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Abstract: In this study, we conducted simulations using a two-dimensional, depth-averaged river
flow and river morphology model to investigate the effect of vegetation growth and degree of flow
discharge on a shallow meandering channel. To consider the effects of these factors, it was assumed
that vegetation growth stage is changed by water flow and bed erosion. The non-uniformity of the
vegetation growth was induced by the non-uniform and unsteady profile of the water depth due
to the irregular shape of the bed elevation and the unsteady flow model reliant on hydrographs to
evaluate three types of peak discharges: moderate flow, annual average maximum flow, and extreme
flow. To compare the effects of non-uniform growing vegetation, the change in channel patterns was
quantified using the Active Braiding Index (ABI), which indicates the average number of channels
with flowing water at a cross section and the Bed Relief Index (BRI), which quantifies the degree of
irregularity of the cross-sectional shape. Two types of erosion were identified: local erosion (due to
increased flow velocity near a vegetation area) and global erosion (due to the discharge approaching
peak and the large depth of the channel). This paper demonstrated that the growth of vegetation
increases both the ABI and BRI when the peak discharge is lower than the annual average discharge,
whereas the growth of vegetation reduces the BRI when the peak discharge is extreme. However,
under extreme discharge, the ABI decreases because global erosion is dominant. The conclusions
from this study help to deepen the understanding of the interactions between curved river channels
and vegetation.

Keywords: river bed morphology; sharp river bend; vegetation; 2-D shallow flow model;
computational hydrodynamics

1. Introduction

Channel meander and vegetation growth are important factors influencing river morphology.
Vegetation, in particular, is one of the main friction factors in shallow water flow. An area of vegetation
alters river flow profiles by contributing to the increase in the water depth, decrease in the flow velocity,
and increase in the shear stress near the vegetation, among other effects.

The growth of vegetation plays many diverse roles in river environments beyond simply
disturbing the flood flow path. In particular, it influences sediment transport patterns.
Several researchers have described the effects of vegetation on sediment transport, which contributes to
the deformation of a riverbed [1–3]. Several experiments [4–8], numerical simulations [9–11], and field
studies [12–15] have shown that vegetation influences changes in channel flow and sediment transport.

Vegetation frequently affects the meandering of channels because vegetation reinforces the channel
bank and reduces the number of active channels by inducing changes in sediment transport [4,5,7,9,16].
The relationship between vegetation and channel meander is therefore one of the most important
factors in understanding the morphology of rivers [6,17–23].
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Until now, many field studies related to the interaction between vegetation effect and bed
morphology have been actively carried out and these have provided useful data for a developing model
of the vegetation effect in river alteration [12–15]. By employing such field survey data, conceptual
models and statistical models that can consider diverse parameters such as flow discharge, sediment,
and channel form have been proposed and the relationship among vegetation, water flow, and bed
morphology have been presented for river bed change by riparian vegetation [12,13]. Gurnell and
Grabowski [14] investigated the importance of potential vegetation effect under the dynamics of bed
morphology for river management and restoration. Abernethy et al. [15] studied the relation between
the root characteristics and bank stabilization, and their results specifically show how the stability of
the bank is affected by root profile.

In the past several years, numerical simulations and experiments have been conducted to
investigate the effects of vegetation on open channel flows [24–26]. In particular, two-dimensional
computations have been mainly used for such studies, because it is obvious that two-dimensional
computations are more efficient than three-dimensional types if the grid spatial resolution in the
horizontal plane are the same. For example, Tsujimoto [27] surveyed river-bed deformation by
means of a depth-averaged two-dimensional numerical model with added vegetation terms in the
momentum and turbulent flow equations. The results demonstrate that the length of a vegetated free bar
increases with exposure to an increased frequency of flood events. Crosato and Saleh [28] simulated the
long-term deformation of a river bed for varying degrees of vegetation density in the flood plain using a
two-dimensional numerical model. It was found that a braided channel develops more readily when there
is no vegetation; with sufficient density, vegetation contributes to the formation of a single thread channel.

Many researchers have conducted experiments to study the effects of vegetation on river channels
through uniformly distributed seeding and growing [4–7,29]. These studies demonstrate that a
river bank with settled vegetation is sufficiently protected from erosion. Moreover, the number
of thread channels decreases and the ratio of channel width to water depth decreases due to the
effects of the vegetation, which contributes to the maintenance of the meandering channel. However,
these previous studies considered only conditions of steady flow, which exclude, by definition, flood
plain inundations, and only local erosion in the low channel is dominant. In Korea, vegetation growth is
generally highly active during flood season (spring to summer), indicating that the effects of vegetation
on the behavior of a river subject to flood conditions are critical considerations in understanding
river morphology. Considering this research background, we investigated the effects of vegetation on
river morphology using numerical methods. In most of the existing numerical investigations in the
literature, the non-uniform growth of vegetation in response to unsteady flow was not investigated
as most studies assumed static vegetation. Consequently, most published research insufficiently
explained changes to river bed morphology in response to the changes in vegetation growth that
accompany flood events. Van Dijk et al. [8] also pointed out that it is important to consider the
distribution of vegetation because most experimental studies investigate small-scale bed morphology
using uniform seed deposition; however, vegetation distribution is likely disrupted by flood events in
the river channel.

Therefore, it is necessary to consider the process of non-uniform vegetation growth under
conditions of unsteady flow, including growth, colonization, and decay states subject to flood events.
Perucca et al. [10] and Ye et al. [30] suggested that the two main factors that influence the morphology
of a meandering river with riparian vegetation are the degree of vegetation colonization and the
alteration of flow discharge resulting from events such as floods, and droughts [31–35]. However,
the mechanism of bed morphology changes in response to the growth of vegetation remains unclear.

Indeed, the effect of vegetation in a meandering channel indicates a different behavioral phase
than what is present in a straight channel. Garcia et al. [36] emphasized that meandering channels have
highly complex morphodynamical elements that control the ecosystems in the river basin. Therefore,
it is important to include the presence of both vegetation and curved channel, because the vegetation
and the meandering channel interact to maintain dynamic equilibrium.
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The subject region of the present study is the Hoeryongpo, at the meander of the Nakdong
river, Korea (Figure 1). Many researchers have shown interest in this area because of its diverse
hydraulic geomorphic topography, which includes meandering channels, point bars, braided channels,
and alternate bars. In particular, this area has a significantly developed point bar with a length of
approximately 1 km, due to the sandy nature of the river bed. Owing to this variety of geomorphic
features, this area is tremendously valuable as a subject of scientific research.

However, the Hoeryongpo meander is currently facing significant environmental changes due to
shifts in flood patterns and a decrease in settlement caused because of the completion of the Yeong-ju
Dam in 2016 approximately 40 km upstream of the meander. Moreover, the vegetated area has
continually increased since 2009 due to severe drought, and these phenomena may result in significant
changes to the bed and continue to expand the area of vegetation. If stable vegetation conditions
continue to change sediment flow, accelerated by the sediment and flow reduction effects of the
dam, the unique topographies present in the Hoeryongpo meander may be totally deformed and
eventually disappear.

When facing these hydraulic issues, it is critical that the future effects of flood discharge and
vegetation on changes in the river bed should be understood. Hence, this study investigated the
effect of vegetation on river bed morphology. In particular, the growth and decay lifecycle of
vegetation was quantified to account for non-uniform colonization depending on the water flow
patterns. A two-dimensional numerical solver, Nays2DH [37] from iRIC software [38], was used to
calculate the water flow, and three different peak discharges, namely, moderate flood level, annual average
maximum flood level, and extreme flood level (hereafter called moderate flood, annual average maximum
flood and extreme flood or MF AMF and EF, respectively) were evaluated to analyze the interaction between
bed morphology and growing vegetation depending on the degree of the river discharge.
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Figure 1. Computational domain (dark brown area: vegetation area). [39]. (a) Sep. in 2003 year; (b) 
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year. 
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Figure 1. Computational domain (dark brown area: vegetation area). [39]. (a) Sep. in 2003 year; (b) Sep.
in 2004 year; (c) Feb. in 2005 year; (d) Nov. in 2013 year; (e) Nov. in 2015 year; (f) Apr. in 2016 year.

2. Material and Methods

2.1. Computational Conditions

The total length of the computational domain was set at 2376 m, the average channel width in
this domain was 252 m, and the average bed slope was 0.0015. The Manning roughness coefficient was
estimated as 0.016 s/m1/3 from the average sediment diameter (dm) of 1.49 mm, determined using the
Manning-Strickler formula.

We used trial and error to obtain a suitable grid size. The shape of the grid was not rectangular
because we adopted a curvilinear grid. The average length of the grid cell edges in the streamwise and
lateral directions were 8 m and 5 m, respectively. We found that the simulation results obtained using
the present grid resolution, such as flow patterns and bed changes, were almost identical to the results
obtained using a finer grid resolution (mean sizes of cell edges were 4 m and 2.5 m in streamwise
direction and lateral direction, respectively).

This study used three types of coordinate systems: (1) Cartesian coordinate, also called the
x-y coordinates (used in the input data: topography and boundary condition, and bed relief index),
(2) generalized curvilinear coordinate, also called the ξ-η coordinate (ξ and η axes fit to the grid lines),
and (3) local streamline coordinates, also called the s-n coordinate (where s is streamline direction
of the depth-averaged flow, and n is perpendicular to the s-axis). The computational time step was
changeable by the Courant–Friedrich–Lewy (CFL) condition for reducing the CPU time [40].

The effect of vegetation was evaluated as a drag force on the momentum equations. The Ashida
and Michiue’s model [41] was used to estimate the bedload flux, and a bed collapse model that
considered the angle of repose was incorporated [42]. In addition, at the upstream boundary condition,
the inlet velocity at each grid cell was locally calculated using the uniform flow equation based on
the Manning formula, taking the bed profile and the local water depth into consideration. In detail,
dummy boundary cells were provided outside the upstream end of the computational domain to set
inlet boundary conditions. In addition, then the provisional flow velocities at the dummy boundary
cells were calculated by the Manning formula. The slope for the Manning formula was assumed to
be the average bed slope of the computational domain. Then, the provisional inflow discharge was
calculated. The velocity was corrected by multiplying the provisional flow velocity by the ratio of the
set discharge to the provisional discharge. Note that the transverse flow velocity at upstream boundary
was always set zero. For the downstream boundary conditions, the water level was calculated through
the Manning formula and gradient of the velocity component in the streamwise direction was set zero.

Table 1 presents the model parameters for computational condition. Each parameter is explained
in subsequent sections.
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Table 1. Main computation parameters.

Parameter Value Model

The von Karman constant (κ) 0.4 Zero Equation
Mean diameter of bed load (dm) 1.49 mm Sediment transport

Manning roughness coefficient (nm) 0.016 s/m1/3 Sediment transport
Critical Shields number (τc) 0.0374 Sediment transport

The number of vegetation in unit area (nv) 95.34 EA Vegetation
Coefficient of Drag force for vegetation (CD) 0.7 Vegetation

Maximum growth stage (gr) 0.21 Vegetation
Critical erosion depth of Vegetation decay (root length) 0.8 m Vegetation

Angle of repose for bed material (θc) 30◦ Slope failure

2.1.1. Hydrodynamic Model

This study used the Nays2DH [37] solver from iRIC. The Nays2DH solver employs the third order
total variation diminishing-Monotonic upstream centered scheme for conservation laws (TVD-MUSCL)
to solve the advection term and the central scheme for the Reynolds stress term, and a zero-equation
type turbulence model based on the shallow flow equations was used.

This model relies on the depth-averaged momentum and continuity equations to calculate plane
two-dimensional flow in a generalized curvilinear coordinate. Details of the derivations of the formula
are explained in the manual of Nays2DH [37].

2.1.2. Vegetation Model

The vegetation model has been developed by many researchers [6,11,37,43] and it is mostly
handles vegetation effect and bed morphology [6,11,43,44]. In the Hoeryongpo meander, the reed
(Phragmites), shown in Figure 2a, is the dominant species of the vegetation. The reed is a perennial
plant with a primary growing time of approximately 3 months (Figure 2c,d) [45]. Using Figure 2c,
we calculated the average growth length as 2.38 m. Its root length is usually 80 cm according
to measurement data in this field. As the current study considered only the flood event season,
the average germination time of 6 days was neglected. In addition, vegetation shape was assumed to
be a rigid cylinder, such that the drag coefficient of vegetation CD was set to 0.7.
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section in Seokchon, Korea [45].

The vegetation growth increases the drag force on the channel flow. It inherently hebetates bed
erosion and captures the sediment by reducing the flow velocity on the vegetation area; however, bed
erosion around the vegetation area is activated by increasing the flow velocity [4,7,9,26]. In addition,
roots of vegetation stabilize their colony and suppress the motion of sediment by spatial root
distribution, which enhances the tensile strength of the soil [15]. However, in the present vegetation
model, we assumed that vegetation is never buried and the effects of root in stabilizing the bed
and reducing the sediment transport were neglected. Only the effect of the drag force on the flow
was considered.

In this study, it is assumed that if the growth stage (gr) is 0, 0% of the total possible vegetation
drag force is applied to the flow calculation, indicating no vegetation is present in the cell, and while
the growth stage (gr) is 1, 100% of the vegetation drag force is applied to the flow calculation in each
grid cell, indicating fully adult vegetation in the cell.

In the river basin, the growth of vegetation can be influenced by diverse factors, such as the
duration of daylight, water flow, and temperature. This means that, for the purposes of this study, it is
necessary to simplify the growth factor such that it directly relates the vegetation growth to water flow.
We assumed that vegetation begins to grow during the flood season (June to August) and we set the
simulation time as 450 h. The time of vegetation growth was 3 months, so that we assumed that the
growth stage linearly increases and then reaches a value of 0.2 (Figure 2b) at the end of the simulation
(450 h/3 month = 0.21). The decay process of the vegetation is assumed to change depending on
the change in the river bed elevation with respect to the root length. As the length of a reed root is
approximately 0.8 m (root growth is neglected), it was assumed that a river bed erosion more than
0.8 m eliminates the vegetation in that area, after which the growth stage (gr) becomes 0.

The effect of vegetation density on the drag force of the channel was also considered. In this
relationship, the vegetation density is defined as the area of flow interception by vegetation per unit
volume (av), which is assigned to each computational cell as given by Equation (1) [43]:

av =
nvDv

S2
v

(1)

where, nv is the number of vegetation in the unit area, Dv is the average diameter of stalks or trunks,
and Sv is the sampling grid width (Sv is 1 m in this study). According to the KICT [46] report,
the average number (nv/S2

v) of overall vegetation in this study area in July is 95.34 EA/m2. Moreover,
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since the subject vegetation consists primarily of reeds, Dv was assumed to be a small value of 0.01 m.
As a result, the value of av in the study area was estimated as 1 m−1.

In all simulations, two types of vegetation were used: a permanent type and a non-uniform
growth type. The permanent vegetation area (shown in Figure 3b) was assumed as such because this
vegetation area had been strongly established along the river bank for more than 10 years (see Figure 3a).
Even after annual flood events, the vegetation in this area remained. Therefore, this vegetation area
can be regarded as one of the constant factors of the topography. If vegetation in this area is neglected
in the simulation, the main flow channel grows wider, the flow velocity shifts into a different phase,
and the point bar fails to develop.
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The non-uniform growth type of vegetation was also considered. This type of vegetation can
grow non-uniformly depending on the water depth in its computational grid. If the water depth is
greater than 0.1 m, the growth of vegetation is suspended. If the water depth again becomes smaller
than 0.1 m, the growth of vegetation restarts from the current growth stage.

We used trial and error to adjust the initial condition of permanent vegetation. This study area has
large point bar, which is main location for vegetation colonization, thus, it is important to reproduce
this point bar for present study. Therefore, we considered four Cases to place the permanent vegetation
area: around expected point bar area (Case 1), near the inner bank (Case 2), absent of permanent
vegetation (Case 3) and near the outer bank and flood plain (Case 4). Case 1 can generate the point bar,
but it is too artificial. Case 2 and Case 3 can generate the point bar near the inner bank, but another
point bar is generated near the outer bank as much as point bar near the inner bank, so these Cases are
inadequate to reproduce the survey data. Case 4 can generate the point bar well, thus, we employed
its permanent vegetation area.

The initial growth stage (gr) of permanent vegetation was determined to be 1, and its growth
stage does not change. The initial growth stage of non-uniform vegetation growth (gr) was 0, and its
growth stage increases depending on the simulation time.

2.1.3. Non-Equilibrium Secondary Flow Model for Sediment Transport of Bed Load

In a curved channel, it is important to consider the sediment transport in the lateral direction
because this secondary flow of the first kind is dominant due to the unbalanced pressure in the lateral
direction induced by the centrifugal force. In general, the velocity near the bed is evaluated using
the Engelund model [47], and the direction of bedload transport is estimated using a secondary flow
equilibrium model with Hasegawa’s equation [42]. However, this equilibrium model does not consider
the lag between the streamline curvature and the development of the secondary flow.

On the other hand, a non-equilibrium model [48–52] can consider the lag between the secondary
flow and the streamline curvature. The transport of the depth-averaged vorticity in the streamwise
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direction is calculated using the vorticity transport equation, which is associated with the secondary
flow of the first kind. The equilibrium secondary flow model only considers the presence of secondary
flow, whose strength is in proportion to the streamline curvature, neglecting the development and decay
processes of the secondary flow due to change in the curvature of the streamline. The non-equilibrium
model can consider the presence of lag, which means delay in the adjustment of the secondary flow to
change in the streamline curvature. Hence, results obtained using the equilibrium and non-equilibrium
secondary flow models exhibit different tendencies, especially in a sharp meandering channel such as
this study area. Therefore, we employed a non-equilibrium model.

2.1.4. Sediment Transport Model

To calculate the bed level change and the sediment transport of the bedload considering
non-equilibrium secondary flow model, we used the Ashida and Michiue formula [41] and the
Exner equation to calculate the critical Shields number τc (=0.0374 in this study area), and we used the
Iwagaki equation [53] to calculate the Shields number τ.

2.1.5. Slope Failure Model

A slope failure model was employed in this study, which is consistent with several existing
research studies (e.g., [6,11,54,55]). In the present model, slope failure was considered at each two
adjacent grid cells. If the bed slope at two adjacent cells exceed the angle of repose, sand from the
higher cell is moved to the lower cell to satisfy the slope, just as the angle of repose. This adjustment
is applied at the entire computational domain. This sweep is repeated until all bed slopes at the
two adjacent cells become smaller than the angle of repose. In this process, the total volume of bed
material is conserved. In this study, the angle of repose is 30◦ because almost the entire riverbed
consists of sand, which has an angle of repose (θc) of approximately 30◦.

2.1.6. Hydrograph Characteristic Shape

To account for the diverse conditions of a flood event, a hydrograph characteristic shape,
which can reflect a typical hydrograph for this location, is required. The observed river discharge
data consists of several types of hydrographs, such as annual average maximum flood discharge,
extremely big discharge, and moderate scale flood discharge. It is, therefore, difficult to select a typical
hydrograph among such diverse observation data. Moreover, we were unable to clarify the starting
time and ending time in each flood event because the flood event can consecutively occur during
the flood season. Thus, a simplified hydrograph characteristic shape can be assumed to evaluate the
growing vegetation effect under the same hydrograph shape.

The process of generating the hydrograph characteristic shape is as follows:

1. Flood events, with the annual maximum peak, were selected from 15 years of measurement
data (see Figure 4), except for the 2015, as the hydrograph for this year shows less than half
of the annual averaged maximum discharge (690 m3/s) of the other years. Thus, a total of
14 hydrographs were extracted from 15 years’ data;

2. Each hydrograph was normalized using each peak discharge and then trimmed at the
inflection points;

3. And then, the hydrograph characteristic shape was calculated by ensemble averaging with all of
14 normalized hydrographs. Before taking ensemble averaging, the start times of all hydrographs
were adjusted so that the times to peaks become the same. We also assumed that the discharge at
the start and the end of the hydrograph is the total averaged discharge for 15 years. As a result,
the flood duration of the hydrograph characteristic shape becomes 150 h.

Using this hydrograph characteristic shape, hydrographs with arbitral peak discharges can be obtained
easily through calculation (hydrograph characteristic shape × peak discharge) as shown in Figure 5.
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We should check whether the created hydrograph with the hydrograph characteristic shape
reproduces real hydrographs or not. In Figure 5, the shape of the created and observed hydrographs
are compared. As shown in Figure 5, calculated hydrograph (Cal.) has a similar shape as the measured
hydrograph (Obs.). Moreover, the mean value of the correlation coefficient (R2) between the calculated
data and the observed data was estimated as 0.9505. Therefore, the hydrograph characteristic shape is
useful to create a typical shaped hydrograph with arbitrary peak discharges in the study location.
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To reflect the relationship between non-uniform vegetation growth and peak discharge, this
study considered three discharge levels: MF (Moderate Flood) season (peak discharge: 690 m3/s),
AMF (Annual average Maximum Flood) season (peak discharge: 1381 m3/s), and EF (Extreme Flood)
season (peak discharge: 2762 m3/s). The AMF is the annually averaged maximum peak discharge of
the study area, the MF season is assumed to have half the peak discharge of AMF season, and the EF
season is assumed to have twice the peak discharge of AMF season. Note that all the three general
discharge magnitudes have been observed in the study area. In addition, all the durations of the flood
events are unified into the duration of the normal case (150 h per one flood event) to consider the same
vegetation growth time. Here, each flood event duration is 150 h, which is longer than the observed
flood event in Figure 5. However, all observed discharges in Figure 5 start with overlapping on the
previous flood event; therefore, the real duration of the flood event is longer or similar to that of the
generated hydrograph characteristic shape.

If the simulation is run for the AMF season (peak discharge: 1381 m3/s), the final channel pattern
should match the surveyed data (see Section 2.3), because the river bed and topography have been in
a state of morphological equilibrium (maintaining a point bar shape in this study) for a long period
of time. It is difficult to determine the number of flood events attaining morphological equilibrium.
Therefore, in this study, we arbitrarily selected the number of flood events (three times), referring
the annual averaged frequency of typhoon (three times/year in Korea) [57]. We tried to check the
validity of the number of flood events. For this, we introduced autocorrelation ratio (Cr) of the bed
profile between the current bed profile and the previous bed profile (before 6 hours, which is arbitrarily
selected, and is enough long to cause bed elevation change and is much shorter than the period of one
flood event). The autocorrelation ratio was calculated using Equations (2)–(5) [4] as follows:
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where, Cr is the autocorrelation ratio, zp is the previous bed profile, zb is the bed elevation (current
bed profile), j is the cross sectional grid index in the Cartesian coordinate; nt is the total number
of cross sectional grids, zpm is the averaged previous bed elevation in each cross section, and zbm is
the averaged current bed elevation at each cross section. If the autocorrelation ratio (Cr) reaches 1,
the channel is totally stable (no bed changing), while if this ratio reaches to 0, the channel is totally
unstable (extreme bed changing) [4,6]. The autocorrelation ratio (Cr) was calculated at every grid cross
section at every 1 h. Then, all values of the autocorrelation ratio (Cr) over the entire computational
domain were averaged.

Figure 6a–c shows the temporal changes in the autocorrelation ratio (Cr) and Figure 6d shows
the hydrograph characteristic shapes with the three different peaks. In Figure 6a–c, the correlation
ratio (Cr) becomes minimum when peak discharge occurs. We found that the amplitude of variations
of Cr becomes mostly stable after the three flood events. In Figure 6c (EF case), the amplitude is still
decreasing after the third flood event, but the slope of change becomes suddenly milder. It indicates
that those bed shapes can be assumed to reach the periodically quasi-equilibrium state. The results
imply that the hydrograph including three flood events will cause no serious problems to consider the
effects of vegetation.
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In all, six simulation cases of three flood discharges each were run in this study. The total duration
of the flood event was set as 450 h in all simulation cases. Non-uniform vegetation growth and
permanent vegetation growth were considered for each discharge case, as presented in Table 2.Water 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  11 of 24 
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Table 2. Simulation conditions depending on discharge.

No. Peak Discharge (m3/s) Total Flood Duration (h) Growing
Vegetation

Permanent
Vegetation

Run-1 690 450 No Yes
Run-2 1381 450 No Yes
Run-3 2762 450 No Yes
Run-4 690 450 Yes Yes
Run-5 1381 450 Yes Yes
Run-6 2762 450 Yes Yes

2.2. Verification of Simulation

When conducting the simulation, the flat-bed state was set as the initial bed, which has a constant
slope (0.0015). This is because this study investigated the responses of bed morphology on growing
vegetation effect by comparing several cases (e.g., change in the peak discharge and the presence of
vegetation growth effect). To consider the vegetation growth time, the duration of the flood event should
be limited and unified, so that we employed the hydrograph characteristic shape (duration is 450 h).

The final simulated channel shape was compared with observed data to verify the model.
For these simulation results, a standard hydrograph (see Figure 3) with peak discharge of a 1381 m3/s
was used. The verification case did not consider the growing vegetation in order to reflect the



Water 2018, 10, 223 12 of 25

environment of the present study area. Figure 7 shows the simulated and observed bed elevation of
the grid cross sections (the end of the downstream grid is at i = 319). The number of measurement
points was 11. Figure 7a,b show a comparison of the observed and simulated cross sections located at
a part of the inlet straight channel. Figure 7c–f shows the observed and simulated bed elevations along
grid cross sections at the meandering part. The bed elevation near the inner bank is higher than that
near the outer bank, because point bar is developed near the inner bank. Moreover, secondary flow of
the first kind occurs and erodes the river bed near the outer bank during flood event such that the bed
elevation near the outer bank is lower.
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Figure 7d shows that the outer bank totally collapsed because this model used the slope failure
model (Section 2.1.5) and the angle of repose was 30◦. Thus, if the river bed adjacent to the bank
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is highly eroded, the bank elevation (initially rectangular in this study) can be decreased [11] or
the meander amplification is activated. In this study, the river is surrounded by artificial bank and
mountain, such that the bank failure does not occur; however, this model cannot consider such
bank profile.

The differences of bed elevation between simulation result and observation data are 2–3 m,
which may come from some of uncertainties, such as, irregularities on non-uniform grain size,
permanent vegetation area and surveyed topography. Nevertheless, the simulated channel profile
shows a similar pattern with the observed channel profile. Moreover, averaged correlation coefficient
(R2) between channel profiles in the simulation and observation was 0.63. These results show the
adequacy of the present computational setup.

2.3. Channel Pattern Quantification

2.3.1. Braiding Index

The braiding index is a useful indicator for evaluating the magnitude of channel braiding.
This index has been studied using two different methods [58]. One method considers the total
sinuosity, while the other method considers the channel count. In this study, the channel count method
proposed by Bertoldi, et al. [59] was used as it calculates the braiding index simply and intuitively.
This method employs the total braiding index (TBI) and the active braiding index (ABI). Essentially,
the TBI counts the total number of channels at each cross section as shown in Figure 8, while the
ABI counts only the active channels (channels with a Shields number larger than the critical Shields
number). Compared with the ABI, the use of the TBI is insufficient to explain the state of spatial
sediment transport. Therefore, this study uses the ABI to quantify changes in the channel pattern.
If the ABI is large, the river has many thread channels, while if the ABI is small, the river has few
channels; a river with an ABI of 1 has only an active single channel.

The cross sections are well defined in 1-D modelling. However, they are not clear for 2-D
modelling because it is difficult to clarify the main flow direction. Thus, we considered the grid cross
section based on river survey data (Figure 3b) to evaluate the ABI and the BRI.
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2.3.2. Bed Relief Index

The bed relief index (BRI) [60] indicates the magnitude of relief for a river bed. It can be used
to evaluate the amount of bed variation and the flatness of the bed level (Figure 9a). In particular,
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this index the relative depth of the thalweg in consideration of each mean value of the cross-sectional bed
elevation: the BRI increases as the thalweg depth increases. The BRI is calculated using Equation (6):

BRI =

{
nt−1

∑
j=1

[(
zbj − zbm

)]2[
yj+1 − yj

]}
/(ynt − y1) (6)

where, yj is cross-sectional grid point at j (y direction) in the Cartesian coordinate,
[
yj+1 − yj

]
is the

distance between grid points j and j + 1 (m), and zbj is the elevation at yj.
Figure 9b shows cross sections for different BRI values. At the same average elevation, if the BRI

is 0, the channel has a totally flat-bed; as the BRI increases, the channel has a more uneven bed.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Local Erosion and Global Erosion

In a curved channel, the cross-stream velocity is an important factor influencing the main flow
pattern. Cross-stream velocity notably increases the strength of the secondary flow of the first kind,
changing the shear stresses and resulting in a diverse pattern of erosion depth [36]. Eventually,
this pattern influences the growth of vegetation and subsequently the changes in bed morphology.

In this study, two types of erosion are defined: Local erosion and global erosion. Local erosion
is caused by increased flow velocity near areas of vegetation [61], as shown in Figure 10a. This local
erosion often increases in several channel threads when water level is lower as a flood event recedes.
Global erosion is caused by secondary flow of the first kind during bankfull discharge. If the flow
discharge grows large enough and the channel shape is curved, the strength of the secondary flow
becomes substantial, as shown in Figure 10b.
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These two types of erosion result in different bed changes. Local erosion increases the ABI, because
the number of thread channels increases. Global erosion increases the BRI, because it deepens the thalweg.
Sometimes, global erosion sweeps away thread channels, decreasing the ABI. The dynamics of local and
global erosion are described in detail through the formation of bar and thalweg features in the next section.

3.2. Final Channel Patterns and Distribution of Vegetation Area

The final channel patterns are shown in Figure 11, which shows the change in the elevation (m)
from the initial flat-bed condition, with a constant initial slope of 0.0015. The ranges are limited within
±0.5 m to clearly express the shifting channel patterns. In all cases shown in Figure 11, the point bar is
well developed by flood discharge. Note that in these figures, the area just downstream of the inlet
maybe affected by the inlet boundary condition. Therefore, the analysis should be carried out in all
areas except in this area.

The width of the upper point bar (at the entrance of the meander) increases more for the growing
vegetation cases than for the no-growing vegetation cases (for peak discharges of 1381 m3/s and
2762 m3/s). In the cases with no growing vegetation, the point bar near the inner bank migrates
downstream as the discharge reaches its peak. However, in the cases with growing vegetation,
the growth of vegetation on the point bar reduces the flow velocity and captures more sediment,
depositing it near the point bar in the lateral direction.

In cases of small peak discharge (690 m3/s) for the growing vegetation case, the point bar exhibits
a smaller width (Figure 11b) than for the same peak discharge under the no-growing vegetation case
(Figure 11a). This is due to the reduction in the flow velocity by the growing vegetation, which inhibits
the strength of the secondary flow, resulting in a lower flow discharge, which allows vegetation to
grow on the outer bank, thus, stabilizing it. As a result, the thalweg does not shift toward the outer
bank, instead, it develops along the channel centerline.

Such vegetation colonization (the case of small peak discharge) with bed morphology can be
observed in real rivers. Gurnell and Grabowski [14] carried out field survey and reported that the lack
of vegetation colonization together with small stream power can cause the settlement of perennial
vegetation that develops within the threads river channel. In addition, if vegetation settlement is
initiated with small flood discharge during drought season, vegetation colonization may be accelerated.
Gurnell et al. [12] carried out field survey and analysis with a conceptual model and proposed that the
three phases of gravel bed channel are due to the interaction between bed morphology and vegetation
colonization: phase 1 is the initiation of the riparian margin, phase 2 is morphological development of
the riparian margin, and phase 3 is full morphohydraulic integration of the riparian zone. Specifically,
this study explains the development of the river margins. First, a pool and a riffle were created
through the formation of the river margins, which is initiated by sediment deposition with initial
vegetation settlement, in newly generated channel (phase 1). Then, the vegetation areas expand their
colony, which can influence the development of bar migration and channel alteration in phase 2. If the
vegetation colonization is fully expanded, vegetation may overwhelmingly control the change of the
river channel (phase 3) in a large time scale.

The phase of the present study area can be estimated as phase 2 (Figure 11c) because vegetation
initiates the colonization expansion, although the impact is insufficient to change the bed shape [46].
However, if the flow discharge is consistently small due to the MF season or dam effect, this study
area may expand to phase 3 because vegetation colonization expanded after several years as shown in
Figure 11b. Figure 1 also shows such phase change from phase 2 to phase 3.

Meanwhile, the cases of normal peak discharge (peak discharge: 1381 m3/s) and extreme peak
discharge (peak discharge: 2762 m3/s) may also expand to phase 3; however, it is expected that
they exhibit different phases in vegetation colonization and bed changing. These cases may lead
to the development of the point bar shape (Figure 11c–f); however, the area of the point bar may
slightly increase due to expanded vegetation colonization. Therefore, it is predicted that vegetation
colonization stabilizes this study area from bed changing in phase 3.
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Figure 12 illustrates the predicted distribution of vegetation in the study area, showing vegetation
growth stage by color. If the growth stage is 0 (blue color), the area has no vegetation because vegetation
is unable to grow at a water depth higher than 0.1m (germination depth) or it is removed by bed
changing (depth of erosion > 0.8 m). If the growth stage is 1 (red color), the area is covered with
permanent vegetation (see Section 2.1.2). Note that the maximum growth stage for growing vegetation
is 0.21. In these results, the permanent vegetation area plays an important role in generating the bar
and thalweg. Because the flow velocity increases near the permanent vegetation area as it does the near
a growing vegetation area, local erosion occurs by chute cutoff [62]. Figure 12a shows the vegetation
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areas located on both sides of the channel because the inundation time is short, and the flow velocity is
too small to remove vegetation for the smaller peak discharge (690 m3/s). As a result, the strength of
the secondary flow of the first kind is very weak, causing the thalweg to deepen along the centerline.
In this case, the local erosion is dominant near the vegetation area, resulting in the development of
thread channels.
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In cases of larger peak discharge (1381 m3/s and 2762 m3/s) a larger vegetation area develops on
the point bar (Figure 12b,c) because the flow velocity causes a strong secondary flow that deepens the
thalweg and shifts it toward the outer bank. Therefore, water flow is easily concentrated along the
thalweg, and the area of the unsubmerged point bar increases, concurrently increasing the vegetation
area more than for the smaller peak discharge case (690 m3/s).

3.3. Change in the ABI and BRI over Time

The change in the ABI and BRI were calculated with respect to the time step in order to compare
the quantified bed changes. If the ABI increases, several thread channels or islands have been generated.
If the ABI decreases, the number of thread channels has decreased. If the BRI increases, the thalweg
has deepened, and if the BRI decreases, the thalweg has become shallower.

The change in the ABI over time exhibits different patterns depending on the level of the peak
discharge (Figure 13). If the peak discharge is low, the maximum ABI increases because global erosion
is weak. Instead, chute cutoff becomes active, and, in the case of growing vegetation, the flow velocity
increases near the growing vegetation and causes local erosion. This, in turn, causes channel threading.
As a result, for a small peak discharge, the change in ABI over time is larger for the growing vegetation
case than for the no-growing vegetation case.
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When the flood discharge is extreme (2762 m3/s), the maximum ABI decreases (Figure 13e)
because all channels have been inundated by the high flood discharge, which raises the water level.
Furthermore, global scale erosion caused by a strong secondary flow of the first kind results in a
decrease in the ABI.
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The change in the BRI over time also exhibits different patterns depending on the peak discharge
for the growing vegetation case. When the peak discharge is low (690 m3/s), the change in the BRI
over time decreases; when the peak discharge is high, the change in the BRI over time increases
(Figure 13b,d,f). In particular, a high discharge through a meandering channel may cause water flow
to concentrate along the thalweg, which then shifts to the outer bank due to the secondary flow of the
first kind. This results in a deepening of the thalweg, followed by an increase in the BRI.

Clearly, the ABI and BRI are altered by the effects of vegetation for different degrees of flow
discharge. For a small discharge (690 m3/s), the vegetation acts to accelerate local erosion [11,61,63],
which increases the ABI. Similarly, if the peak discharge is low (690 m3/s), the BRI increases slightly
over time due to local erosion of the vegetation area, whereas if the peak discharge is high (1381 m3/s),
the BRI increases significantly for the higher discharge and vegetation effects, which accelerates both
local and global erosion.

However, if the peak discharge is extreme (2762 m3/s), the change in the BRI over time is less than
for the no-growing vegetation case because the larger vegetation area limits the scale of the secondary
flow of the first kind, resulting in global erosion within unvegetated areas, such as the thalweg [36].
Therefore, the maximum depth of erosion increases along the thalweg, but the depth of the thalweg
remains shallower than for the no-growing case.

3.4. Bar and Thalweg Dynamics under Different Levels of Flood Discharge: First Flood Event

For each vegetation simulation case, three consecutive occurrences of one of three flood
magnitudes were evaluated. This section describes the bar and thalweg dynamics under the occurrence
of the first flood event.

During the rapidly increasing flow stage approaching peak discharge, the riverbed begins
to actively erode due to the increasing flow velocity and water level. An alternating bar then
rapidly develops and migrates downstream. When the flood discharge reaches its peak, the entire
computational domain is inundated by water flow. At this time, the ABI decreases to 1 (indicating the
presence of a single channel), and the BRI increases (Figure 13).

Under these conditions, the effects on the outer bank are dominated by erosion due to the
secondary flow of the first kind. While the inner bank also faces erosion, it is relatively less severe.
As a result, the water flow sweeps away the alternating bar near the outer bank, and the alternative
bar near the inner bank migrates downstream where it changes into a point bar.

If the peak discharge is extreme (2762 m3/s), the inundation time is longer, the secondary flow
grows larger, and global erosion is dominant in the entire study area. At this time, a deeper thalweg
develops, causing the BRI to dramatically increase (Figure 13). However, the ABI collapses to 1 because
the entire channel is submerged by the water flow (Figure 13e).

As the flood recedes, the water level gradually decreases, and water flow concentrates from the
point bar near the inner bank into the thalweg near the outer bank. At same time, a thread channel is
generated by chute cutoff [62], and local erosion occurs near the permanent vegetation area, so that the
ABI increases and the BRI decreases. If the peak discharge is small (690 m3/s), the thalweg develops
along the centerline of the channel because the secondary flow of the first kind is insufficient to erode
towards the outer bank.

In the second and final flood events, the river bed responses show partially similar channel
patterns to the first flood, but the area of the point bar and thalweg are more developed, eventually
initiating shape maintenance (Figure 11a,c,e). In particular, Figure 13c indirectly shows the developing
process of thalweg through the changes in ABI. At the tail of the first flood, thalweg and chute cutoff
are actively developed in the first flood, thus ABI increases. In addition, then, the thalweg moves and
expands towards near the outer bank in second and third floods, thus, the thread channels by chute
cutoff is engulfed in thalweg. Therefore, ABI decreases in the tail of second and third floods.
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3.5. The Effect of Vegetation Depending on the Peak Discharge: Second and Third Flood Event

During the occurrence of the first of three floods, the cases under the effects of growing vegetation
show similar patterns to the cases under no growing vegetation (Section 3.4). The changes in ABI and
BRI over time also show similar patterns (Figure 13), because the effect of growing vegetation is not
initially strong. However, after the first flood event, the vegetation effect grows stronger and the bed
change displays a different pattern as the vegetation begins to grow.

Figure 14 shows the final cross-sectional elevation of the midstream channel (Figure 14d). In this
Figure, ”veg case” indicates the growing vegetation case and “no veg” indicates the no-growing
vegetation case. Under growing vegetation case, “Veg growth stage” indicates the growth stage of
the vegetation rate depending on the given location in the cross-sectional direction. If “Veg growth
stage” is 1, the area exhibits permanent vegetation, which is typically located on the outer bank, if the
rate is less than 1 and greater than 0, the area exhibits growing vegetation, and if the growth stage
is 0, the area is unvegetated. However, “Veg growth stage” of the no-growing vegetation case only
indicates 1 near the outer bank as permanent vegetation, which is same with permanent vegetation
under growing vegetation case. Using Figure 14, the depth of the thalweg and degree of erosion can
be estimated in relation to the peak discharge.
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Under a small degree of peak discharge (690 m3/s) with growing vegetation, the flow velocity
increases near the areas of vegetation (containing both permanent and growing vegetation), causing
local erosion and increasing the depth of erosion (Figure 14a). This erosion accelerates to generate
several thread channels [11,61,63], so that both the BRI and ABI increase over time.
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If the peak discharge is larger (1381 m3/s), rather than creating thread channels, the depth of the
thalweg increases, and the thalweg shifts toward the outer bank (Figure 14b). Because such a large
flood discharge increases the flow velocity, a curved channel, in particular, increases the degree of
erosion in the transverse direction due to secondary flow of the first kind. Under this peak discharge
with growing vegetation, both local and global erosion is activated by the effects of the vegetation and
secondary flow. As a result, the maximum ABI decreases, while the maximum BRI increases more than
under the no-growing vegetation cases (Figure 13c,d).

However, if the peak discharge is extreme (2762 m3/s), the effect of the vegetation changes. In this
case, global erosion is dominant as the discharge reaches its peak. As a result, the thalweg readily shifts
toward the outer bank, so that the unsubmerged area on the point bar increases and the vegetation area
expands along the larger point bar. If vegetation expands sufficiently, this area can easily limit the scale
of secondary flow [36], because the flow velocity decreases along the vegetation. Therefore, global
erosion is activated within the unvegetated areas, such as the thalweg, and the growing vegetation
case in Figure 14c shows a shallow thalweg near the outer bank. Consequently, the change in BRI over
time is smaller than that of the no-growing vegetation case.

Note that, in Figure 7 at the Section 2.2, we compared the cross-sectional patterns between
observation data and simulation data and found that the difference of the two data is 2–3 m, which was
expected to be induced by some uncertainties in the field conditions. In Figure 14, we can find same
order of difference between two data, however the meaning of the difference is very different from
the case in Figure 9 because Figure 14 shows the comparison of two simulation results, which use
completely same conditions except vegetation effect. Therefore, we can consider that the difference of
two results in Figure 14 clearly indicates the vegetation effect.

3.6. Limitation of Modelling and Suggestions

In the present study, the simulation results have reproduced well the observation data, such
as point bar, alternating bar, and vegetation effect. However, these results have some limitations.
The simulations were carried out under the initial condition with flat bed, which has a constant slope.
Therefore, the results of simulations may show rather conceptual and yield typical patterns in bed
morphology depending on the vegetation effect and the hydrograph characteristic shape. The most
appropriate way for the verification of model is to use detailed survey data regarding bed topography
and vegetation for the initial condition. However, such detailed survey data is presently not available.
Thus, it is unavoidable to set initial conditions with some artificial way. We expected that simplest bed
shape for the initial condition makes it easy to consider the results. Thus, we use the flat bed for the
initial condition. It is desirable to obtain more detailed field survey data for the initial condition in the
future research.

In addition, the parameter in the vegetation growth model should be specifically considered.
Inherently, this study considered that vegetation growth is characterized by linear increases.
This simple approach makes it easier to compare the cases for growing vegetation and no
growing vegetation.

Moreover, we only considered the vegetation decay by bed erosion to simplify the vegetation
model. The effect of burying vegetation by sediment deposition maybe also important for vegetation
decay or change of drag force. However, to consider the burying effect, additional models, such as,
the changes of root depth and vegetation height, become necessary. Therefore, the present study only
focused on vegetation decay by the bed erosion for simplicity. The necessity of the burying effect and
the model of it should be considered in further study.

4. Conclusions

In this study, changes in a sharply curved river channel were simulated under two varying
parameters: Peak flood discharge and non-uniform vegetation growth effect. To determine the effect
of vegetation growth, the change in the channel patterns were quantified using the ABI and BRI.
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Using this approach, the present study successfully demonstrated that the effects of vegetation were
influenced by the flood discharge. The results give basic and useful information, which is useful for
river management and flood mitigation. However, some possibilities for future improvements were
also highlighted; for instance, more detailed model validation and calibration for vegetation growth
parameters. We plan to address such improvements in our future works.

The summary and limitations of this study are as follows.

• Erosion is classified as either local erosion or global erosion. Local erosion is caused by an increase
in the flow velocity near an area of vegetation. This erosion may increase the number of threads
in the channel as the flood event recedes. Global erosion is caused by strong secondary flow of
the first kind working to erode the entire channel as the discharge reaches its peak. While local
erosion increases the ABI due to the increase in thread channels, global erosion increases the BRI
due to the increase in the thalweg depth. Sometimes, it was observed that global erosion swept
away thread channels, resulting in a decrease in the ABI;

• Under a small peak discharge (690 m3/s), vegetation works to accelerate local erosion because the
flow velocity increases near the vegetation area, which increases the change in the ABI and BRI
over time. If the peak discharge is high (1381 m3/s), the strength of the secondary flow of the first
kind becomes significant, thereby activating global erosion. The vegetation effect also activates
local erosion, such that the change in the BRI over time is larger than for the no-growing case for
the same discharge;

However, if the peak flow discharge is extreme (2762 m3/s), global erosion is dominant.
The thalweg readily shifts toward the outer bank and the area of point bar with vegetation
expansion. Under this scenario, the larger area of vegetation limits the scale of the secondary
flow by reducing the flow velocity, which activates global erosion within the unvegetated areas
such as the thalweg. As a result, the change in the BRI over time decreases compared to the
no-growing vegetation case. This phenomenon should be further explored with more detailed
field observation and experimental data;

• In a river, the growth of vegetation is influenced by many factors, such as the duration of
daylight, frequency of flood events, temperature, and soil characteristics. Therefore, the growth
stage of vegetation should be simplified to allow for a focus on the interaction between the
vegetation and flow discharge. Despite the potential overestimation due to this simplification,
the simulated shape of the point bar was reproduced with reasonable accuracy compared to
pictures (Figures 1 and 11). However, the linear estimation of vegetation growth used in this
study is too monotonous to yield quantitative information for practical river training works.
Therefore, to ensure more accurate quantitative predictions, further model refinement is necessary
by considering a more detailed river survey data and wider variety of real hydrograph, including
flood seasons and drought seasons.
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