its vertical stability and tip over. 

 Collapsing: Collapsing occurs when the overall structural integrity of 

the plant is compromised, leading to a sudden collapse or failure of the entire plant 

structure. This can happen due to a combination of factors, such as weak stem or root 

structure, excessive loads, or external disturbances. 

 Collapsing, Sliding, Overturning, Planar Slip, Circular Slip and 

Settlement: These failure modes involve the overall instability or movement of the 

plant-soil system. They can occur when the soil's strength or stability is compromised, 

leading to soil failure and subsequent plant movement or collapse. Geotechnical 

analysis methods, such as limit equilibrium analysis, slope stability analysis, or 

numerical modeling techniques, can be used to assess the risk of these failure modes. 

Factors considered include soil properties, such as shear strength and cohesion, as well 

as external loads, soil water content, and the plant's weight and geometry. 

These instability failures can be influenced by various factors, including 

environmental conditions (such as wind, rain, or soil properties), plant growth stage, 

structural design, and the mechanical properties of plant tissues. Understanding these 

failure modes and their underlying causes is essential for plant biologists and engineers 

to develop strategies for enhancing the stability and resilience of plant structures. It's 

important to note that the design and calculation of these failure modes require a 

multidisciplinary approach, combining knowledge from plant biology, geotechnical 
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engineering, and structural mechanics. Field observations, laboratory testing, and 

numerical simulations can help in quantifying the factors involved and evaluating the 

stability and safety of the plant-soil system. 

 

6. Conclusion: 

In conclusion, this article has provided a detailed examination of the stability 

criteria in plant structures, unraveling the complexities that govern their ability to 

resist mechanical stresses and maintain equilibrium. From the fundamental principles 

of plant structure to the factors influencing stability, we have traversed the 

interdisciplinary landscape of geotechnical biology. Understanding the internal and 

external forces contributing to plant stability, along with the potential instability 

failures, is essential for both plant biologists and engineers. The multidisciplinary 

approach involving plant biology, geotechnical engineering, and structural mechanics 

is crucial for designing strategies that enhance the stability and resilience of plant 

structures. By gaining insights into the stable and unstable equilibrium states of plants, 

we can contribute to advancements in plant engineering, landscaping, and ecological 

conservation, ensuring the sustainable and robust growth of plant systems in diverse 

environments. 
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