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Abstract: Urbanization has significant impacts on watershed hydrology, but previous studies have
been confirmatory and not comprehensive; in particular, few studies have addressed the impact of
urbanization on flooding in highly urbanized watersheds. In this study, this effect is studied in Chebei
Creek, a highly urbanized watershed in the Pearl River Delta, southern China. Landsat satellite images
acquired in 2015 were used to estimate land use and cover changes using the Decision Tree (DT)
C4.5 classification algorithm, while the Liuxihe model, a physically based distributed hydrological
model (PBDHM), is employed to simulate watershed flooding and hydrological processes. For areas
with high degrees of urbanization, the duration of the flood peak is only 1 h, and the flood water
level shows steep rises and falls. These characteristics increase the difficulty of flood modeling and
forecasting in urbanized areas. At present, hydrological research in urbanized watersheds generally
focuses on the quantitative simulation of runoff from urban areas to the watershed, flood flows, peak
flood flow, and runoff depth. Few studies have involved real-time flood forecasting in urbanized
watersheds. To achieve real-time flood forecasting in urbanized watersheds, PBDHMs and refined
underlying surface data based on remote sensing technology are necessary. The Liuxihe model is
a PBDHM that can meet the accuracy requirements of inflow flood forecasting for reservoir flood
control operations. The accuracies of the two flood forecasting methods used in this study were
83.95% and 97.06%, showing the excellent performance of the Liuxihe model for the real-time flood
forecasting of urbanized rivers such as the Chebei Creek watershed.
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1. Introduction

The world has experienced massive urbanization over the last century, with the global
urban population surpassing the rural population for the first time in 2009 [1]. Developed
countries began urbanizing earlier, and the process of urbanization has not yet ended [2].
In contrast, developing countries began urbanizing later, and urbanization has progressed
more rapidly [3]. While urbanization involves the rapid development of a society, economy,
and population, it also has significant impacts on watershed hydrological processes in
urbanized areas [4–7]. Urbanization changes the hydrological processes of the watershed
as well as the land use/cover (LUC) type of the watershed and generally transforms
permeable surfaces into impervious surfaces [8–10]. Such changes hamper accurate flood
forecasting in the basin, and this difficulty requires addressing.

With the development of hydrological models, scholars have begun to use hydrological
modeling methods to study the hydrological effects of urbanization [11–13]. Hydrological
modeling provides a novel method for studying the hydrological effects of urbanization
in areas with no or few data available [14,15]. Hydrological models are key tools for
real-time flood forecasting in urbanized watersheds. The first generation of watershed
hydrological models employed lumped models [16,17], such as NAM [18], HBV [19],
SCS [20,21], and HEC-HMS [22,23]. Since its development, the SWAT semi-distributed
model has been widely used in scientific research, as it uses the surface cover type to
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determine model parameters [24–26]. Lumped models calibrate the model parameters
based on observed hydrological data, but because the characteristics of the underlying
surface of the watershed are constantly changing in the process of urbanization, model
parameters obtained from past observations do not reflect the hydrological characteristics
of the watershed after urbanization [27,28].

With the introduction and continuous improvement of satellite remote sensing [29],
geographic information systems [30], and supercomputing technologies, the physically
based distributed hydrological model (PBDHM) has developed rapidly. The key technolo-
gies of PBDHM include hydrological modeling and the estimation of the characteristics
of the underlying basin surface from satellite remote sensing data. Synthetic aperture
radar (SAR) sensing has become increasingly important in various fields and is widely
used to monitor natural hazards, land cover classification, change detection, maritime
traffic control, and surface parameter inversion [31,32]. In addition, remote sensing images
from the Landsat satellite are an important data source for the quantitative estimation of
large-scale and long-term LUC changes [33–35]. Landsat satellite imagery is archived back
to 1978 and has a spatial resolution of up to 30 m × 30 m, enabling the mapping of LUC
changes in watersheds in developing regions that began to urbanize significantly after 1978.
LUC estimation from satellite remote sensing data is mainly conducted using automatic
classification algorithms [33]. Commonly used automatic classification algorithms include
the decision tree [36], artificial neural network [37], support vector machine (SVM) [38],
expectation–maximization-based learning [39], and affinity propagation clustering algo-
rithms [40]. Applicability to LUC estimation differs among algorithms. To minimize the
impact of the complexity of ground objects and combine the advantages of various algo-
rithms, research on multi-classifier ensemble classification algorithms has become common
in recent years [41,42]. To improve the accuracy of the classification results, LUC estimates
from automatic classification algorithms often require manual post-processing to refine the
underlying surface data.

PBDHM divides the study area into fine-scale grid cells [43], allowing the model
to fully consider the physical properties of the watershed as well as the spatial and
temporal heterogeneity of rainfall. Representative distributed hydrological models in-
clude SHE [14,44,45], VIC [15,46], DHSVM [47], WetSpa [48,49], GBHM [50], WEP [51],
WEHY [52], and the Liuxihe model [53]. Compared to lumped models, PBDHMs have
more potential for finely and accurately modeling and forecasting hydrological processes in
watersheds [54]. PBDHM derives the model parameters at the physical level according to
the topographic properties of the watershed, rather than calibrating the model parameters
with the observed hydrological data. This process has obvious advantages for the hydrolog-
ical simulation of urbanized watersheds affected by urbanization, where the characteristics
of the underlying watershed surface are constantly changing [55].

To date, researchers around the world have conducted studies on the hydrological
modeling of urbanization. Their results have focused on the increases in the runoff [44,56],
runoff coefficient [20,57], flood flows [58], peak flow [59], and average annual runoff
depth [60,61] of basins after urbanization. Getachew and Melesse [62] used hydrological
simulations to determine that the average wet-season monthly runoff and dry-season
monthly runoff in Ethiopia’s Angereb watershed changed from 1985 to 2011, with increases
of 39% and 46%, respectively. Miller et al. [25] found that, between 1960 and 2010, the
urbanization levels of two small watersheds in the UK increased from 11% to 44%, while the
flood confluence time was shortened by half, and the peak flow increased by 400%. Recent
hydrological research in urbanized watersheds has focused mostly on water quality [63,64],
the aquatic environment [65,66], the quantitative simulation of runoff from urban areas to
the watershed, flood flows, peak flow, and runoff depth. Few studies have examined the
utility of hydrological models for flood forecasting in urbanized watersheds.

To explore the applicability and stability of the PBDHM model for forecasting floods
in the urbanized watershed, the Liuxihe model is employed in this study, and the Chebei
Creek watershed in Guangdong Province is used as the research area. This study has



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 6129 3 of 17

two objectives: to use the Liuxihe model to construct a flood forecasting model for the
Chebei Creek watershed, along with the verification of the model in the real-time flood
forecasting of the urbanized watershed for the first time; and to analyze the flood forecasting
accuracy of the Liuxihe model in the Chebei Creek watershed, which is expected to provide
a scientific basis for the application of the proposed flood forecasting scheme to other
urbanized watersheds.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1. Liuxihe Model

The Liuxihe model is employed as the hydrological model for flood simulation in
this study. The Liuxihe model is a physically based distributed watershed hydrological
model proposed for watershed flood forecasting and has been applied in several watershed
flood forecasting studies [53,67–69]. The model divides the watershed into grid cells
using a digital elevation model, calculates evapotranspiration and production at the cell
scale, and then converges cell-by-cell to the outlet of the basin through a confluence
network. The confluence is divided into slope confluences and river confluences using the
kinematical wave approximation and diffusive wave approximation methods, respectively,
for calculation [53]. Each grid cell has unique terrain properties, including elevation, soil
type, and LUC type, allowing the model to describe the inhomogeneity of terrain properties
across the watershed. The Liuxihe model is a fully distributed hydrological model and
thus has the ability to simulate flood hydrological processes. This model categorizes model
parameters into four types, including climate-, topography-, vegetation-, and soil-based
parameters, and each type is physically related to only one terrain property and is derived
physically from that terrain property. For this reason, it can be used in watersheds with no
river discharge observations. The model includes a parameter optimization method based
on the particle swarm optimization (PSO) algorithm [69], which allows parameters to be
optimized using reliable observation data, even if few data are available. The framework
of the Liuxihe model is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Framework of the Liuxihe model.

2.2. Chebei Creek Watershed

Chebei Creek was selected as the study watershed and is a highly urbanized watershed
draining to the Guangzhou city center. The watershed has a drainage area of 65 km2 with
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a length of 20.4 km. The upper reaches of the basin are dominated by mountains and
hills, while the lower reaches are dominated by plains. The terrain gradually flattens from
north to south, and the elevation range varies greatly, ranging from 2.0 m to 390.0 m. As
floodwaters will be directly discharged into the city center through the Chebei Creek, the
flooding of Chebei Creek is a serious threat to the security of Guangzhou City, the capital
of Guangdong Province and a major center of southern China. Figure 2 shows the location
of the creek.
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Figure 2. Location and map of the Chebei Creek watershed.

Chebei Creek is in the subtropical oceanic monsoon area, with an average annual
temperature of 22.3 ◦C and an average annual rainfall of 1720 mm. Flooding occurs
frequently due to heavy precipitation during the summer monsoon season [70]. Rapid
urbanization over the past three decades has sharply altered its LUC, and urbanized land
now dominates the watershed. Flooding has been enhanced during this rapid urbanization
process, and increasing flood damage has been observed in recent years [71–74].

2.3. Terrain Property Data
2.3.1. Digital Elevation Model Data

The terrain property data required for the Liuxihe model setup and parameter deriva-
tion include the digital elevation model (DEM), soil map, and LUC map, with DEM data
forming the basis of the Liuxihe model structure. The quality of DEM data directly affects
important geographical parameters such as the slope of the watershed, the area of the
watershed, and the length of the river. DEM data are also the most important data type for
constructing the Liuxihe model.

Currently, many DEM datasets are available to download for free worldwide, in-
cluding ASTER GDEM, AW3D30, NASADEM, and SRTM. However, Chebei Creek has
an urbanized watershed with a small area. To improve flood prediction accuracy in this
urbanized watershed, more refined DEM data are needed. A 1:10,000 vector topographic
map of Guangzhou City produced recently was used to produce a DEM with a spatial
resolution of 30 m, as shown in Figure 3. The average, highest, and lowest elevations of
Chebei Creek are 66.13 m, 390.08 m, and 2.10 m, respectively.
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Guangzhou City.

2.3.2. Land Use/Cover Data

Archived Landsat satellite images were downloaded from the United States Geolog-
ical Survey (USGS) website (http://glovis.usgs.gov/ (accessed on 27 March 2021)) for
estimating LUC changes in the study watershed. To update the underlying surface data of
the Chebei Creek watershed, we estimated the LUC types of this watershed in 2015 using
Landsat satellite images.

The decision tree (DT) C4.5 algorithm was employed in this study to classify the
LUC types of the study watershed [36]. Six LUC types, including urban land (impervious
surface), water body, forestry land, farm land, grass land, and bare land, were used in the
classification. The LUCs automatically estimated by DT C4.5 were corrected through visual
interpretation to increase the classification accuracy. The LUC estimated automatically by
DT C4.5 was designated as the automated LUC, while that corrected by visual interpretation
was designated as the corrected LUC (Figure 4). The average accuracy of the automated
LUC classification was 88.12%, with an average Kappa coefficient of 0.868.

2.3.3. Soil Type Data

Soil types of the study watershed were extracted from the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization of the United Nations (FAO) world soil map dataset (www.isric.org (accessed on
25 March 2021)) at a spatial resolution of 1 km and were rescaled to a spatial resolution of
30 m, as shown in Figure 5. One virtual soil type, urban soil, was added to facilitate the
hydrological modeling of impervious surfaces; these soils could be any real soil type with
urban land cover. The FAO soil map is not very recent, and urban land is not included;
therefore, this map requires updates with LUC estimates. In 1987, three soil types were
included in the FAO dataset for Chebei Creek, and the updated soil map has four soil types,
including urban land (6.02%), Acric Ferralsol (67.08%), Eutric Cambisol (10.92%), and Ferric
Acrisol (15.98%). In 2015, four were still present but their percentages had changed sharply
to urban (52.71%), Acric Ferralsol (35.46%), Eutric Cambisol (4.02%), and Ferric Acrisol
(7.81%), with urban land and Acric Ferralsol becoming the major types.

http://glovis.usgs.gov/
www.isric.org
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2.4. Hydrological Data

Four hydrological stations are located in the Chebei Creek watershed, namely, the
South China Botanical Garden, Shaojiwo, Chebei Bridge, and Xibiankeng. Precipitation
data from the rain gauges and discharge data from the Chebei Creek hydrological stations
have been collected from March 2021 to the present. However, no rainfall data have
been collected in Xibiankeng, and, thus, only hydrological data from the South China
Botanical Garden, Shaojiwo, and Chebei Bridge sites were used to construct the Liuxihe
model in the Chebei Creek watershed. After data screening and quality review, four
observed flood events from 31 May 2021 to 23 June 2021 were identified and sorted,
with an hourly temporal resolution. The Liuxihe model is a distributed hydrological
model with physical significance, which derives model parameters physically from terrain
characteristics. Therefore, only one flood event is needed for parameter optimization [53].
The flood designated as 2021060211 was selected for parameter optimization, and the
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remaining three floods were used for model verification. Spatial interpolation of basin
rainfall was conducted using the Thiessen polygon method, and grid-cell areal rainfall was
generated according to the rainfall data obtained from rain gauges.

3. Model Implementation
3.1. Liuxihe Model Setup

The DEM produced in this study with a grid spatial resolution of 30 m was used to
divide the study watershed into 72,175 grid cells, which were further divided into 758 river
cells and 71,417 hill slope cells. No reservoir cells are present in the Chebei Creek watershed.
The generation and confluence mechanisms of cells vary widely. If errors occur in the
model structure, the simulation results will be distorted.

As the Chebei Bridge hydrological station is not located at the outlet point of the
Chebei Creek watershed, flow data at the outlet point of the watershed cannot be verified
by directly inputting the existing watershed area and hydrological station data into the
Liuxihe model. Therefore, the watershed area must be adjusted. We used the Chebei Bridge
hydrological station as the outlet point of the watershed to generate a new watershed area,
designated as the Chebei Creek sub-watershed, as shown in Figure 6a. We clipped the
DEM, land use, soil type, and other datasets to the sub-watershed scale and constructed a
Liuxihe model for it.
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A third-order river network was derived using the D8 method [75,76] and Strahler
river ordering method [77] based on the DEM and then divided into seven virtual sections
after setting five virtual nodes. In the Liuxihe model, the virtual river cross-section shape
is assumed to be trapezoidal, with its size estimated from satellite remote sensing images.
The results of unit classification, channel nodes, and virtual reaches are shown in Figure 6b.

3.2. Liuxihe Model Parameters

In the Liuxihe model, flow direction and slope are two topography-based model
parameters and are derived using the D8 method [75,76] based on the DEM. The climate-
based parameter of evaporation capacity was estimated to be 5 mm/day for all grid cells
based on previous Liuxihe model applications in this region. Vegetation-based parameters
include the evaporation coefficient and roughness [78]. According to previous Liuxihe
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model parameterizations and references [79–83], a range of vegetation-based parameters
was proposed, and their values are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Vegetation-based parameter ranges and recommended values.

Vegetation Type Range of Evaporation
Coefficient (mm/d)

Recommended Evaporation
Coefficient (mm/d) Range of Roughness Recommended Roughness

Forestry land 0.5–0.8 0.7 0.1–0.8 0.55
Grass land 0.5–0.7 0.6 0.01–0.4 0.18
Urban land 0.7–1.3 1.0 0.001–0.2 0.01
Bare land 0.2–0.6 0.4 0.005–0.3 0.12
Farm land 0.4–0.7 0.55 0.02–0.5 0.36

Six soil-based parameters were included: soil water content under saturated condi-
tions, soil water content under field conditions, soil water content under wilting conditions,
soil layer thickness, soil hydraulic conductivity at saturation, and soil characteristic coeffi-
cient. Based on previous reports [84–86], the soil water content at wilting is 30% of the soil
water content under saturated conditions, the soil characteristic coefficient is 2.5, and the
soil layer thickness estimates are listed in Table 2. The Soil Water Characteristics Hydraulic
Properties Calculator proposed by Arya et al. [87] was employed to derive the soil water
contents under saturated and field conditions as well as the hydraulic conductivity at satu-
ration based on soil texture [88], organic matter, gravel content, salinity, and compaction;
the estimated values are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Soil-based parameters.

Soil Type Soil Water Content under
Saturated Conditions (%)

Soil Water Content under
Field Conditions (%)

Soil Hydraulic Conductivity
at Saturation (mm/h) Soil Layer Thickness (mm)

Urban land 0.070 0.010 0.010 1
Acric Ferralsols 0.458 0.353 2.794 850
Eutric Cambisol 0.447 0.194 41.148 400
Ferric Acrisols 0.446 0.240 21.844 670

For grid cells containing urban land, the surface is impervious, and, thus, no infiltration
occurs; all precipitation that reaches the ground is converted into surface runoff. To reflect
this hydrological response of urban land, the soil-based parameters of urban land must be
set to correspond to these characteristics. In this study, the soil water content at saturation
was assigned a very small value, as listed in Table 2. A very small value for this parameter
means that the soil can store very little water, and, therefore, most precipitation will not
infiltrate the soil; it will instead become surface runoff.

3.3. Parameter Optimization of the Liuxihe Model

PSO [69] is a global search algorithm first proposed by American psychologist James
Kennedy and electrical engineer Russell Eberhart in their studies of the social and intelligent
behavior of bird flocks searching for food and good living conditions.

In this study, the PSO algorithm was used to optimize the model parameters. The
population size (number of particles) of the particle swarm was 20, the number of evolutions
was 50, and the total number of calculations was 1000. The value range of the inertia factor
is [0.1, 0.9] and decreases linearly within this range for optimization; the value range of
the learning acceleration factors C1 and C2 is [0.5, 2.5]. Optimization was performed
dynamically and iteratively within the value range according to the arc cosine acceleration
algorithm. Flood number 2021060211 was used to optimize the parameters of the Liuxihe
model. Table 3 shows the parameter optimization results for the Liuxihe model, and
Figure 7 shows the evolutionary results of the objective function value and parameter
values obtained in the optimization process.
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Table 3. Parameter optimization results for the Liuxihe model.

Parameters

Soil Saturated
Hydraulic

Conductivity (Ks)
Slope Roughness (n) Manning

Coefficient (Mann)
Soil Layer Thickness

(Zs)
Soil Characteristic

Coefficient
(b)

River Bottom Slope
(Bs)

0.54 0.501 1.175 1.457 1.497 0.583

River bottom width
(Bw)

Saturated water
content (Csat) Field capacity (Cfc) Evaporation coefficient

(v)
Wilting percentage

(Cw)
Side slope grade

(Ss)

1.393 1.492 0.505 1.327 1.378 1.46
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After 29 evolutions of calculation, the value of the model objective function tended
to be stable, and the model parameters generally converged to their optimal values. The
parameter optimization effect obtained from the PSO algorithm was better than the ini-
tial parameter performance, indicating that the Liuxihe model parameter optimization
improved the convergence speed.

3.4. Flood Simulation Results and Analysis

Chebei Creek is located in Tianhe District in eastern Guangzhou City. It is the largest
river of seven rivers in Tianhe District. The basin has a relatively high degree of urban-
ization, and the prevention and control of urban waterlogging are difficult in this area.
We conducted flood simulation experiments using four observed flood event datasets
from 31 May 2021 to 23 June 2021, and general information about these floods is provided
in Table 4. Flood number 2021060211 was selected for parameter optimization, and the
remaining three floods were used for model verification.

Table 4. Information on the studied flood events.

Flood Event No. Start Time
(yyyymmddhh)

End Time
(yyyymmddhh)

Duration
(h)

Total Rainfall
(mm) Peak Flow (m3/s)

2021053114 2021053114 2021060216 51 110.83 78.088
2021060211 2021060211 2021060323 37 36.77 61.206
2021061308 2021061308 2021061411 28 20.47 28.169
2021062203 2021062203 2021062305 27 31.90 52.207

The peak flow of flood No. 2021060211 was 61.206 m3/s; after the optimization of
the Liuxihe model parameters, it was 56.196 m3/s, and the peak error was 8.2%. We also
conducted a control experiment using the model without parameter optimization. The peak
rate was 50.683 m3/s, and the flood peak error was 17.2%, more than two times greater than
the error with parameter optimization. Using the Liuxihe model parameters determined
for the Chebei Creek flood simulation, the remaining three floods (Nos. 2021053114,
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2021061308, and 2021062203) were simulated, and the hydrographs are shown in Figure 8.
The simulated flood peak of No. 2021053114 was similar to the observed flood peak, and
the simulated flood peak (the second peak) was predicted to occur 3 h earlier than the actual
time. The peak error was 5.4%. The Nash–Sutcliffe coefficient is generally used to verify
the quality of hydrological model simulation results. Values closer to 1 indicate the better
quality and higher credibility of a model. The simulation results were generally consistent
with the observed flood curve, with a Nash–Sutcliffe coefficient of 0.918, indicating that
the simulation result of this flood is good. The simulated flood peak was smaller than the
observed flood peak for No. 2021061308, but the temporal error was 0. The peak error was
24.6%. The simulated peak for No. 2021062203 was also lower than the observed peak flow.
These results indicate that, in areas with high degrees of urbanization, the duration of the
flood peak may be only 1 h, with the flood hydrograph showing a trend of a steep rise and
fall. These characteristics impact flood modeling and forecasting in urbanized areas. The
parameter statistics for each flood are listed in Table 5.

Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 6129 10 of 18 
 

 

3.4. Flood Simulation Results and Analysis 

Chebei Creek is located in Tianhe District in eastern Guangzhou City. It is the largest 

river of seven rivers in Tianhe District. The basin has a relatively high degree of urbaniza-

tion, and the prevention and control of urban waterlogging are difficult in this area. We 

conducted flood simulation experiments using four observed flood event datasets from 

31 May 2021 to 23 June 2021, and general information about these floods is provided in 

Table 4. Flood number 2021060211 was selected for parameter optimization, and the re-

maining three floods were used for model verification. 

Table 4. Information on the studied flood events. 

Flood Event 

No. 

Start Time 

(yyyymmddhh) 

End Time 

(yyyymmddhh) 

Duration 

(h) 

Total Rain-

fall 

(mm) 

Peak Flow 

(m3/s) 

2021053114  2021053114  2021060216 51 110.83  78.088 

2021060211  2021060211  2021060323 37 36.77  61.206 

2021061308  2021061308  2021061411 28 20.47  28.169 

2021062203  2021062203 2021062305 27 31.90  52.207 

The peak flow of flood No. 2021060211 was 61.206 m3/s; after the optimization of the 

Liuxihe model parameters, it was 56.196 m3/s, and the peak error was 8.2%. We also con-

ducted a control experiment using the model without parameter optimization. The peak 

rate was 50.683 m3/s, and the flood peak error was 17.2%, more than two times greater 

than the error with parameter optimization. Using the Liuxihe model parameters deter-

mined for the Chebei Creek flood simulation, the remaining three floods (Nos. 2021053114, 

2021061308, and 2021062203) were simulated, and the hydrographs are shown in Figure 

8. The simulated flood peak of No. 2021053114 was similar to the observed flood peak, 

and the simulated flood peak (the second peak) was predicted to occur 3 h earlier than the 

actual time. The peak error was 5.4%. The Nash–Sutcliffe coefficient is generally used to 

verify the quality of hydrological model simulation results. Values closer to 1 indicate the 

better quality and higher credibility of a model. The simulation results were generally 

consistent with the observed flood curve, with a Nash–Sutcliffe coefficient of 0.918, indi-

cating that the simulation result of this flood is good. The simulated flood peak was 

smaller than the observed flood peak for No. 2021061308, but the temporal error was 0. 

The peak error was 24.6%. The simulated peak for No. 2021062203 was also lower than 

the observed peak flow. These results indicate that, in areas with high degrees of urbani-

zation, the duration of the flood peak may be only 1 h, with the flood hydrograph showing 

a trend of a steep rise and fall. These characteristics impact flood modeling and forecasting 

in urbanized areas. The parameter statistics for each flood are listed in Table 5. 

  

(a) (b) 

Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 6129 11 of 18 
 

 

  

(c) (d) 

Figure 8. Parameter optimization and simulation processes for representative floods. (a) The param-

eter optimization flood (No. 2021060211); and the simulation floods: (b) No. 2021053114, (c) No. 

2021061308, and (d) No. 2021062203. 

Table 5. Statistical indicators of flood simulation results after the optimization of various Liuxihe 

model parameters. 

Flood Event 

No. 

Nash–Sutcliffe 

Coefficient 

Water 

Balance Coefficient 

Peak Flow  

Relative Error (%) 

Peak Flow 

Duration 

Difference 

(h) 

2021053114  0.918 0.987 5.4 −3.0 

2021060211  0.920 0.909 8.2 −1.0 

2021061308  0.576 0.838 24.6 0.0 

2021062203  0.565 0.615 41.9 0.0 

4. Results 

4.1. Flood Forecasting in an Urbanized Watershed Using the Liuxihe Model 

4.1.1. Forecast of the 15 June 2022 Flood 

At 16:45 on 15 June 2022, the Sun Yat-sen University Smart Flood Disaster Prevention 

and Control Technology Team observed that the river water level rose and the river flow 

increased in the urban rainstorm and flood monitoring system installed in the Chebei 

Creek watershed. Heavy rain was expected over the next few hours. The team immedi-

ately decided to begin flood forecasting for the watershed using the Liuxihe model, mon-

itored rainfall and flood flows in the watershed in real time, and began flood forecasting 

when the forecast start conditions were met. 

At 17:30 on 15 June 2022, the flow at Chebei Bridge Station reached 32.075 m3/s, and 

the water began to rise. After downloading the data from the monitoring system, the team 

analyzed the data rapidly and input the sorted flood forecast data files to the Liuxihe 

model Cloud Computing and Service Platform to forecast flooding in the watershed. The 

first round of forecasting results was released at 18:38. The forecast was based on rainfall 

as of 18:00. The forecasted and observed flows are shown in Figure 9a. The forecast period 

for this forecast was 5 h. At 20:28, the team downloaded the latest flood data, including 

the rainfall and flow data from three rainfall stations at 19:00 and 20:00. The team con-

ducted and released the second round of rolling forecast results at 20:34. The forecast re-

sults were based on rainfall as of 20:00. The predicted and observed flows are shown in 

Figure 9b. At 21:42, the team downloaded the latest flood data and conducted the third 

round of rolling forecasting. The results were released at 21:49. The predicted and ob-

served flows at that time are shown in Figure 9c. 

Figure 8. Parameter optimization and simulation processes for representative floods. (a) The pa-
rameter optimization flood (No. 2021060211); and the simulation floods: (b) No. 2021053114,
(c) No. 2021061308, and (d) No. 2021062203.

Table 5. Statistical indicators of flood simulation results after the optimization of various Liuxihe
model parameters.

Flood Event No. Nash–Sutcliffe Coefficient Water
Balance Coefficient

Peak Flow
Relative Error (%)

Peak Flow
Duration Difference (h)

2021053114 0.918 0.987 5.4 −3.0
2021060211 0.920 0.909 8.2 −1.0
2021061308 0.576 0.838 24.6 0.0
2021062203 0.565 0.615 41.9 0.0

4. Results
4.1. Flood Forecasting in an Urbanized Watershed Using the Liuxihe Model
4.1.1. Forecast of the 15 June 2022 Flood

At 16:45 on 15 June 2022, the Sun Yat-sen University Smart Flood Disaster Prevention
and Control Technology Team observed that the river water level rose and the river flow
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increased in the urban rainstorm and flood monitoring system installed in the Chebei Creek
watershed. Heavy rain was expected over the next few hours. The team immediately
decided to begin flood forecasting for the watershed using the Liuxihe model, monitored
rainfall and flood flows in the watershed in real time, and began flood forecasting when
the forecast start conditions were met.

At 17:30 on 15 June 2022, the flow at Chebei Bridge Station reached 32.075 m3/s, and
the water began to rise. After downloading the data from the monitoring system, the team
analyzed the data rapidly and input the sorted flood forecast data files to the Liuxihe model
Cloud Computing and Service Platform to forecast flooding in the watershed. The first
round of forecasting results was released at 18:38. The forecast was based on rainfall as of
18:00. The forecasted and observed flows are shown in Figure 9a. The forecast period for
this forecast was 5 h. At 20:28, the team downloaded the latest flood data, including the
rainfall and flow data from three rainfall stations at 19:00 and 20:00. The team conducted
and released the second round of rolling forecast results at 20:34. The forecast results were
based on rainfall as of 20:00. The predicted and observed flows are shown in Figure 9b. At
21:42, the team downloaded the latest flood data and conducted the third round of rolling
forecasting. The results were released at 21:49. The predicted and observed flows at that
time are shown in Figure 9c.
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The observed peak flow of this flood was 42.713 m3/s, the predicted peak flow
was 50.878 m3/s, and the forecast accuracy of the peak flow was 83.95%. The observed
flood peak occurred at 18:00 on 15 June 2022, the predicted flood peak was at 19:00 on
15 June 2022, and, thus, the predicted peak was delayed by 1 h. The forecast period for
the flood peak is 5 h. According to the specifications set for hydrological information
forecasting, this flood forecast is sufficiently accurate.

4.1.2. Forecast of the 2 July 2022 Flood

At 14:15 on 2 July 2022, the same team mentioned above observed a rise in the river
water level and an increase in the river flow at the urban rainstorm and flood monitoring
system in the Chebei Creek watershed. However, monitoring continued until 12:20 on
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3 July, when the flow rate at Chebei Bridge Station had not exceeded 30 m3/s and thus
did not meet the forecast start conditions. At 12:25, the flow rate at the station exceeded
30 m3/s. The team immediately began monitoring rainfall and flood flows in the watershed
in real time and began flood forecasting when the forecast start conditions were met.

At 14:00, the flow at the station reached 119.766 m3/s, and the water level was rising
rapidly. After downloading the data from the system, the team analyzed the data in real
time and began forecasting. The first round of forecast results was released at 14:36 on
3 July 2022. That forecast was based on rainfall at the rainfall station and flow at Chebei
Bridge Station as of 14:00 on 3 July 2022. The forecast and observed flows are shown in
Figure 10a. The forecast period for this forecast was 5 h. At 16:08 on 3 July 2022, the Sun
Yat-Sen University research team downloaded the latest flood data, including rainfall and
flow data for three rainfall stations at 15:00 and 16:00 on July 3. The team conducted the
second round of rolling forecasting for the Chebei Creek watershed using the Liuxihe
model Cloud Computing and Service Platform and released the second round of rolling
forecast results at 16:16 on 3 July 2022. These forecast results were based on rainfall at the
rainfall station and flow at Chebei Bridge Station as of 16:00 on 3 July 2022. The predicted
and observed flows are shown in Figure 10b. The second round of rolling forecast results
showed that the flood flow decreased after 16:00 on 3 July 2022, and, therefore, we decided
to end the flood forecast for this event. However, at 20:00 on 3 July, flooding resumed, and
a small flood peak occurred. We then decided to continue flood forecasting for the second
flood peak. The team downloaded the latest flood data and conducted the third round of
rolling forecasting for the Chebei Creek watershed. The third-round forecast results were
released at 22:47 on 3 July 2022. The forecast and observed flows are shown in Figure 10c.

The observed peak flow of this flood was 119.766 m3/s, the predicted flood peak
flow was 116.245 m3/s, and, thus, the forecast accuracy of the peak flow is 97.06%. The
observed flood peak occurred at 14:00 on 3 July 2022, and the predicted flood peak occurred
on 3 July 2022, at 13:00 on Sunday, and, thus, the forecast peak time is 1 h ahead; the
flood peak forecast period was 5 h. According to the specifications set for hydrological
information forecasting, this flood forecast was sufficiently accurate.
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5. Discussion

In 2022, the Liuxihe model was used twice for flood forecasting in the urbanized
watershed of Chebei Creek, and both forecasts achieved good results. Line graphs of the
progression of each flood showed steep rises and falls, and the second flood had two
flood peaks, complicating forecasting. Flood No. 20220615 had rainfall in the basin that
continued after the observed flood peak, when the observed flow had begun to decrease.
The predicted pattern of the flow and flood process was more reasonable for this flood,
which may be related to the uneven spatial distribution of rainfall. In this forecast, due
to the failure of Shaojiwo station, one of the three rainfall stations in the Chebei Creek
watershed, fewer data were available, which undoubtedly affected the forecast accuracy
for this flood. Less than an hour was needed for the observed flow of flood No. 20220702 to
increase from less than 20 m3/s to nearly 100 m3/s. After reaching the flood peak, the flow
fell rapidly, and a second flood peak occurred, which increased the difficulty of forecasting.

Most previous research using the Liuxihe model has addressed flood simulation
in natural basins. The application of the Liuxihe model in areas affected by impacts of
snow cover [89,90] and snowline elevation [91] on the hydrological process and climate,
as well as semi-arid areas [92,93] and arid areas [94–96], has been scarce. Wang [55]
applied the Liuxihe model to an urbanized watershed but remained in the stage of flood
simulation. This study was the first to apply the Liuxihe model to real-time flood forecasting
in an urbanized watershed. The forecast accuracies were 83.95% and 97.06% for floods
No. 20220615 and No. 20220702, respectively, and the temporal difference between the
forecast and observed peaks was 1 h (delayed or advanced), demonstrating excellent
performance. The following issues require further improvement:

(i) As noted above, real-time flood forecasting in an urbanized watershed requires timely
and stable rainfall station data. A problem with the station data will greatly reduce
the accuracy of forecasts.

(ii) Although the PBDHM and refined underlying surface data of the watershed were
prepared, real-time flood forecasting still relied on a cloud computing platform with a
powerful calculation ability. In addition, the timely mobilization and deployment of
operators is key to real-time flood forecasting.

(iii) Real-time flood forecasting requires the consistent maintenance of rainfall station
equipment. Rainfall stations in urbanized watersheds are generally powered by solar
energy to maintain equipment operation. However, a heavy rainstorm in an urbanized
watershed, particularly one in which rainfall continues for a long time, may affect the
normal operation of the equipment and the stability of the data transmission signal.

6. Conclusions

A typical watershed in Guangzhou, the Chebei Creek watershed, was used as a
study area for the simulation of the flood process in an urbanized area with a distributed
hydrological model, the Liuxihe model. At the same time, using remote sensing images
obtained by the Landsat satellite in 2015, we used the DT C4.5 automatic classification
method to quantitatively estimate the LUC changes in the watershed, along with a visual
interpretation method to correct the estimation results. The results with and without
Liuxihe model parameter optimization were analyzed and compared. Finally, using the
optimized model parameters, two floods in the Chebei Creek watershed in 2022 were
forecasted in real time, and satisfactory results were obtained.

1. The flood process in the watershed at different rainfall intensities was simulated.
Using the optimized parameters, three floods (large, medium, and small) were sim-
ulated. From the simulation results, areas with a high degree of urbanization had a
flood peak duration of only 1 h, and the flood water level line showed a sharp rising
and falling pattern. These findings will improve flood modeling and forecasting in
urbanized areas.

2. The 15 June 2022 flood was the first flood in the Chebei Creek River Basin in 2022. The
flood rose and fell sharply, complicating forecasting. Rain continued after the observed
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flood peak of this flood, when the observed flow had begun to fall. In addition, during
this forecast, Shaojiwo station, one of three rainfall stations in the Chebei Creek
watershed, experienced a failure and produced no data, which undoubtedly affected
the forecast accuracy. The Liuxihe model had a forecast accuracy of 83.95% for the
peak flow of this flood.

3. The 2 July 2022 flood was the second one. It also rose and fell sharply and showed
two peaks, further hampering forecasting efforts. The observed flow of the flood rose
from less than 20 m3/s to nearly 100 m3/s in less than an hour. After reaching the
flood peak, it quickly fell, and a second flood peak appeared, which increased the
difficulty of forecasting. The model had a forecast accuracy of 97.06%, and the peak
was 1 h ahead of the observed peak.

4. The Liuxihe model is a PBDHM that can meet the accuracy requirements for flood flow
forecasting to support reservoir flood control operations. It requires the optimization
of its parameters. Model parameters derived from physical data have uncertainty, and
the performance of the model can be significantly improved through optimization.
The two flood forecasting results presented in this study achieved a high accuracy,
demonstrating the excellent performance of the Liuxihe model for real-time flood
forecasting in urbanized watersheds such as Chebei Creek.
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