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SLOPE LENGTH AND STEEPNESS FACTORS (LS)

The effect of topography on erosion in RUSLE is accounted for by the LS-factor.
Erosion increases as slope length increases, and is considered by the slope
length factor (L). Slope length is defined as the horizontal distance from the
origin of overland flow to the point where either (1) the slope gradient decreases
enough that deposition begins or (2) runoff becomes concentrated in a defined
channel. Surface runoff will usually concentrate in less than 400 ft., which is a
practical slope-length limit in many situations, although longer slope lengths of
up to 1,000 ft. are occasionally found. Unless the surface has been carefully
graded into ridges and furrows that maintain flow for long distances, few slope
lengths as long as 1,000 ft. should be used in RUSLE. Slope length is best
determined by pacing or measuring in the field. For steep slopes, these lengths
should be converted to horizontal distance for use in RUSLE.

The slope steepness factor (S) reflects the influence of slope gradient on erosion.
Slope is estimated in the field by use of an inclinometer, Abney level, or similar
device. Slope may be estimated from contour maps having 2 ft. contour intervals
if considerable care is used.

Both slope length and steepness substantially affect sheet and rill erosion
estimated by RUSE. The effects of these factors have been evaluated separately
in research using uniform-gradient plots. However, in erosion prediction, the
factors L and S are usually evaluated together. Soil loss increases more rapidly
with slope steepness than it does with slope length.

Slope length is the factor that involves the most judgement, and length
determinations made by users vary greatly. Actually, an infinite number of slope
lengths exist in the field. To apply RUSLE, erosion can be calculated for several
of them and the results averaged according to the area represented by each slope
length. Sometimes a particular position on the landscape is chosen as the
location for a slope length. To establish the ends of the slope length, the user
walks upslope from that position, moving perpendicular to the contour, until the
origin of overland flow is reached. Often this point is not at the top of the hill but
at a divide down the nose of a ridge.

The lower end of the slope length is located by walking downslope perpendicular
to the contour until a broad area of deposition or a natural or constructed
waterway is reached. These waterways are not necessarily eroded or incised
channels, and this lack of channels can make it difficult to determine the end of
slope. One aid is to visualize the locations on the landscape where eroded
channels or gullies would naturally form. If a slope flattens enough near its end,
deposition may occur. When erosion and deposition rates are low and erosion
has not recently occurred, deposition begins at the point where slope has
decreased to about 5%. Deposition does not necessarily occur wherever a slope
flattens. Tables 2-1 thru 2-3 are “LS” values for low, moderate, and high rill to
interrill erosion. Table 2-2 should be used when predicting erosion on cropland.
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