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Abstract: Submarine conduits are features responsible for transporting clastic debris from continents
to the deep ocean. While the architecture of conduits has been extensively studied, the process
of their inception remains unclear. This study highlights the possibility that some conduits are
initiated by depositional processes involving turbidity currents. Here, we present the results of eight
experiments where gravity currents were allowed to develop their own pathways. The simulation
tank represented natural scales of continental shelves, slopes, and basins. The initial experiments
involved sediment-laden flows with low density (1–10% in volume). In first experiment runs (Series I),
sediment deposition occurred primarily on the shelf and slope, resulting in an asymmetric transverse
profile. This asymmetry facilitated subsequent conservative currents (1034 to 1070 kg/m3 due to salt
dissolution) flowing alongside during the second series, resulting in the formation of a constructive
submarine conduit. This feature is analogous to gully formations observed in various locations. This
study correlates these findings with gully-like features and proposes a model where non-confined
density flows can evolve into confined flows through the construction of asymmetric topography. An
evolutionary model is proposed to explain the mechanism, which potentially elucidates the formation
of many submarine conduits.

Keywords: submarine conduits; sediment gravity flow; physical modeling; non-confined flow

1. Introduction

Comprehending deep-water processes remains one of the most challenging subjects
for both academia and the oil and gas industry. Current knowledge is insufficient to
fully describe the sediment transport and sedimentation processes in these environments.
Pioneering works [1–6] have provided valuable insights into the complexity and difficulties
of these environments, particularly due to the challenges in obtaining data. Intriguing
phenomena occur in such settings, such as the presence of terrigenous sediment in marine
basins at depths of approximately 4000 m [7,8]. This has puzzled researchers worldwide, as
they strive to understand how this material is transported over such great distances from
the coast, from river mouths to distal lobes in the deep sea.

Flume experiments [2,9] demonstrated that sediment gravity flows have the potential
to transport large amounts of terrigenous sediments downward, including a specific type
of flow known as turbidity currents [10–16]. Since the discovery of sandy deposits in the
deep sea, there has been ongoing debate regarding their origin. Turbidity currents are
considered fundamental for this transportation [13,15]. However, how these sands travel
such great distances is still frequently debated, particularly concerning the behavior of the
flow and its pathway to reach these locations. The key to fully understanding this process
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lies in comprehending how these flows originate, evolve, and deposit sediment. A crucial
aspect of this comprehension is understanding the environments where these flows occur
naturally, often referred to as submarine conduits. Since then, this sedimentological process
has been studied and described by numerous authors using various approaches [16–26].

1.1. Submarine Conduits

Submarine conduits are topographic features responsible for transporting clastic
debris to deep marine environments [4]. While oceanic currents and contourites [27] serve
similar functions, they are not within the scope of this study. The marine sedimentation
environment is commonly categorized into the continental shelf, continental slope, and
basin [28]. Within these environments, various types of sediment conduits can be identified.

According to [29], submarine canyons are morphological features carved into continen-
tal margins, serving as conduits for sediment transport from shelves to basins [14,30–32].
Ref. [33] discusses theories regarding canyon formation, including drowned river-cut [34],
fault troughs [35], subaerial erosion by rivers [36] in [30], water circulation [37], and
tsunamis [38]. However, Ref. [29] initially proposed turbidity current excavation as the
most plausible explanation. Ref. [30] emphasizes that all theories involve erosion as a
fundamental factor in canyon formation.

Submarine channels act as pathways for turbidity currents, terminating in a deposi-
tional terminal splay shortly after passing through an erosive zone called the Channel–Lobe
Transition Zone (CLTZ) [16,39]. These channels are maintained by erosion along the channel
floor and the deposition of levees along channel margins [16].

Submarine gullies are commonly found on the upper continental slopes of most
continental margins [6,40] and are recognized as erosional pathway features [7,40,41]. They
typically appear as relatively small-scale, straight, shallow channelized features and often
intersect with submarine canyons at higher angles, forming a dendritic pattern [40,42,43].

On the continental shelf, a well-developed drainage network is formed [44–46], primar-
ily due to periodic sea level fluctuations (during glacial ages), resulting in the progradation
of fluvial systems. Additionally, deltas of various origins and shapes can establish inde-
pendent drainage networks within the deltaic plain, extending from the deltaic front to
the prodelta [47,48]. These conduits often extend to the continental-shelf break region,
connecting with other conduit systems such as submarine canyons on the continental
slope [4,29,49]. Submarine canyons serve as primary conduits for transporting terrigenous
sediments from the continental shelf to the basin region and are regularly characterized by
their dimensions and geometry, which are highlighted in seismic images. Consequently,
this feature represents one of the most extensively studied conduits to date [32,50–53].

The slope of the deep marine environment represents the most abrupt break in the
entire system, giving rise to significant escarpments and various mass flows [54–57]. Some
of these processes may directly contribute to the formation of submarine gullies, often
associated with submarine canyons. These features encompass trenches, fault valleys,
sea valleys, and troughs, without clear distinctions between them [58]. Typically, these
morphological features are smaller in scale (10–100 m) compared to submarine canyons [59].
Submarine gullies occasionally extend from the slope to the continental rise or basin plain,
where they connect with other systems known as deep submarine channels. These channels
are located in the basin region at significant depths and can extend over distances exceeding
a hundred kilometers [60,61].

Since their discovery on the continental margins of North America in the 1940s, deep-
water channels have been a focus of significant research efforts [3]. They are recognized
as important hydrocarbon reservoirs [39,61,62], and they were the object of multidisci-
plinary investigation. These include in situ investigations using piston cores [3,63], seismic
analysis [43,64], descriptions based on continental outcrops [39,65–67], and numerical and
physical modeling [68–77].
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1.2. Phenomenon Magnitude: Process Scale

The diversity of physiographies in submarine conduits demonstrates a wide range
of geometrical dimensions and scales (Table 1). Due to the challenges in acquiring field
data, some internal features are not well detected by sonars and seismic surveys in both
marine regions and on land outcrops (e.g., submarine channels, as noted by [73,78]). One
approach to addressing this issue is through physical modeling, where experiments can
replicate the prototype (natural phenomenon) using its actual scales. However, it is not
feasible to replicate all scales involved when dealing with systems spanning hundreds of
thousands of meters [79]. Therefore, scaled representations must be employed to mimic
natural dimensions in laboratory settings.

Table 1. Field based data on the dimensions of the main types of submarine conduits.

Submarine Conduits Locality Length (km) Reference

Su
bm

ar
in

e
ca

ny
on

Hawaiian Islands Hawaii 10 [59]
La Jolla Southern California 14 [4]
Amazon Northern Brazil 60 [80]
Arenys Catalan margin 76 [81]

Foix Catalan margin 97 [81]
Monterey Monterey Bay, California 122 [82]

Blanes Catalan margin 184 [81]
Navarinsk Bering Sea 258 [83]

Bering Bering Sea 400 [84]

Su
bm

ar
in

e
ch

an
ne

l Channel A Brunei Darussalam offshore 25 [73]
Channel levee Western Niger delta 95 [62]

Magdalena Caribbean Sea 184 [85]
Valencia NW Mediterranean Basin 430 [81]
Amazon Northern Brazil 807 [80]
Bengal Bay of Bengal 3000 [78]

G
ul

ly

Noggin canyons Great Barrier Reef margin >0.1 [52]
Cook Strait Hikurangi subduction margin 0.15–1.6 [86]

Simeto river mouth Italian upper slope 0.2–3 [43]
Volturno river mouth Italian upper slope 1–4 [43]

Tiber delta mouth Italian upper slope 1.5–5.5 [43]
Antarctic margin Antarctic Peninsula <10 [59]

Arctic margin Norway and Svalbard continental margin >10 [59]
Gabon Margin of Gabon 6.5–60 [87]

1.3. Conduit Inception

The architectural analysis of conduits has been extensively studied [64,66,85,87–90].
However, there are significant concerns regarding inception processes. For instance,
Ref. [64] suggested submarine canyon initiation through erosion caused by turbidity cur-
rents, while Ref. [87] proposed similar inception processes for certain types of gullies.
Additionally, Refs. [91–93] have also studied the formation of submarine channels via
turbidity currents.

It is important to note that many of these authors emphasize erosive processes as dom-
inant in conduit inception (sometimes the only process). However, Ref. [94] documented
the presence of aggradational processes in the formation of submarine conduits, specifically
submarine channels. Other studies also suggest predominant depositional processes in
conduit inception [50,87,95].

Based on that premise, this work aims to experimentally demonstrate the capability of
turbidity currents to predominantly construct submarine conduits through depositional
processes, albeit with associated erosional processes of secondary importance. Furthermore,
this work intends to offer a new perspective by demonstrating the possibility that some sub-
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marine features, previously interpreted as erosive based on their morphology/topography,
may actually originate from depositional processes.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Apparatus

The experiments were conducted at NECOD, Federal University of Rio Grande do
Sul (UFRGS), in a basin tank with a length of 2.15 m, a width of 1.69 m, and a depth of
0.70 m (Figure 1). This tank was constructed to replicate a natural marine environment
(Campos Basin, Southern Brazil) with components representing continental shelf, slope,
and basin at 1:50.000 natural scales. The shelf and slope are 58.6 cm long but are inclined at
1.5◦ and 4.0◦, respectively. The basin region of model consisted in a horizontal area with a
length of 0.977 m and a width of 1.69 m (Figure 1). The experiments were conducted in
submerged conditions.
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Figure 1. (a) A 3D view of the experimental setup, scaled according to the dimensions and names of
the environmental analogs; (b) plan view; (c) cross-sectional view.

An auxiliary reservoir was used to prepare mixtures of water and sediment, or water
and salt, which were injected into the tank through an output. Injection was controlled
using a valve and a flow meter (SIEMENS model Sitrans F M MAG 1100, Nürnberg,
Germany). The sediments used in the experiments were as follows: crushed coal (density
1.19 g/cm3 and d50 = 40 µm), representing sand and silt sizes at natural scale, and kaolin
(density 2.65 g/cm3 and d50 = 6.5 µm), representing cohesive clay size at natural scale
(Figure 2).

Coal is used to scale down grain sizes in the model, aligning with the fall velocity
proportionate to the flow velocity [96]. Coal facilitates the replication of grain sizes at scale,
without cohesive effects (scale effects). Kaolin is utilized to simulate clay sizes due to its
availability in large quantities and low cost.
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Figure 2. Grain size distribution of the sediments (coal and kaolin) used in the experiments.

Two digital cameras (Nikon D-5000, Tokyo, Japan and Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ30,
Osaka, Japan) recorded the evolution of all runs at a rate of 0.2 Hz, and instantaneous
velocity measurements were conducted using an Acoustic Doppler Velocity profiler (ADV-
Nortek’s Vectrino®, Rud, Norway) at a rate of 20 Hz. Additionally, at the end of each run,
bathymetries of the deposits were measured using a laser scanner system (Micro-epsilon
model OptoNCDT IDL 1700-750, Ortenburg, Germany), and a digital 3D surface evolution
model was constructed using AspenTech’s GOCAD® (https://www.aspentech.com/en/,
Bedford, MA, USA).

2.2. Experiments

The experiments were conducted by filling the tank with clean water up to the top
and injecting the mixture at a specific flow rate. Upon entry, the mixture, denser than the
surrounding water, flowed along the tank bottom, depositing sediment as it descended (in
the case of turbidity currents). Ambient water entrainment reduced the current’s density
and velocity progressively. After completion, sediment settled undisturbed for a mini-
mum of 24 h before slowly draining through a bottom outlet to preserve the final deposit
morphology. Bathymetric surveys were conducted after each experiment to document
deposit characteristics.

The experiments studied in this work were divided (Table 2) into two series; however,
each experiment was allowed to flow on top of the deposit generated by the last run. The
first series consisted of 5 cohesive flows (65–75% kaolin ratio and a total time of 231 min).
The second series comprised 3 runs with dyed brine of densities ranging from 1035 to
1070 kg/m3. Initially, the initial experiments (runs E1 to E5) were conducted to allow
conditions for the self-confinement of the flow and to identify circumstances under which a

https://www.aspentech.com/en/
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conduit could be formed. Subsequently, the saline flows (runs E6 to E8) were used to track
the preferential path of the flow and its erosive capacity.

Table 2. Characteristics of all runs separated into Series I and II.

Series Run
Mixture Sediment
Composition (%)

K = kaolin; C = coal

Volumetric
Concentration

(Vc%)

Average Flow
Rate (L/min)

Mixture Density
(kg/m3) Duration (min)

Series I

E1 K = 75; C = 25 7.04 1 1090.5 40
E2a K = 75; C = 25 10.70 0.6 1137.5 32
E2b K = 75; C = 25 7.34 0.6 1108.8 37
E3 K = 75; C = 25 7.29 1.2 1093.8 55
E4 K = 75; C = 25 0.83 1.5–3 1010.6 30
E5 K = 65; C = 35 5.68 1.5 1065.3 37

Series II
E6 Salt - 1.25 1035 61
E7 Salt - 1.20 1035 62
E8 Salt - 1.25 1070 62

3. Results

The results presented here were divided in the two series simulated.

3.1. Series I

For the sake of comparison, some properties of the simulated flow afterwards (Figure 3)
show a timeseries evolution of the main properties measured, such as average flow rate and
volumetric concentration of the sediment mixture. Although the flow rate was manually
controlled by a valve throughout the experiment, some fluctuations in the data were
observed due to partial clogging in the feeder system. However, these variations did not
affect the final results.
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Figure 3. Time evolution chart of main parameters for the 5 runs of Series I. The dashed blue line
indicates the variation in density (see Figure 4 and Table 2), and the red line shows the variation in
flow rate. Each run is marked at the top of the graphic.

Based on video analyses of the flows, Figure 4 demonstrates the evolution of all the
experiments from Series I, showing the relationship between the flow and the final deposit
generated. In run E1 (Vc = 7.04%; Q = 1 L min−1), deposition occurred primarily in the
central part of the shelf and slope up to the basin. In contrast, run E2 (Vc = 10.70%a and
7.34%b; Q = 0.6 L min−1) shows lateral compensation and filling of free spaces, as depicted
in the schematic profiles. Indeed, these two runs were responsible for transporting a larger
amount of sediment to the basin.
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Figure 4. Video-based analysis of the deposit evolution in Series I composed of a sequence of runs
(E1–E5). Subfigure E1–E5: each one corresponds to a run and includes a photo of the corresponding
final deposit, representation of some of the main flow deposits, data from the run, and a schematic
profile (vertical exaggeration of 10 times) of the final deposit marked on the photo (a–b profile).
These profiles were overlaid in each run to illustrate the continuity of the experiment and the final
deposit situation.

Run E3 (Vc = 7.29%; Q = 1.2 L min−1) continued to fill the gaps above the irregular and
asymmetrical deposit formed previously; however, these flows built some “tongues” in
several directions without a preferential path. During run E4, the discharge was increased
(1.5 to 3.0 L min−1), and the concentration was reduced, which led to few sediment
remobilizations, mainly in front of the injection point, barely changing the shape of the
deposit (Figure 4). On the other hand, in run E5 (Vc = 5.68%; Q = 1.5 L min−1), a preferential
path (conduit) was constructed, mainly due to asymmetry generated in the top region of
the deposit, directing the flow entirely through it.
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In order to better visualize the conduit created during run E5, Figure 5 shows a
schematic profile of the digital 3D surface model (based on laser bathymetry). Via an
analysis of the time evolution layers deposited (from E3, E4, and E5), it is inferred that
the submarine conduit emerged primarily in the last run, limited over the shelf and slope,
presenting a final asymmetric transverse profile (E5) with a height of 1.5 mm and length of
65 cm (Figure 6).
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3.2. Series II

The results of Series I suggested the formation of a submarine conduit. To validate
this, a new series of dyed saline currents was conducted. Again, a timeseries of flow
properties from Series II is presented in Figure 6. The average flow rate peaked at 60 min,
showing inconsistencies at that moment likely due to air in the pipes of the injection
system. However, we believe this result was not significant when considering the total
experiment time. Additionally, the flow rate remained almost constant throughout the
185 min simulation, with only minor fluctuations.

During runs E7 and E8, instantaneous velocity measurements (Figure 7) were taken
using ADV at four fixed points (Figure 7c) numbered from 1 to 4 as follows: (1) away from
the conduit, on the low relief; (2) next to the conduit; (3) within the thalweg of the conduit;
and (4) on the high deposit. Table 3 displays the mean velocities for each measurement
point and the respective times of measurements. In run E7, no measurements were taken at
the high deposit, whereas in run E8, measurements were taken at the low relief (point 3) and
high relief (point 4). Additionally, the experiment was recorded using two video cameras
positioned for a top view (Figure 7b) and a perspective view (Figure 7a) of the tank.
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Table 3. Velocities for each measurement point and respective time of measurements in minutes (in 
brackets). 

 Velocities for Each Measurement Point (cm s−1) 
Run Distance from Bottom (mm) E7 E8 

(1) Away from conduit 28 0.50 (14) - 
(2) Next to conduit 25 1.05 (13) - 

(3) Conduit 23(E7)/25(E8) 1.50 (13) 1.36 (30) 
(4) High deposit 28 - 0.37 (30) 

According to Table 3, the comparison of velocities measured during the same run 
indicates a significant difference between flow velocity inside the conduit (3) and adjacent 

Figure 7. (a) A perspective view of ADV probe at the measuring position (b) and its top view. Note
the red circle around the ADV probe (a,b). (c) An image of the final deposit showing the locations
where measurements were taken. The numbers and values correspond to the regions in Table 3.

Table 3. Velocities for each measurement point and respective time of measurements in minutes
(in brackets).

Velocities for Each Measurement Point (cm s−1)

Run Distance from Bottom (mm) E7 E8

(1) Away from conduit 28 0.50 (14) -
(2) Next to conduit 25 1.05 (13) -

(3) Conduit 23(E7)/25(E8) 1.50 (13) 1.36 (30)
(4) High deposit 28 - 0.37 (30)

According to Table 3, the comparison of velocities measured during the same run
indicates a significant difference between flow velocity inside the conduit (3) and adjacent
locations (1, 2, and 4). Clearly, there was channelization of the flow causing an acceleration
inside the conduit.
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The final deposit at the end of Series II is shown in Figure 8. Approximately 2 days
were allowed for the sediment to settle before the picture was taken prior to draining the
tank. From Figure 8, it is possible to see that most of the sediment was deposited radially
on the shelf and slope, with a small portion deposited in the basin. Dotted lines highlight
the submarine conduit, confined to the region of the shelf and slope without reaching the
horizontal basin.

J. Mar. Sci. Eng. 2024, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 22 
 

 

locations (1, 2, and 4). Clearly, there was channelization of the flow causing an acceleration 
inside the conduit. 

The final deposit at the end of Series II is shown in Figure 8. Approximately 2 days 
were allowed for the sediment to settle before the picture was taken prior to draining the 
tank. From Figure 8, it is possible to see that most of the sediment was deposited radially 
on the shelf and slope, with a small portion deposited in the basin. Dotted lines highlight 
the submarine conduit, confined to the region of the shelf and slope without reaching the 
horizontal basin. 

 
Figure 8. A photo of the final deposit formed at the end of run 8 in the tank. Dotted lines indicate 
the conduit generated. 

4. Discussion 
As has been pointed out before, many studies have focused on the generation of sub-

marine conduits through erosive processes [68,70]. This can be explained by the challenge 
of visualizing the initial moment of conduit formation, as observed in three stages of con-
duit evolution during the experiments: (1) the establishment of the passage through dep-
osition of adjacent material; (2) the erosive flow entering the passage, excavating it; and 
(3) the subsequent filling of the conduit. Below, we discuss the results obtained in the 
experiments and their significance to the processes of inception of submarine conduits 
through depositional mechanisms. 

4.1. Construction Mechanism of the Conduit Observed 
The results of the experiments revealed the inception of a constructional conduit, 

where erosional processes played a secondary role. To understand the creation of this 
submarine conduit, key aspects of the previous flow (before running E5’s conduit) are 
described below. Figure 9 illustrates the evolution of deposits from runs E1 to E4, along 
with the temporal evolution of a vertical profile of the deposit transverse to the flow in the 
region where the conduit originated (shelf area). It is important to note that the first three 
runs of Series I (particularly E1 and E2) were responsible for constructing a nearly asym-
metric bed layer, predominantly located in front of the sediment source (outlet) region 
(shelf/slope). 

Figure 8. A photo of the final deposit formed at the end of run 8 in the tank. Dotted lines indicate the
conduit generated.

4. Discussion

As has been pointed out before, many studies have focused on the generation of
submarine conduits through erosive processes [68,70]. This can be explained by the chal-
lenge of visualizing the initial moment of conduit formation, as observed in three stages of
conduit evolution during the experiments: (1) the establishment of the passage through
deposition of adjacent material; (2) the erosive flow entering the passage, excavating it;
and (3) the subsequent filling of the conduit. Below, we discuss the results obtained in
the experiments and their significance to the processes of inception of submarine conduits
through depositional mechanisms.

4.1. Construction Mechanism of the Conduit Observed

The results of the experiments revealed the inception of a constructional conduit,
where erosional processes played a secondary role. To understand the creation of this
submarine conduit, key aspects of the previous flow (before running E5’s conduit) are
described below. Figure 9 illustrates the evolution of deposits from runs E1 to E4, along
with the temporal evolution of a vertical profile of the deposit transverse to the flow in
the region where the conduit originated (shelf area). It is important to note that the first
three runs of Series I (particularly E1 and E2) were responsible for constructing a nearly
asymmetric bed layer, predominantly located in front of the sediment source (outlet) region
(shelf/slope).
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black traced zones).

During run E4, the abrupt change in flow parameters was significant (Q = 1.5–3.0 L/min;
Vc = 0.8%), and no deposition was observed. Instead, the region in front of the source point
was dominated by erosion, resulting in slightly asymmetric bedforms (Figure 9). According
to flow visualization, there was no clear evidence of the formation of a preferential flow path
by the end of run E4, indicating that this run did not initiate the conduit inception process.

By contrast, Figure 10 depicts the flow visualization analysis of run E5 and the time
evolution of flow contours and their distribution across illustrated quadrants. It can be
observed that deposition during run E5 was asymmetric, primarily occurring in quadrant 2,
which created a gap between quadrant 1 and 2. Unlike previous runs, the flow continued to
deposit sediment in the already filled section (quadrant 2), despite available accommodation
space in quadrant 1 (no lateral compensation).

In the shelf region, the simulated turbulent turbidity current spread out throughout
the experiment. However, some of them formed tongue-like structures (e.g., at 7, 11, and
25 min in Figure 10) that can be associated with mass flows. These morphologies could be
responsible for the curve-like shape of the conduit formed. Additionally, from bathymetric
data of the deposit, we can infer an asymmetric levee deposit mainly constructed by turbid-
ity currents. In natural environments, this feature typically forms due to tectonic activity
(such as salt tectonics), faults, mass flow deposits, and other factors. Ref. [97] analyzed
deposit asymmetry in an outcrop in the Isaac Formation (Canada), which enhanced the
confinement of the submarine channel through levee aggradation localized at the channel’s
edge. The authors suggest processes similar to the simulated results from this study.

All subsequent saline flows (runs E6 to E8 of Series II) exhibited behavior similar to
run E5, where the majority of the injected current flowed through the formed conduit. This
aspect is highlighted in Figure 11a–c, which show the time evolution of the dyed saline
flow. Additionally, flow evolution was tracked through video analysis (Figure 11d), and
contour lines of flow evolution indicate a significant correlation with the formed conduit.
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Figure 11. Some moments of flow from E6. (a) The initial moment where the dyed saline flow began
to utilize the conduit to confine part of its flow; (b,c) the middle and final moments, respectively,
showing the flow concentrated within the conduit; (d) flow lines traced at different moments of
the flow.

4.2. Scale Effect (Similarity Analysis)

The transference of natural environment information to physical models are a chal-
lenge. Manipulations are performed to assist in the interpretation of scales as the usage of
coal (allows grains in scale) and exaggeration in slope (process visualization), for example.

According to dimensional analysis studies on turbidity currents [96,98], the model
scaling should prioritize the equivalence of the Froude number (Fr) while also considering
the Reynolds number (Re). However, the flows must remain in the turbulent regime
(Re > 2000).

In the case of the simulations performed, the equivalence of the Froude number can
be verified according to the following scales:

• Velocity (V): It is estimated that the velocity in the model ranged between 0.05 and
0.10 m/s, with an average value of 0.08 m/s. In the prototype (natural environment),
these velocities reach average values of 2.50 m/s [99];

• Density of the mixture (ρ): Considering a mixture with a sediment concentration of 10%
by volume, the density of the mixtures in the model ranges around 1028–1057 kg/m3.
In the prototype, considering quartz, the density is around 1175 kg/m3;

• Current thickness (H): In nature, the most common flows have a current height of
about 2.50 m, whereas in the model, a representative value of 0.05 m can be considered.
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Considering the listed scales, we can equate (Equation (1)) the Froude number scale
as follows:

FrP
FrM

=
Ṽ√

g̃
(̃

∆ρ
ρ

)
H̃

≈ 30√
10 ∗ 3 ∗ 40

→ FrP
FrM

= 0.86 (1)

where Fr = V
g
(

∆ρ
ρ

)
H

, g is acceleration of gravity, and the symbol ~ denotes the ratio between

the scale of the quantity in the prototype and in the model.
On the other hand, the estimated Reynolds number of the flows corresponds (Equation (2))

to the value of
Re =

VH
ν

≈ 0.08 ∗ 0.05
0.000001

≈ 4000 (2)

where ν is the kinematic viscosity of the mixture.
Therefore, the simulated flows remain within the turbulent regime. Thus, it is evident

that the flows in the model exhibit significant similarity to natural flows, and the results
can be analyzed according to the theory of physical model similarity.

Additionally, the grain size finds its equivalence according to the parameter resulting
(Equation (3)) from dimensional analysis, highlighted by [96], given by the ratio between the
particle settling velocity (ws) and the flow velocity (V). Thus, the following can be obtained:(ws

V

)
P
=

(ws

V

)
M

(3)

Therefore,

(ws)P =
VP
VM

(ws )M (4)

So,
(ws)P = 30(ws )M (5)

Thus, we can find the equivalent particle diameter in the prototype using analytical
laws, such as [100] Rubey’s Law. Accordingly, sand fractions (62–2000 µm) in the prototype
correspond to grains ranging from 12 to 75 µm for kaolin, while for coal, the correspondence
lies within the range of 12–125 µm.

4.3. Conduit Inception Model

In the laboratory, we can simplify the problem and isolate certain effects for evalu-
ation. However, uncertainties are inherent in models. In this case, simulating the entire
system (subaerial settings, shelf, slope, and basin) encompasses a range of scales, including
geological time. Our intention here is to observe a specific scale and extrapolate to the
natural world using similarity theory. To achieve this, we employ techniques such as using
coal (which allows us to scale down grains without cohesive effects) and replicating basin
settings in scaled forms.

In natural environments, various types of submarine conduits (e.g., gullies, canyons,
submarine channels, and troughs) can form. However, this study does not specifically focus
on investigating the formation of each specific type of submarine conduit. Instead, it aims
to discuss the initial processes involved in the formation of these submarine morphologies
from a broader perspective.

Traditionally, certain submarine topographic features such as submarine channels and
gullies are thought to form primarily through erosional processes. However, this study
demonstrates that these features can also originate in predominantly depositional environ-
ments. Similarly, other studies have also suggested this alternative for the formation of
submarine canyons [50] and gullies [87]. In contrast, Ref. [97] proposes a model (Figure 12a)
based on an analogous outcrop, where the initial path is created by rough bed layers of
debris that help confine the flow during the early stages of conduit formation.
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Figure 12. (a) A scheme adapted from [97], illustrating an incipient condition where the rugosity on
top of debrite helps localize flows. (b) An image adapted from [50] showing a straight gully shape
similar to this experiment and the growth of a gully without apparent erosion.

Ref. [101] defines a submarine channel as a structure that serves as a long-term conduit
for the downslope transport of sediment. According to this definition, it is reasonable
to exclude comparisons with furrows and grooves, as both are considered types of bed-
forms [102] rather than proper conduits.

Ref. [95] presents a study from the Tiber delta (Tyrrhenian Sea, Italy), describing
features similar to gullies observed in our experiment, including (1) a location on a shelf
edge and upper slope; (2) slightly curvilinear features that tend towards straightness; and
(3) little or no evidence of erosive processes. These findings suggest that the results pre-
sented here could represent an inception process for a gully in a depositional environment,
generated by deposit asymmetry.

Many authors have identified gullies as common structures observed along submarine
slopes on numerous continental margins [66,87,91,103]. Ref. [104] defines submarine
gullies as “all downslope-trending submarine channels on a smaller scale.” Similarly,
Ref. [105] describes them as “linear marine sedimentary conduits.” However, there is a
general consensus that distinguishing gullies from channels or submarine canyons is often
challenging [87,91].

Regarding the inception of submarine conduit morphologies in nature (Figure 13), a
wide range of processes has been considered, including mass wasting/slumping, turbidity
current scour, hyperpycnal flow down delta slopes, sea level oscillations, fluid sapping,
wind-induced rip currents, and internal waves [68,86,95,101,106–111].

Ref. [50] states that the generation of submarine canyons in the Brunei Darussalam
formation was attributed to flow characteristics that prevented deposition in the thalweg.
In this scenario, natural confinement of the flow and high velocities within the central
part of the conduit facilitated sediment entrainment into the flow rather than deposition.
Nevertheless, sediments were deposited outside the conduit, along the margins and lateral
sides. The experiments conducted in this study support this model, as the conduit inception
occurred without sediment choking within the flow.

This experiment-based inception model is illustrated at Figure 14, where unconfined
turbulent flow with low erosive capacity is able to aggrade the central part of its body
(Figure 14a,b). This topographic feature influences the flow, and sediment deposition occurs
laterally where there is an abundance of accommodation space (lateral compensation).
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curs laterally where there is an abundance of accommodation space (lateral compensa-
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from the high slope in the distal portion of the system (slope) exert influence on the 

Figure 13. Two examples of constructional conduits: (a) a photograph and (b) interpretative drawing
from [111] showing topographic depressions between the tongues, visible after draining the tank
at the end of the experiment. Ravines, gullies, and furrows formed after the deposition of tongue-
shaped features are visible. (c) A bathymetric map of the South China Sea and 3D perspective view
(d) showing three canyons in the region from [50] demonstrate that submarine canyons, which might
be interpreted as erosional features when analyzing only the present-day seafloor, can in some cases
be net-depositional features.

The Figure 14c illustrates the formation of a high plateau on one side (left side of the
flow), where the flow was diverted. Importantly, concurrent mass wasting/slump deposits
from the high slope in the distal portion of the system (slope) exert influence on the conduit
length similar to turbulent flow, creating a topographic high. This asymmetry in the deposit
allows a portion of the flow to remain confined (Figure 14d), with minimal to no deposition
in this region, aligning with the concept described by [50]. The model described above
demonstrates progression towards an erosive phase in the thalweg, potentially evolving
into well-known features such as gullies and canyons. However, further experiments
are needed, including variations in flow properties and sediment injection conditions, to
validate these findings.
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5. Conclusions

The primary contribution of this research is the development of a model elucidating the
inception mechanism of submarine conduits, primarily driven by depositional processes
with minimal sediment transport within the conduit. The density current succession
generated a small valley where saline flows concentrated.

The bottom features suggest potential evolution towards an erosive state, influenced
by changes in internal flow properties. Topographic features play a crucial role in directing
the flow, thereby forming the conduit.

The experimental results enhance our understanding of submarine conduit forma-
tion, even before these conduits become pathways for sediment transport. This sug-
gests that channels previously interpreted as erosive might have been formed without
erosive conditions.

The data obtained are significant for interpreting natural deposits in deep marine
environments, particularly in identifying submarine conduit morphologies. Furthermore,
they provide insights into unusual submarine features that contribute to sediment transfer
to basins. This is particularly relevant to the petroleum industry, especially regarding coarse
sediments and the characterization of sediment flow paths related to turbidite reservoirs.

In conclusion, physical modeling proves to be a valuable tool for such studies, allowing
the replication and control of natural processes at a small scale.
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