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ABSTRACT: ENE M., OSACI-COSTACHE G. & TÎRLA L., The caving-ins
at Ocnele Mari in the Vâlcea Subcarpathians, Romania. (IT ISSN 0391-
9838, 2009).

Brine exploitation began in 1960 at Ocnele Mari for the purposes of
chemical industry (chlorosodic products) at Oltchim and Govora indus-
trial plants. Due to the increasing demand for salt and subsequently to 
its exploitation, huge underground cavities for the coalescence of extrac-
tion fields took place between the ’70s and the ’80s. Unlike other salt 
exploitations in the world, this is located within an inhabited area. Five
extraction fields have been set up. In 2001 and 2002 a crater formed after
three wells had collapsed in the extraction fields I and II, flooding and
damaging twice 90 houses and over 200 people were evacuated; biodiver-
sity of the Olt river fauna was endangered. At the moment the exploita-
tion is planned to be continued for at least 30 years. Though, situation is
difficult on a long term because other cavities could form and cause col-
lapses, affecting 1500 people in Lunca, Ocni†a, Gura Suharului and
Corota villages. According to the estimates made by authorities, the eco-
logic cleaning of the area itself will cost over 15 million €. Research work
aims at identifying and mapping the collapsed areas, as well as surveying
the evolution of geomorphic processes, based on the existing data and on
the measurements made between 2004 and 2006.
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STUDY AREA

The town of Ocnele Mari lies in the Vâlcea Subcar-
pathians (fig. 1), more precisely in the middle and upper
sectors of the Sarata catchment.

The general traits of the land are a consequence of the
structural and petrographic constitution of the warped
sedimentary formations in which it was carved, that is 
the Ocnele Mari-Govora anticline, made up especially of
Miocene sandy-clayey deposits.

The study area can be roughly divided into three dis-
tinct sectors:
• the headwater sector, upstream of Lunca village, narrow

and showing breaches of slope in the valley sides profile,
which mark the contact between Tortonian marly for-
mations and Sarmatian deposits;

• the erosive depressionary basin between Lunca and Oc-
nele Mari (about 5 km long), centered on the Ocni†a
syncline and the southern flank of the Urziceni syncline
and bordered by the Govora-Ocnele Mari anticline.
Here, the floodplain, terraces and proluvial glacises have
the greatest extension;

• the transverse sector between Ocnele Mari and Copa-
celu (about 1.7 km long), where the Sarata stream inter-
sects the hard rocks (tuffs, sandstones, microconglomer-
ates, etc.) that make up the axis of the Ocnele Mari-
Govora anticline. The valley is narrow, while the sides’
profiles show many petrographic and structural scarps.

The present-day shaping of the land is determined by
several factors, of which the most important are the
Miocene formations intersected by the Sarata stream:
• the Lower Tortonian-Sarmatian marly complex (fig. 2),

which in most cases underlies the lower half of the
slopes, characterized by a moderate slant and a wide
range of geomorphic processes (especially landslides);

• the Middle and Upper Sarmatian sandy complex, under-
lying the upper half of the slopes, which is responsible
for the higher gradients and occasionally for the steep
surfaces. On such formations, gullying is the most active
process;
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