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Abstract: Hydrological cycle is sensitively affected by climatic variation and human activity. Taking
the upper- and middle-stream of the Weihe River in western China as an example, using multiple
meteorological and hydrological elements, as well as land-use/land-cover change (LUCC) data, we
constructed a sensitivity model of runoff to climatic elements and human activities based on the
hydro-thermal coupling equilibrium equation, while a cumulative slope was used to establish a
comprehensive estimation model for the contributions of climatic variation and human activities to
the changes of runoff. The results showed that the above function model established could be well
applied to quantitatively study the elasticity of runoff’s response to climatic variation and human
activities. It was found that the annual average precipitation, evaporation, wind velocity, sunshine
hours, relative humidity and runoff showed decreasing trends and that temperature increased. While
in the hydrological cycle, precipitation and relative humidity had a non-linear positive driving effect
on runoff, while temperature, evaporation, sunshine hours, wind velocity, and land-use/land-cover
change (LUCC) have non-linearly negatively driven the variation of runoff. Moreover, runoff has
a strong sensitive response to precipitation, evaporation and LUCC. In areas with strong human
activities, the sensitivity of runoff to climatic change was decreasing, and runoff has a greater elastic
response to underlying surface parameters. In addition, the analysis showed that the abrupt years
of climate and runoff changes in the Weihe River Basin were 1970, 1985 and 1993. Before 1985, the
contribution rate of climatic variation to runoff was 68.3%, being greater than that of human activities
to runoff, and then the contribution rates of human activities to runoff reached 75.1%. The impact
of natural climate on runoff was weakened, and the effect of human activities on runoff reduction
increased. Under 30 hypothetical climatic scenarios, the evaluation of runoff in the future showed that
the runoff in the Weihe River Basin will be greatly reduced, and the reduction will be more significant
during the flood season. Comparing the geographically fragile environments and intense human
activities, it was believed that climatic variation had a dramatic effect on driving the water cycle
of precipitation and evaporation and affected regional water balance and water distribution, while
human activities had driven the hydrological processes of the underlying surface, thus becoming
the main factors in the reduction of runoff. This study provided scientific tools for regional climate
change and water resources assessment.

Keywords: climate elements; runoff; sensitivity and contribution; response mechanism

1. Introduction

The hydrological cycle is an important material and energy cycle in the earth system,
which was affected by many factors [1,2]. Among them, climatic variation and human
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activities have the most significant influences [3,4]. Natural evolution and human activities
jointly drive global changes on various scales; in particular, climatic variation can affect the
water cycle process, runoff and regional water balance by influencing precipitation and
evaporation in a watershed [5–7]. From the IPCC fifth assessment report (IPCC, 2013), the
global average surface temperature rose by 0.85 ◦C during the period of 1880–2012, and the
increasing rate from 1951 to 2012 was twice as fast as that since 1880. Human activities such
as agricultural irrigation, industrial water use and the construction of reservoirs are already
changing the hydrological cycle [8,9]. In the context of global climate, the distribution of
water resources has been temporally and spatially altered by the comprehensive effects of
human activities to a certain extent [10–12]. Therefore, exploring the influences of climatic
variation on the hydrological cycles has become one of the current research hotspots. In
recent years, scholars from all over the world have performed a large number of studies on
the causes of river runoff and the evaluation of the impact of climatic variation on different
scales, such as global, regional and watershed. The results from the literature showed that,
due to the reduced precipitation and increased evaporation, runoff in some regions was
reduced to a certain extent [13,14]. In terms of the attribution analysis of runoff change and
the assessment of the impact of climate change and human activities on runoff changes,
there were mainly two methods: model-simulation methods and water-balance methods
based on the Budyko hypothesis, which were applied to carry out research on changes in
runoff in specific watersheds [15,16]. For example, for the mutual response relationship
between the hydrological cycle and climatic change, Ma et al. [17] and Yang et al. [18] used
various statistics, models and experimental methods to study the elasticity of river runoff
to climatic variation. Gao et al. [19] and Markovich et al. [20] studied the influence of land
use on runoff using hydrological models and multiple regressions. Yin et al. [21] used the
SWAT model to study the response of water yield to climate in northern China and believed
that water yield was more sensitive to climate change. Guo et al. [22], Wang et al. [23] and
Kong et al. [24] studied the impact of climate change and human activities on runoff using
statistical models and reanalyzed data. They suggested that runoff was strongly affected
by climatic variation and human activities and differed in different regions. Although
the above-mentioned studies have achieved remarkable results, there is still significant
uncertainty and limitations on the influences of climatic variation and human activities
on runoff on global and regional scales. Moreover, there have been many studies on
the contribution of climate variation to runoff from single meteorological elements, and
different research methods also have certain limitations. The model simulation method
has a certain mechanism explanation, but the uncertainty of the model structure and
parameters, and the complexity of the relationship among topography, soil, vegetation and
climate in the basin, etc., affected the range of the model response and the differences of
the simulation results. Compared with the traditional mathematical statistics empirical
method, the water-balance method based on Budyko’s hydro-thermal coupling balance
theory has obvious physical meaning, and the calculation process was relatively simple,
and the parameters were easier to obtain. It has been widely used in the attribution of
runoff changes in watersheds. However, there were still few studies on the attribution of
multiple meteorological and hydrological factors to runoff changes using the water–heat
coupled balance equation based on Budyko’s hypothesis. Quantitative studies on how to
decompose the sensitive contribution of climate change and human activities to runoff
have represented the current research trend. More recently, the existing research seems
to focus on how to deeply understand the interrelationships and mechanisms between
climatic variation and the natural environment, as well as the hydrological cycle. The
Penman–Monteith method was suitable for the calculation of potential evapotranspiration
in different climate types and for studies of the impact of climatic change on the water
cycle. Therefore, we can try to use the modified Penman–Monteith evaporation model to
derive the elastic coefficients of various meteorological elements and human activities on
runoff and to further carry out quantitative research on the influence of multiple factors
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(i.e., temperature, solar radiation, wind speed, relative humidity and underlying surface
parameters) on runoff changes.

Taking the upper- and middle-stream of the Weihe River in western China as an exam-
ple, this study mainly focused on the influences of multiple factors on runoff, while the
relationships between runoff and climatic variation and human activities were further stud-
ied. Weihe River Basin has a semi-arid climate with annual precipitation of 400–600 mm,
temperature of 6.1–10.8 ◦C, evaporation of 1130–395 mm, sunshine hours of 2001–2419 h
and runoff of 16–32.5 × 108 m3, and economic development and high population density,
while water resources were sensitively influenced by human activities and global climatic
variation. Therefore, by using multiple meteorological and hydrological elements as well as
land-use/land-cover change (LUCC) data, we constructed a sensitivity model of runoff to
climatic elements and human activities based on the hydro-thermal coupling equilibrium
equation. As such, we analyzed the relationship between multi-factors and runoff changes
and quantitatively studied the elasticity of runoff’s response to climatic variation and hu-
man activities. Accordingly, the contribution rate of climatic variation and human activities
to runoff was decomposed and evaluated. At the same time, the response mechanism
of hydrological processes to climatic elements and human activities was discussed. It is
expected that this study can provide the basis for regional environmental, climate and
water resource management and assessment.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Meteorological and Hydrological Data

The upper- and middle-stream of the Weihe River in western China is located between
33◦43′ N–36◦32′ N and 109◦1′–103◦31′ E with large terrain altitude differences. This region
has a semi-arid climate and significant changes of runoff. In this area, the water resources
are sensitively influenced by human activities and global climatic variation. In this study,
the daily observation meteorological data (from 1960 to 2017), including average tempera-
ture, precipitation, evaporation, wind speed, relative humidity, and sunshine hours, were
obtained from the National Meteorological Information Center (NMIC) in China Meteoro-
logical Administration (CMA), while the runoff was used as an indicator of hydrological
changes. Runoff data (from 1960 to 2015) were gained from hydrological stations. The
monthly meteorological data and hydrological data were obtained from the daily data,
while the annual data were obtained from the monthly data. Data missing rate was less
than 1%. The missing data were interpolated using a 10-year moving average. The data had
been tested and revised and were consistent and reliable for studying climatic variation and
hydrological impacts. To increase the reliability of the research results, 28 evenly distributed
weather stations were selected, and the representative six hydrological stations in Weiyuan
(SM1), Wushan (SM2), Beidao (SM3), Linjiacun (SM4), Yimen (SM5) and Qianhe (SM6)
were selected (Figure 1). The distributions of soil type and land-use type in the Weihe
River Basin were shown in Figure 2. There were a total of 19 soil types, including artificial
fatness soil (AFS), clayed chestnut soil (CCS), gleaming black soil (GBS), simply culti-
vate black soil (SCBS), saturated embryonic soil (SES), bleached highly active leached soil
(BHALS), calcium-accumulated highly active leached soil (CHALS), gleaming embryonic
soil (GES), simply cultivate chernozem soil (SCC), saturated loose rock soil (SLRS), calcium
accumulation chernozem (CAC), calcareous loose rock soil (CLRS), gleed highly active
leached soil (GHALS), simply cultivate gray soil (SCGS), unsaturated prototype soil (UPS),
calcareous alluvial soil (CAS), calcareous prototype soil (CPS), man-made accumulation
soil (MAS), and simple cultivation of highly active leached soil (SCHALS). There were
8 types of land use, including agricultural land (AGRL), forest (FRST), pasture land (PAST),
waters (WATR), urban land (UBRN), rural land (URLD), traffic construction (UTRN) and
bare land (BARR) (Table 1).
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Figure 1. Distribution of meteorological and hydrological stations in the upper- and mid-stream of
the Weihe River Basin in western China.
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Figure 2. Distribution of (a) soil type and (b) land-use type.

Table 1. The overall land use in the watershed (Unit: 105 ha).

AGRL FRST PAST WATR UBRN URLD UTRN BARR

13.817 3.838 12.384 0.195 0.119 0.636 0.045 0.112

2.2. Methods
2.2.1. Climate Diagnosis Method and Calculation of the Sensitivity Coefficient

Climate and hydrological elements have continuous fluctuations over time. Therefore,
the least square method was used to calculate the tendency rate. The climate and hydro-
logical change trends were analyzed by calculating anomalies and cumulative anomalies,
while the sliding t-test method (S-T) was used to analyze the abrupt points of climate
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and hydrological cycles. Correlation analysis method was used to assess the relationship
between climatic elements and hydrological elements.

In the calculation, the elasticity coefficient was defined as the response intensity of
runoff to climate. The IPCC provided a definition of sensitivity, which can be used to
estimate the sensitivity of runoff to a single climate element [25]. However, the water cycle
was affected by many factors. Therefore, based on the hydro-thermal coupling equilibrium
equation, a sensitivity model of runoff to climatic elements and human activities was
established. Combining the equilibrium equation of water and heat, the total differential
equations for the sensitivity of runoff to temperature, precipitation, evaporation, wind
velocity, sunshine hours, relative humidity and LUCC were derived, and the elasticity
coefficient was obtained. The calculation steps of the sensitivity coefficient were as follows.

Firstly, according to Budyko [26] and the derived water-heat coupling balance equation
with evapotranspiration calculation (Penman–Monteith model from World Food and Agri-
culture Organization (FAO)) [27], evaporation (e) was proposed as a function of potential
evaporation (epe), precipitation (p) and human activity (h):

e = pepe/(ph + epe
h)

1/h
(1)

Then, according to the multi-year average water balance relationship of the basin,
runoff (r) was derived as a function of potential evaporation (epe), precipitation (p) and
human activity (h):

r = p− e = f (p, epe, h) (2)

Based on the modified Penman–Monteith method, the potential evaporation (epe) was
presented as the total differential of solar radiation (s), temperature (t), wind velocity (w)
and relative humidity (m), showing as follows:

depe ≈
∂epe

∂s
ds +

∂epe

∂t
dt +

∂epe

∂w
dw +

∂epe

∂m
dm (3)

Combined with Budyko’s water–heat coupling balance equation, the full differential
equation of climate and human activities on runoff changes was derived as follows:

dr
r

= scp
dp
p

+ sct
dt
t
+ sce

depe

epe
+ sch

dh
h

+ scs
ds
s
+ scw

dw
w

+ scm
dm
m

(4)

where the derivative equations for the sensitivity of runoff to temperature, precipitation,
evaporation, wind velocity, sunshine hours, relative humidity and LUCC were derived,
while the elasticity coefficient was obtained as follows:

scp = ∂ f
∂p

∆p
∆r , sce =

∂ f
∂p

∆e
∆r , sch = ∂ f

∂p
∆h
∆r , sct =

∂epe
∂s

∆t
∆r , scs =

∂epe
∂s

∆s
∆r , scw =

∂epe
∂w

∆w
∆r ,

scm =
∂epe
∂m

∆m
∆r , sc′t = sce

∂epe
∂s

∆t
∆e , sc′s = sce

∂epe
∂s

∆s
∆e , , sc′w = sce

∂epe
∂w

∆w
∆e , sc′m = sce

∂epe
∂m

∆m
∆e

(5)

where scp, sce, sch, sct, scs, scw and scm represented the single-factor elastic coefficients of
precipitation, evaporation, LUCC, temperature, sunshine hours, wind velocity and relative
humidity, respectively. sc′p, sc′e, sc′h, sc′t, sc′s, sc′w and sc′m represented the multifactor
comprehensive elastic coefficients of precipitation, evaporation, LUCC, temperature, sun-
shine hours, wind velocity and relative humidity, respectively, and ∆p, ∆r, ∆h, ∆e, ∆t, ∆s,
∆w and ∆m were variables of precipitation, runoff, LUCC, evaporation, temperature, sun-
shine hours, wind velocity and relative humidity, respectively. Herein, epe was calculated
using the function from the literature [28].

Among them, the larger the value of the sensitivity coefficient was, the greater the
response runoff to climatic elements and human activities was, and vice versa. Positive val-
ues indicated positive correlation sensitivity, while negative values implied anti-correlation
sensitivity.
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2.2.2. Estimation Method for the Contribution of Elements to Runoff

Climatic variation and human activity can significantly influence runoff in the hydro-
logical cycle. Herein, a cumulative slope was used to study the contribution of climatic
variation and human activities to the changes in runoff. Moreover, the meteorological and
hydrological elements were standardized to eliminate the dimensional differences and to
facilitate a comparison of runoff changes from different factors.

The calculation principles were as follows: The contribution of human activities and
natural climatic variation to runoff varied for each period due to the different patterns of
climatic variation before and after the year with abrupt changes (upward, abrupt and down-
ward trends). Firstly, the cumulative anomalies of meteorological elements and runoff were
calculated. Secondly, the mutation points of climatic variation over a period of time were
determined. Finally, the linear fitting relationships of cumulative precipitation, cumulative
potential evapotranspiration and cumulative runoff were established to calculate the slopes
of the linear relationship between cumulative precipitation, cumulative evapotranspiration
and cumulative runoff before and after the year with abrupt changes, respectively. The
contribution of human activities to runoff was calculated by subtracting the estimated
runoff from the actual runoff, while the contribution of climatic variation to runoff was
calculated by subtracting the runoff in the benchmark period from the estimated runoff.
Then the slope between the runoff and precipitation was used to estimate the runoff for
each period. The 30-year average was used as the runoff benchmark to assess the influence
of climatic variation and human activities on runoff during each period. In addition, its
variables were decomposed, and then the contribution rates were calculated according to
the following procedures:

For a precipitation series p and evaporation series e, the length of the series was n,
then the cumulative precipitation anomaly ∑ P and the cumulative evaporation anomaly
∑ E were calculated as follows.

P =
n

∑
i=1

(pi −
1
n

n

∑
i=1

pi) (6)

E =
n

∑
i=1

(ei −
1
n

n

∑
i=1

ei) (7)

The runoff (RCP) caused by precipitation and the runoff (RCE) caused by potential
evapotranspiration were calculated as follows.

RCP = α1∑ P + β1 (8)

RCE = α2∑ E + β2 (9)

where α1 was the linear regression coefficient of accumulated runoff and accumulated
precipitation, and β1 was a constant calculated from the established runoff and precipitation
equation; α2 was the linear regression coefficient of accumulated runoff and accumulated
evaporation, and β2 was a constant calculated from the established linear regression
equation between accumulated runoff and accumulated evaporation. The higher the
temperature was, the greater of the amount of evaporation. Accordingly, the smaller of
the runoff was. Therefore, the potential evaporation was used to assess the influence of
evaporation on runoff.

The factors causing runoff changes can be decomposed into two parts, climatic varia-
tion and human activities. The impact of climatic elements on the hydrological cycle was
mainly reflected in the impact of precipitation and temperature on runoff. The tempera-
ture was closely related to evaporation, so evaporation was used to reflect the impact of
temperature on runoff. The total runoff change was composed of the runoff caused by
precipitation (RCP), the runoff caused by evaporation (RCE), measured runoff (RM) and the
runoff caused by human activities (RH). Among them, the contribution rate of precipitation
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to runoff (ηCP), the contribution rate of evaporation to runoff (ηCE) and the contribution
rate of human activities to runoff (ηH) were calculated as follows.

ηCp = RCP/(RCP + RCE + RM) (10)

ηCE = RCE/(RCP + RCE + RM) (11)

ηH = 1− ηCP − ηCE (12)

The larger the positive value of ηCP, ηCE, and ηH was, the greater the contribution of
each element to the reduction of runoff was, and vice versa. The negative value indicated
that the each element could cause an increase of runoff.

3. Results
3.1. Climate and Hydrological Trends

The average value of each element from 1980 to 2003 was used as the baseline back-
ground for evaluating climate change, while the 30-year average values of temperature,
precipitation, evaporation, wind speed, humidity, sunshine hours and runoff were calcu-
lated, which was 7.2 ◦C, 460.4 mm, 1375.9 mm, 2.25 m/s, 62.6%, 2566.5 h, 19.05 × 108 m3,
respectively. The anomalies of climatic and hydrological elements were calculated as shown
in Figure 3. It showed that, from 1960 to 1984, the temperature was a negative anomaly,
and the average negative anomaly was 0.02 ◦C lower than the multi-year average, and then
the temperature rose; the average positive anomaly was 0.85 ◦C higher than the multi-year
average. Before 1982, the precipitation fluctuated. The average positive anomaly was
16.42 mm higher than the multi-year average. Then the precipitation became negative, and
the average negative anomaly was 41.93 mm lower than the multi-year average. Evapora-
tion showed a fluctuating change. From 1960 to 1963, evaporation was positive and then
it turned into a negative anomaly. From 1986 to 2001, evaporation was positive, and then
it showed a decreasing trend. In each period mentioned above, evaporation increased by
95.24 mm, decreased by −58.2 mm, increased by 71.99 mm, and decreased by −40.12 mm,
respectively. Before the 1970s, the wind speed decreased by −0.15 m/s compared with
the annual average. Then it increased by 0.13 m/s compared with the annual average.
After 1982, it was negative and decreased by −0.15 m/s compared with the annual average.
Before 1992, the number of sunshine hours fluctuated. Then it decreased, showing 7.45 h
less than the annual average sunshine. Before 1986, the runoff was positive, increased by
6.55 × 108 m3 compared with the annual runoff. Then it decreased, showing 8.2 × 108 m3

less than the annual average runoff.
Overall, the annual average temperature increased at a rate of 0.35 ◦C/10 year and

passed 99% reliability test, while precipitation, wind velocity, evaporation, sunshine hours,
relative humidity and runoff showed decreasing trends with the rates of −14.01 mm/10 year,
−1.42 mm/10 year, −11.9 h/10 year, −0.32%/10 year and −4.67 × 108 m3/10 year, respec-
tively. Before 1985, the temperature slightly fluctuated, while after 1985, the temperature
increased significantly. In most areas, the temperature was increasing, while the precipi-
tation and relative humidity were decreasing. The changing rate in the west was higher
than that in the northeast. The wind velocity in the east decreased more than that in the
west, while the decrease in evaporation in the south was greater than in the north. The
sunshine was decreasing, and the changing rate in the west was greater than that in the
east. The runoff at each station also has a significant decreasing trend. In 1960–1966, the
runoff increased and then decreased, and the runoff was steadily oscillating from 1972 to
1987. After 2000, there was a slight increase in the runoff. The increase of temperature
and the decrease of precipitation have caused a decrease of runoff. The evaporation did
not show an increasing trend with the increase of temperature but showed a decreasing
trend. This may be caused by: (1) Although the increase of temperature was conducive
to the increase of evaporation, the reduction of solar radiation and wind speed led to a
reduction of evaporation; (2) As a result of the combined effect, the evaporation in the
upper reaches of the Weihe River showed a decreasing trend, resulting in a reduction of
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runoff; (3) The spatial difference of the change rate of each element was related to the
geographical environment and human activities, which were more intense in the east than
that in the west, while environmental changes were also greater. Therefore, the changes in
climate and hydrological elements showed a temporal and spatial difference.

Figure 3. Change trend of meteorological and hydrological elements. (a) temperature, (b) precipita-
tion, (c) evaporation, (d) wind speed, (e) sunshine, (f) runoff.

3.2. Relationship between Climate and Runoff

Runoff changes were affected by multiple climatic factors. Figure 4 shows the rela-
tionship between runoff and climate factors. It showed that, as temperature, sunshine
hours and evaporation increased, runoff decreased, and there was a negative correlation
between them. But as precipitation, relative humidity and wind velocity increased, runoff
also increased, and there was a positive correlation between them. Except for wind speed,
both other climatic factors and runoff showed a significant correlation, passing the 0.01 sig-
nificance level test. The absolute value of the correlation coefficient between temperature,
evaporation, precipitation and runoff reached above 0.6078, indicating that these elements
were the most important factors in reducing runoff. In arid and semi-wet areas, precipita-
tion was the main form of runoff replenishment, and temperature has the greatest impact
on runoff reduction, followed by evaporation, and other factors were relatively small. As
can be seen, each meteorological element and runoff followed a certain linear or non-linear
response law.
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Figure 4. Relationship between runoff and climatic factors. (a) precipitation, (b) temperature,
(c) evaporation, (d) relative humidity, (e) wind speed, (f) sunshine.

Therefore, the functional relationship between meteorological elements and runoff
was established, as shown in Figure 4. Based on these relationships, it can be estimated that
the runoff will decrease by 0.06 mm, 10.72 mm and 0.13 mm for the corresponding decrease
of 1.0 mm precipitation, 1.0 m/s wind velocity and 1.0% relative humidity, respectively,
and decrease by 10.88 mm, 0.05 mm and 0.03 mm for the corresponding increase of 1.0 ◦C
temperature, 1.0 mm evaporation and 1.0 h sunshine, respectively. As an important part in
the hydrological cycle, the precipitation directly affected river runoff, while temperature
indirectly affected river runoff mainly by influencing potential evaporation capacity. As the
temperature rose and the precipitation decreased, the runoff decreased. Sunshine affected
runoff by affecting temperature and evaporation. In general, the above relationship reflects
the complexity of the interaction mechanism between various meteorological elements and
runoff. Climatic elements affected runoff changes by the combined effects of positive and
negative factors. Analysis shows that after 2000, the correlation coefficients between the
main meteorological elements and runoff were generally weakened, which may be mainly
due to the regulation and control of the large-scale water conservancy projects in the basin
for the accumulation and replenishment of runoff. Changes in the underlying surface
conditions such as basin topography, geological and geomorphic features, vegetation, etc.,
through the coupling of major meteorological elements, also increased the uncertainty of
runoff formation.

3.3. Sensitivity of Runoff to Climatic Factors and Human Activities

Using standardized meteorological and hydrological factors, the coefficient sensitivity
of runoff to climatic variation and human activities was calculated, as shown in Figure 5. It
showed that the sensitivity of runoff changes to various factors in different areas signifi-
cantly varied. In the SM1, SM2 and SM5 of the Weihe River Basin with poor geographical
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environment and less human activity, the elastic coefficients of runoff to temperature, sun-
shine hours, relative humidity, wind velocity and LUCC (i.e., land-use types area changes,
including cultivated land, forest land, grassland, waters, industrial and mining land, and
bare land, were used to assess the impact of land use on runoff) were smaller than those in
SM3, SM4 and SM6, with intense human activity. The sensitivity of runoff to precipitation,
temperature, evaporation, relative humidity, sunshine hours, wind velocity and LUCC was
1.27~4.17 (mean 2.38), −0.31~−1.12 (mean −0.75), 1.99~2.88 (mean 2.24), 0.84~1.7(mean
1.23), −0.11~−1.4 (mean −0.93), 0.31~−0.93 (mean −0.52) and −1.2~−3.8(mean −2.04),
respectively. The multifactor comprehensive sensitivity of runoff to climatic factors and
human activities was 25% greater than the sensitivity of single-factor sensitivity. The sensi-
tivity of runoff to each factor can be ordered from high to low as follows: precipitation>
evaporation> LUCC> relative humidity> sunshine hours> temperature> wind velocity,
which showed that runoff has a higher response to precipitation, evaporation and LUCC.
Precipitation and relative humidity positively drive runoff changes, while temperature,
sunshine hours, wind velocity and LUCC negatively drive runoff changes. The increase
of relative humidity reduced evapotranspiration in the watershed, reducing the loss of
runoff. On the contrary, increasing sunshine hours, temperature and wind velocity led to
a decrease of runoff. In addition, the increase of vegetation coverage on the underlying
surface enhanced the function of soil and water conservation, resulting in a decrease in
runoff. In the tributary basins of the Weihe River Basin, runoff was more sensitive to climate
change and LUCC, while runoff in the mainstream of the Weihe River Basin, was poorly
sensitive to climate and human activities. Generally, the relationship between meteorologi-
cal elements and runoff followed a certain non-linear rule. When the watershed is disturbed
by external factors, this response relationship of the hydrological cycle to climatic change
will be changed, thereby affecting the change of river runoff by complex underlying surface
conditions affecting the runoff generation and confluence of the watershed. These have
led to a decrease in the sensitivity of runoff to climate and an increase in the sensitivity to
human activities, indicating that the impact of human activities on runoff in the watershed
was becoming more obvious.

Figure 5. (a) Single-factor sensitivity estimates and (b) multifactor comprehensive sensitivity esti-
mates of runoff to climatic factors and human activities. Pr, Te, Ev, Re, Su, Wi and Lu represent
precipitation, temperature, evaporation, relative humidity, sunshine hours, wind velocity and LUCC,
respectively.

3.4. Contribution of Climatic Variation and Human Activities to Runoff

In the hydrological cycle, precipitation and evaporation were used to assess the contri-
bution of climatic variation to runoff. The sliding t test method was utilized to determine
the meteorological and runoff inflection points. The significance test was performed as
shown in Figure 6. It was found that the precipitation and runoff at each station had same
abrupt points in 1970, 1985, 1993 and 1997.
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Figure 6. Sliding t abrupt points test of (a) precipitation and (b) runoff.

As shown in Figure 7, the accumulated anomalies of mean precipitation and evapo-
ration have increased or decreased in different periods. The double-accumulation curve
of runoff and precipitation at each station showed obvious slope changes in 1970, 1985
and 1993, while the three years passed the abrupt test. Therefore, based on the common
abrupt points, the changes in runoff can be divided into four periods, i.e., 1960–1970 (T1),
1971–1985 (T2), 1985–1993 (T3) and 1993–2017 (T4). In these four periods, the linear corre-
lation coefficient was above 0.99, which indicated that the determination of the mutation
year was reliable to assess the contribution of climatic variation and human activities to
runoff. The slopes and variable of runoff, precipitation and evaporation in the four periods
were calculated, as shown in Table 2. Based on these slopes, the contributions of climatic
variation and human activities to runoff in different periods were calculated, as shown in
Table 3.

In the period of T1, the contribution of climatic variation to the reduction of runoff
was above 54.83%, and the contribution rate of human activities to runoff changes was
11.44–45.17%. But in SM5, the contribution of climatic elements to runoff reached above
110.0%. This may be because SM5 (Yimen) was located on the south side of the Weihe River,
and rainfall was abundant, and the impact of human activities to hydrological cycle was
smaller. In the period of T2, the influence of climatic variation on the reduction of runoff
was above 14.76%. The maximum contribution rate was above 91.19% in SM1 and SM2,
while the minimum contribution rate was 14% in SM3. In the period of T3, the contribution
of climatic variation to the reduction of runoff decreased below 42.59%. At the same time,
the impact of human activities on runoff increased. In SM2–SM5, the contribution of human
activities to runoff reached above 57.41%, but the contribution rate of human activities to
runoff was only 0.92% in the SM1. In the period of T4, the contribution of human activities
to the reduction of runoff increased by 64%. Overall, from 1960 to 1985, the contribution
rate of climatic variation to the reduction of runoff was 68.3%, while the contribution rate
of human activities to the reduction of runoff was 31.7%. After 1994, the contribution rate
of climatic variation to runoff declined by less than 43%, while the contribution of human
activities to the runoff changes increased by above 57%. In the entire basin, the average
contribution rates of climatic variation and human activities to runoff changes were 22.3%
and 77.6%, respectively. In the watersheds, runoff was affected by the natural environment
and human activities in different regions, resulting in different contribution rates. Due to
the enhancement of soil and water conservation functions, and climate warming, as well as
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the reduction of precipitation, human activities have become the main factor causing the
reduction of runoff, but the impact of climatic variation on runoff cannot be ignored.

Figure 7. Relationship between cumulative actual runoff and (a) evaporation and (b) precipitation.

Table 2. Slope of cumulative precipitation, evaporation and runoff over time.

Period Precipitation
(mm)

Evaporation
(mm)

Runoff (108 m3)

SM1 SM2 SM3 SM4 SM5 SM6

T1 692.17 1356.27 0.29 6.67 14.24 27.83 1.4 4.38
T2 564.52 978.72 0.24 6.57 13.34 23.14 1.25 2.42
T3 544.41 970.73 0.23 5.53 10.6 19.46 1.02 3.21
T4 511.05 1022.3 0.13 2.19 5.25 9.55 0.54 1.16

Table 3. Contribution of (a) climatic variation and (b) human activities to runoff in different periods.

Climatic Variation Human Activities

T1 T2 T3 T4 T1 T2 T3 T4

SM1 88.56 128.78 99.08 35.53 11.44 −28.78 0.92 64.47
SM2 78.75 91.19 18.18 20.53 21.25 8.81 81.82 79.47
SM3 66.22 14.76 8.08 13.21 33.78 85.24 91.92 86.79
SM4 67.17 41.25 18.47 11.40 32.83 58.75 81.53 88.60
SM5 116.03 37.63 −26.12 5.72 −16.03 62.37 126.12 94.28
SM6 54.83 46.65 42.59 32.02 45.17 53.35 57.41 67.98

3.5. Estimation of Future Runoff

The IPCC Fourth Assessment Report states that the global average temperature will
likely to increase by 1.1–6.4 ◦C at the end of the 21st century under different greenhouse
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emission scenarios. Although climate variation can be regarded as a small disturbance, its
hydrological effects cannot be ignored. Taking into account the uncertainty and accuracy of
future climatic variation scenarios, this paper considered 30 possible climate scenarios, i.e.,
precipitation change of ±20%, 0% and ±10% while the temperature remains the same and
rises by 0.5 ◦C, 1.0 ◦C, 1.5 ◦C, 2.0 ◦C and 2.5 ◦C, to estimate the future changes of runoff.
Figure 8 shows the relationship between future temperature, precipitation and runoff in
the Weihe River Basin. The slope of the curve can characterize the degree of response of
runoff to the changes in precipitation to a certain extent, and the distance between the curve
groups represented the runoff changes caused by the difference in temperature changes.
From Figure 8, it can be seen that, during the flood season (July to September), as the
precipitation increased, the curve group tended to diverge, while the degree of divergence
was greater than that of the annual curve group, indicating that, with the increase of
precipitation, the impact of temperature changes on runoff became more significant. As
the precipitation remained the same while the temperature increased by 1.0 ◦C, the runoff
decreased by 13.3%. As the temperature remained the same and the precipitation increased
by 10% (decreased by 10%), the runoff increased by 22.7% (decreased by 25.9%). Under
the scenario of precipitation declining, runoff changes during the flood season were about
1.4% smaller than the change in annual runoff. On the contrary, under the scenario of
increased precipitation, the runoff change during the flood season was 2.3% greater than
the change in annual runoff. It should be noted that, as temperature increased by 2.5 ◦C
and precipitation decreased by 20%, runoff decreased by up to 59.8%. In contrast, as
temperature and precipitation both increased by 2.5 ◦C and 20%, runoff increased by up to
46.8%. These indicated that the runoff in the arid and semi-arid regions of northwest China
could have a stronger response to precipitation and temperature in the future. Climatic
change may further aggravate the vulnerability of the water resources system. Therefore, it
was of great significance to strengthen the adaptive management of the response of water
resources to climate change, ensuring the safety of water resources.

Figure 8. Variation of (a) annual runoff and (b) runoff in June, July and August under different
climate scenarios in the future.
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4. Discussion

From the results, the temperature had an increasing trend over time, while precipita-
tion, wind velocity, sunshine hours, evaporation, relative humidity and runoff decreased.
These findings were mostly consistent with the climate trends reported in literature [29].
However, the changing rate of the meteorological factors in this study was higher than
that of the existing research [30]. Among all meteorological elements, evaporation was
closely related to temperature, wind velocity, sunshine hours and LUCC. The increase in
temperature led to the increase in evaporation; however, the decrease in wind velocity
and sunshine hours led to the increase in evaporation. Moreover, the changing rate of
the meteorological factors was higher than that of the existing research [31–33]. These
differences may be caused by data resolution and time scale. Overall, this study further
revealed the changing trends of climate elements and runoff in the Weihe basin of western
China. Under the background of global warming, the temperature in the Weihe River Basin
is also increasing, but evaporation is decreasing. It was considered that the decrease of sun-
shine hours and wind velocity could be the primary reason for the decrease of evaporation.
Although the temperature rose, the regional evaporation was reduced, and the hydrological
cycle slowed down. In addition, the study also believed that the decreased runoff was due
to the decrease in precipitation and relative humidity, as well as the increase in temperature.
The study suggested that the climate warming would intensify the water-cycle process and
drive changes of hydrological factors. It should be noted that the increasing temperature,
decreasing sunshine and wind velocity resulted in the runoff reduction. The underlying
parameters characterized watershed characteristics of vegetation and soil, and the parame-
ters of vegetation coverage area in the watershed increased, while the vegetation’s function
of maintaining soil and water was enhanced, leading to a decrease in runoff. The results
were basically consistent with the existing studies [34–36]. Some differences were due to
the difference in the comparison period.

At present, the purpose of most climate sensitivity studies is to understand the in-
fluence of changes in precipitation on watershed runoff. Based on Budyko’s hypothetical
water–heat coupling balance equation, this paper considered the impact of multiple meteo-
rological factors and LUCC on runoff. The modified Penman–Monteith evaporation model
was employed to derive the elastic coefficients of various factors on runoff. Compared with
the existing research [37,38], the reliability of the results has been improved, which could
better explain the response intensity of hydrological cycle to climate change and human
activities. This study also found that in the mainstream areas with high population density
and urbanization development, human activities significantly influenced the reduction of
runoff, while, in the natural environment, climate warming and precipitation had a greater
impact on runoff. Previous research in different climatic regions in China suggested that
the watershed runoff in arid and semi-arid areas in north of the Yellow River was most
sensitive to climatic variation, followed by central and southern China semi-humid and
humid regions [39,40]. The studies on US MOPEX watershed believed that the runoff has
significantly different response to precipitation in the eastern and western basins of the
United States [41], which also indicated that the sensitivity of runoff to climatic variation
in river basin was spatially different. This study believed that in watersheds with large
amount of precipitation, climate was the main factor to cause the runoff increase, while the
runoff turned back to respond strongly to climate change. Human activities were the main
factor to result in reduction of runoff in areas with little precipitation, while the runoff was
more resilient to human activities.

Decomposing the influences of climatic variation and human activities on runoff
contributes to understand the driving mechanism of the variation in water cycle. Human
activities, including underlying surface changes, reservoir construction, land use and
socio-economic development (population, GDP), can influence the regional water-cycle
process, which have an impact on river basin runoff. The slope model established in this
study has the same calculation accuracy as other complex models [42,43]. It can better
decompose the influence process of climatic variation and human activities on runoff in
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different periods. Recently, the emphasis on the climatic variation and the improvement of
the natural environment has reduced the influence of human activities on the decreasing
trend of runoff [44,45]. However, human activities usually affect land use, vegetation cover,
etc., and are still the main factors affecting the variation of runoff. The study compared the
four hydrological stations and showed that human activities contributed more significantly
to the reduction of runoff in Linjiacun, Beidao and Wushan stations. It should be noted
that the results at Weiyuan station were obviously different than the other three stations,
especially in T2, and the contribution rate was significantly greater than the other three
stations. Although the contribution of human activities to the variation of runoff at Weiyuan
Station has shown an increasing trend, it is still the lowest among the four stations. This was
related to the fragile geographical environment of Weihe River and economic development
level. This study has found that before 1985, natural climatic variation contributed to more
than 38% reduction of runoff. After 1985, climatic influence decreased, while the human
activities contributed to more than 57% of runoff. It is therefore believed that human
activities had much more significant influences on watershed runoff than climatic variation,
and the contribution rate of human activities was mostly above 50% in Weihe River Basin.
These indicate that the climatic variation contributed more significantly to the reduction
of runoff than human activities at different stations in different periods. The contribution
rate of human activities to the reduction of runoff has increased, and the contribution of
climate change to the reduction of runoff has weakened. However, the impact of climate
change on the hydrological cycle was as important as the impact of human activities on
the hydrological cycle. The existing research [46,47] showed that runoff in China will be
reduced by 45% in the future. In this study, based on the climate scenario, the future runoff
assessment indicates that the runoff of the Weihe River Basin will be reduced by 56%,
indicating that the future water-shortage problem of the Weihe River Basin will be more
serious. Since 1995, the impact of human activities on the environment was far greater than
the changes in nature itself. Human activities have changed the relationship between the
natural climate and the hydrological cycle by changing the underlying surface conditions.
The construction of water-conservancy facilities redistributed runoff in time and space,
thereby affecting the regional water cycle process. Various land-use types in the basin
have different water cycles and hydrological effects. For example, the decrease in the area
of grassland and water bodies and the decrease in soil water content reduced the ability
to regulate runoff in the watershed; the increase in urban land area led to an increase in
surface runoff and a decrease in infiltration; the increase in arable land changed water
distribution in the watershed, and at the same time, indirectly affected other land-use
methods in the watershed, thereby causing the change of runoff by changing the runoff
generation and convergence conditions of the underlying surface.

Overall, we have quantitatively analyzed the sensitivity and response intensity of
runoff to climate change and human activities. This study has also decomposed the contri-
bution rate of climate change and human activities to runoff and revealed the vulnerability
of water resources to climate change in the future. The established models were suitable
for evaluating the response of regional runoff to climate change and human activities.
The models have certain applicability to the Weihe River Basin. It is believed that climate
warming intensified the water cycle process and could drive the changes in precipitation,
evaporation and runoff hydrological factors, thus affecting the regional water balance and
water distribution. The influence of human activities on hydrology was mainly through the
utilization of land use, soil and water conservation, rainwater storage and other methods
to alter the underlying surface of the watershed, which led to changes in runoff regimes.
Generally, in areas with low human activities, natural climate change was the main factor
affecting changes in hydrological processes. Precipitation increases runoff, while tempera-
ture has a dissipation effect on water resources. In the future, when precipitation increases
and temperature rises, runoff will increase; when temperature rises and precipitation de-
creases, runoff will decrease significantly. Compared with the existing literature, the study
is innovative in the analysis method of quantitatively identifying the impact of climate
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change and human activities on the hydrological cycle. However, the mechanism of human
activities on runoff is more complex. Therefore, the quantitative decomposition of various
human activity factors on runoff needs to be further studied.

5. Conclusions

This paper systematically assessed the changing trends of climate elements and hy-
drological elements and the sensitivity of runoff to climate and human activities, and
quantitatively revealed the contribution rate of climate change and human activities to the
reduction of runoff. The following conclusions can be obtained:

The temperature has a significant increasing trend, while precipitation, evaporation,
runoff, relative humidity, sunshine hours and wind speed have a decreasing trend. Pre-
cipitation and relative humidity have a non-linear positive driving effect on runoff, while
temperature, evaporation, sunshine hours, wind velocity and LUCC have non-linearly
negatively driven variation in runoff. The sensitivity of runoff to each climate element can
be ordered as follows: precipitation > evaporation > LUCC > relative humidity > sunshine
hours > temperature > wind velocity. In addition, the sensitivity of runoff to climatic
variation and human activities was spatially different. In the tributary basins of the Weihe
River Basin, runoff was more sensitive to precipitation, evaporation and LUCC, while
runoff in the mainstream of the Weihe River Basin was poorly sensitive to climate and
human activities. In areas with strong human activities, the sensitivity of runoff to climatic
change weakens, and the elasticity of runoff to underlying surface parameters increased.

The contribution rates of climatic variation and human activities to runoff showed
that, before 1985, the climatic variation had greater influence on runoff reduction than
human activities. After 1985, the contribution rate of climatic variation to runoff decreased,
and the influence of human activities on runoff increased. The contribution rates of average
climatic variation and human activities to the variation in runoff reached 22.3% and 77.6%,
respectively. The impact of human activities on runoff gradually increased in the semi-arid
northwest.

In areas with a geographically fragile environment and intense human activities,
the influence of human activities on runoff was the main factor. It was believed that
climate variation drastically drove the water cycle of precipitation and evaporation and
affected regional water balance and water distribution, while human activities changed the
hydrological process by influencing the flow generation and confluence of the underlying
surface. Under 30 assumed climatic scenarios, the evaluation of runoff showed that the
runoff in the Weihe River Basin will be significantly reduced in the future. During the
flood season, the runoff reduction has a stronger response to precipitation and temperature,
which can cause serious water-resource problems. This study provides a basis for the
quantitative assessment of the influence of climatic variation and human activities on
variations in regional runoff.
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