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Abstract: High-altitude peatlands in the Andes, i.e., bofedales, play an essential role in alpine
ecosystems, regulating the local water balance and supporting biodiversity. This is particularly true
in semiarid Chile, where bofedales develop near the altitudinal and hydrological limits of plant life.
The subterranean geometry and stratigraphy of one peatland was characterized in north-central
Chile using Electrical Resistivity Tomography (ERT), Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) and core
extraction. Two sounding locations, two transversal and one longitudinal profile allowed a 3D
interpretation of the bofedal’s internal structure. A conceptual model of the current bofedal system
is proposed. Geophysical results combined with porosity measurements were used to estimate the
bofedal water storage capacity. Using hydrological data at the watershed scale, implications regarding
the hydrological role of bofedales in the semiarid Andes were then briefly assessed. At the catchment
scale, bofedal water storage capacity, evapotranspiration losses and annual streamflow are on the
same order of magnitude. High-altitude peatlands are therefore storing a significant amount of water
and their impact on basin hydrology should be investigated further.

Keywords: bofedal; mountain peatland; wetlands; geophysics; Andes; hydrology; resistivity;
GPR; hydrogeology

1. Introduction

Peat accumulating wetlands in the Andes, i.e., bofedales, are critical for livestock grazing in the
highlands from Venezuela to Chile [1,2] and play a crucial role in sustaining a unique diversity of
endemic and rare biota [3,4]. One-third of the threatened bird species and mammals in the Andes
depend upon bofedales for water, nesting and grazing. Whilst bofedales are generally small-sized, they
likely impact regional carbon stocks due to their large number and relatively deep peat layers [5–7].
Bofedales are increasingly being recognized as key regulators of the local water balance [8], and regional
hydrology is likely influenced by their water storage capacity and retardation of surface flow [9].
The hydrological role of bofedales is likely very important for downstream urban and agricultural
activities [10].
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Andean bofedales develop near the hydrological and altitudinal limits for plant life [11].
Surrounding areas are characterised by high-velocity winds, intense solar radiation, a short growing
season, daily frost and a seasonal snow cover, all of which are strong impediments to vegetation
development [4,9,12]. They form in relatively flat areas along small watercourses or ponds, and are
occasionally expanded by human intervention. Whilst most bofedales are characterised by saturated
sediments throughout the year [13], in a few cases, they are ephemeral features. As they are dependent
on water supply for their development [14], and are temperature-limited depending on the tolerance
of the local vegetation, their elevation band varies along the Andes. In general, in the central Andes
(16◦ S), they exist between 4000 and 5000 m a.s.l., whereas in the southern Andes (27◦ S) they generally
occupy a lower elevation band (2000–3500 m a.s.l.) [14,15].

Bofedales found in the southern Andes (south of 24◦ S) exist in arid and semiarid conditions,
which mean they fill a distinct environmental niche in the continuum of mountain peatland (peat
accumulating wetland) environments. Due to the logistical complexity of accessing these areas,
the internal structure, hydrological role and development processes of these Andean peatlands are
poorly understood in comparison to Northern Hemisphere peatlands. Nearly all understanding
of peatland processes is based on Northern Hemisphere peatlands (e.g., [16–21]), where climatic
conditions are vastly different. Although bofedales have been referred to as “highland bogs” [22,23],
they are different from the Northern Hemisphere bogs because they are generally not ombrogenous, nor
covered by mosses, and are at the limits of complex plant survival. Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR)
has been extensively used to characterize peatland structure [24], especially to identify the peatland
base [25,26]. GPR was successfully used to quantify carbon stocks in high-altitude peatlands [6],
while [24] used a combination of GPR and Electrical Resistivity Tomography (ERT) to enhance the
hydrogeological understanding of a northern peatbog. Resistivity methods have been applied to
peatlands in several studies [24,27–33]. One study mentioned above [6] focused on a peatland in the
northern Andes, while all other studies are for peatlands outside of South America.

This study aims to understand the hydrological role of high Andean wetlands as water reservoirs.
The internal structure and the water storage capacity of the bofedal are assessed using geophysical
techniques. This study is the first to apply ERT and GPR to map the 3D underground structure of
an arid region bofedal in the scientific literature. Likewise, this is the first assessment of the water
storage capacity of an arid peatland to our knowledge. Using the results generated for the bofedal, we
estimate the total water storage capacity offered by peatlands over the entire watershed to understand
their hydrological role at the watershed scale.

2. Study Area

2.1. Geographical Context

The study area is located in north-central Chile (30◦ S), where the distance between the Pacific
Ocean and the highest peaks of the Andes (>6000 m a.s.l.) is less than 150 km. This strong altitudinal
gradient and intensive compression between the Nazca and South American tectonic plates, associated
with a flat slab segment (between 28◦ S and 33◦ S, e.g., [34]), has resulted in the creation of major
transverse valleys, such as the Elqui Valley in the Coquimbo Region (Figure 1). Together with two
major valleys further north (Huasco and Copiapó), these watersheds drain the last northern perennial
surface flow before the hyper arid systems of the Atacama Desert (northward 28◦ S).
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Figure 1. Geomorphological map of the Elqui valley in north-central Chile. The white line represents
the Estero Derecho and Cochiguaz watersheds above the streamflow gauging stations. Green octagons
are automatic weather stations (AWS) used to estimate evapotranspiration.

2.2. Climatic Context

Between 1870 and 1890, average precipitation was ~150 mm per year in La Serena (30◦ S, 142 m
a.s.l.) [35,36]. Since 1870, a negative trend of −0.52 mm per year and reduction in rainfall by ~50% has
been observed. In this region, precipitation generally increases with altitude (Figure 2), however there
is a strong temporal variability linked to the El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) at an inter-annual
time scale [35] and the Pacific Decadal Oscillation [37] at a decadal time scale. More winter precipitation
at higher altitudes enables the formation of a seasonal snowpack that completely melts in the following
spring and summer seasons [35,38]. This snowpack governs annual streamflow volume in the
main river channels [39]. Aside from snow melt and direct rainfall, perennial flows are maintained
mainly by aquifers contained within the sediment filled valleys, as well as from debris-free and rock
glaciers [35,40–42].
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Figure 2. Topography of the Estero Derecho valley following the Elqui River from the ocean to the
highest point at the headwaters of the main tributary, the Estero Derecho River. Blue bars are annual
precipitation in the Elqui watershed averaged from 1981 until 2016. Data Source: Dirección General del
Agua (Water Authority in Chile) and CEAZAMET.

2.3. Geological Context

The fluvial plain from La Serena (Figure 1), which narrows toward the high Andes, is mainly
composed of Quaternary alluvium of boulder, gravel, sand and clay, which forms the floor and marginal
terraces of the Elqui Valley [43]. These lowlands are very suitable for growing crops, in comparison to
the surrounding steep intrusive, volcanic, magmatic and volcano-sedimentary mountains. Agriculture
is the primary economic activity outside of the combined La Serena–Coquimbo metropolitan area.

The agricultural area extends from the coast up to ~2000 m a.s.l. (Figures 1 and 2). The first
bofedales are observed above 2000 m a.s.l., where the protected area of the Estero Derecho Nature
Sanctuary starts. The highest bofedal is detected at an elevation of 3750 m a.s.l., above which a glacial
moraine prevents peat development. The sub-valley of Estero Derecho was chosen because there is a
peatland network between these two limits, which was likely formed by the closure of the valley at
various points due to the deposit of scree and colluvium from slopes and gullies above. This sub-valley
is located between mountains that are mainly composed of magmatic rock, such as granites.

2.4. Study Site

The studied bofedal, called “Piuquenes”, was chosen due to its position in the central part of the
existing bofedal range (3070 m; Figure 2) and its rounded-elongated shape which is representative
of other bofedales in the region. The Estero Derecho River flows through the bofedal, exiting at the
joining of two rock scree slopes that enable a small waterfall to form and mark the end of the studied
bofedal. Further downstream the watercourse travels through other bofedal and rock scree systems.
This bofedal, like many others in Estero Derecho, has been artificially widened using man-made canals
to increase the vegetation available for cattle grazing. This peatland was also chosen because there is a
proposal to create a dam at the bofedal outlet to improve control of water delivery for agricultural use.
The boundaries of the proposed reservoir are shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Bofedal aerial photography with the three profile lines and the two sounding locations.
The blue lines correspond to the reservoir limits of the dam project, designed using the colluvium
barrier at the peatland outlet. Coordinates are in UTM 19S.

The bofedal surface contrasts with its surroundings, having a darker colour associated with more
vegetation than the surrounding terrain (Figure 3). While the bofedal surroundings consist of brownish
sands and arid plants, such as cacti, the bofedal itself contains grass grazed by livestock and native
biota. The main watercourse (arrows in Figure 3) and man-made canals cross the bofedal before
converging and crossing the colluvium formations at the end of the bofedal. Around the peatland as
well as on the steep slopes perpendicular to the river flow, the bedrock cannot be observed since it is
covered by rock scree or colluvium and low arid vegetation.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Vertical Electrical Sounding

Vertical Electrical Sounding (VES) and Electrical Resistivity Tomography (ERT) are geophysical
methods that characterize the electrical resistivity distribution in the subsurface [44]. In this study,
VES and ERT measurements were carried out during February 2019 using a TIGRE resistivity system
and 32 stainless-steel electrodes. One resistivity measurement uses two dipoles: one dipole injecting
current between two electrodes and one dipole measuring the potential difference between two other
electrodes. The apparent electrical resistivity can then be calculated, depending on the electrode
configuration [45]. Each measurement was repeated three times, and data were discarded if there was
more than a 5% deviation between measurements. A Wenner–Schlumberger configuration was carried
out with the measuring potential dipole at the centre of the current injecting dipole.

A VES consists of using a fixed measuring dipole, at the centre of the moving current dipole.
The distance between the two electrodes of the current dipole and the electrical resistivity distribution
define the depth to which the signal will penetrate. A larger distance results in a greater penetration
depth. The sounding curve, made by plotting the apparent resistivity values together with the
half-distance between the two current-electrodes, is then inverted in order to compute the 1D vertical
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resistivity model that best fits the data [45]. The software IPI2WIN was used to carry out the
inversions [46].

3.2. Electrical Resistivity Tomography

ERT consists of various VES distributed along a profile line, which allows a 2D interpretation of
the resistivity distribution [47]. ERT has been successfully used to locate laterally varying geology, such
as fracture zones, and to discriminate soil from bedrock [48–50]. In this study, we used 32 electrode sets
having the same inter-electrode distance (5 m) along a line together with the computer and the TIGRE
switch box, which automatically use almost all of the Wenner–Schlumberger electrode configurations
among the 32 electrodes. Three hundred and thirty-six quadripoles were used for the first two profiles
using one roll-along procedure, whereas 630 quadripoles requiring three roll-along procedures that
allow an extension of the profile length were used for the last profile. Positions were taken with
a Trimble differential GPS to add topographical information to the ERT dataset. The inversion of
apparent resistivity data was carried out with Res2dinv software (Geotomo Software; [51]), which
provides 2D cross-sections of resistivity with a maximum depth of investigation in the range of 15
to 30 m, for the conditions of the present study. The larger the inter-electrode spacing, the deeper
the investigation depth for similar acquisition and geological conditions. Nevertheless, it should be
noted that with a conductive layer at shallow depth, such as a clay layer, the sensitivity of the model
decreases substantially at depths greater than a few meters below the surface [48]. Electrical resistivity
in peat soils mostly depends on pore fluid resistivity and the physical properties of the peat matrix,
such as porosity, inorganic content and surface area [52]. Peat resistivity generally increases with depth
when the mineral soil is a source of inorganic solutes for the peat pore water [24]. A significant contrast
between peat and the underlying mineral soil will likely occur due to the markedly different physical
characteristics of organic versus inorganic sediments [53]. Electrical resistivity depends on the water
and clay content [50,54], as well as the media consolidation degree (Table 1).

3.3. Ground Penetrating Radar

Similarly to the VES and ERT methods, Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) uses a transmitter and
a receiver. GPR differs from resistivity methods as it propagates a high frequency electro-magnetic
(EM) wave through the transmitting antenna that is reflected at the boundary between materials with
sufficiently different EM properties, such as geological discontinuities, and the receiving antenna
measures the returned signal. The velocity of this EM wave is primarily controlled by the relative
dielectric permittivity, a geophysical property strongly dependent on water content [32]. Measurements
were taken with a Pulse Ekko system and a 50 MHz antenna and repeated 64 times to increase the
signal-to-noise ratio. GPR can be used in two different modes, called Common Mid-Point (CMP)
and Common Offset Profile (COP). CMP is similar to VES as it provides a 1D vertical sounding of
the EM velocity by increasing the distance between the receiver and the transmitter centred on a
CMP. The analyses of refraction hyperbolas contained in the CMP enable the calculation of the EM
velocity [55]. EM velocity depends mainly on the water content (Table 1). COP were carried out with
a fixed transmitter-receiver distance (2 m) and measurements were made along a line with a fixed
step (0.66 and 1.14 m). COP allows a 2D interpretation of the reflectors, after a data post-process that
consists mainly of adjusting gains, filters and a topographic correction [55]. Ekko-View software was
used to process the data.

3.4. Core Extraction and Acquisition Strategy

One soil core of 1.3 m depth was extracted a year before the geophysical survey with a manual
auger in the peatland (Figure 3). Samples were extracted from the ground every 25 cm and stored
in PVC tubes. The sediment samples were interpreted and porosity estimations were completed by
measuring dry and saturated sample weights with an accurate scale and comparing the calculated
densities [56].
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Table 1. Physical parameters relevant for the study of peatlands, extracted from [32,57–60].

Material Electrical Resistivity (Ωm) EM Wave Velocity (m/µs)

Ice 106–107 170

Water 10–100 30

Air 1014 300

Clay 1–100 47 (wet)–210 (dry)

Sand 100–5 × 103 54 (wet)–170 (dry)

Gravels 100–4 × 102 80–120

Granite 5 × 103–106 77 (wet and fractured)–130 (dry)

Peat 10–350 35–45

Three geophysical profiles and two soundings were acquired on the peatland (Figure 3). The first
two profiles cross the bofedal more or less perpendicular to the valley, whereas the third profile is
parallel to the river. This configuration allows a 3D interpretation of the peatland structure. The core
as well as the first CMP and VES were acquired at the first sounding location, whereas the second
CMP and VES were acquired on a relatively homogenous surface on the third profile.

3.5. Evapotranspiration

The evapotranspiration was estimated using two automatic weather stations (AWS in Figure 1;
www.ceazamet.cl). The AWS monitor wind velocity and direction, rainfall, air temperature and
humidity. The northern station inside the Estero Derecho watershed (3020 m a.s.l.) has a snow height
sensor, but no solar radiation sensor. Solar radiation from the nearest station (the southern AWS at 2500 m
a.s.l.) was used to calculate the daily reference evapotranspiration ET0. The latter is based on the formula
given in [61], called the FAO Penman–Monteith. Derived from the well-known Penman–Monteith
[62,63] equation; this reference evapotranspiration formula has proven its effectiveness in many
locations and climates [61,64]. The actual evapotranspiration AET (mm) is calculated by multiplying
ET0 with the crop coefficients Kc (−) chosen from [61]. Kc values depend on land cover and plant stage.

3.6. Vegetation Cover Area

The satellite-derived vegetation index called Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) has
been used to assess the presence of live vegetation in satellite images for a number of decades [65].
Where the water table is shallow, the presence of live vegetation indicates the availability of groundwater
during summer [65]. The NDVI temporal variability is a good indicator of vegetation variation in
semi-arid areas [66]. The NDVI combines the spectral bands recorded by remote sensing satellites in a
way that enhances the visibility of vegetation and reduces the visibility of other elements, such as soil,
lighting and water. LandSat-8 products (30 m resolution) were used here to compute the NVDI. Field
observation and satellite imagery were used to discriminate peatlands from crops.

4. Results

After the analysis of the geophysical results (soundings and cross-sections), a 3D computation
of the alluvial filling identified with geophysics was carried out, before completing the
hydrological interpretation of the bofedal water storage compared to other hydrological components
(evapotranspiration, streamflow and precipitation).

4.1. Geophysical Results

Raw data for each geophysical method at Sounding Location 1 are presented (Figure 4a for GPR
in CMP mode, Figure 4c in blue for VES), as well as their interpreted models (Figure 4b for GPR,

www.ceazamet.cl
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Figure 4c in black for VES). The GPR velocity model was calculated using the hyperbolas in the raw
data, while the resistivity model was calibrated using the core interpretation (Figure 4d). Geophysical
inversion processes generally face a non-uniqueness problem, meaning that several models can explain
the data well [67]. The fit of the observed data with the output from the model is evaluated with
a root mean square (RMS) error, which represents the square difference of the blue and red curves
(Figure 4c). To avoid such non-uniqueness, a priori information can be used, such as core or geophysical
information. In the case of Figure 4, using the a priori core thickness information led to a low RMS of
1.94%, which is an indicator of good model quality.

Figure 4. Vertical soundings at Location 1. (a) CMP1 displaying measurements taken each meter with
an offset of 2 to 23 m and an example of hyperbolae used to calculate EM velocities. (b) EM wave
velocity distribution from CMP1. (c) VES1 with electrical resistivity field data (i.e., sounding curve)
shown as blue circles, acquired with an inter-electrode spacing of 0.25 m. The resistivity model (black
line) allows the computation of the calculated data (red dashed curve) with an RMS error of 1.94%. (d)
Core interpretation from a manual auger. Figure 4c,d share the same depth scale.

While the peat with coarse sand and silt layers, as well as the sand with clay-silt layers, are
characterized by low resistivities below 40 Ωm, the clay-, silt- and peat-free layers, such as the gravels
and sands, are marked by their high resistivity of more than 1000 Ωm (Figure 4c,d). The results are in
agreement with Table 1, but are quite high for saturated gravels or sands values. This inconsistency
could be linked to the non-uniqueness of the inversion process or to the high resistivity of pore water
coming from snow or ice melt. The shallowest layer of the EM (GPR) velocity profile contains the four
sediment layers observed in the VES and the core interpretations. The EM velocity corresponding
to these four layers is 52 m/µs, which is in agreement with saturated peat, sand or clay (Table 1).
The deeper GPR layer measured at a depth of 6–8.8 m should be composed of similar material because
of the relatively low EM velocity variations (49 to 61 m µs–1). Nonetheless, there are a significant
number of GPR reflectors that may be interpreted as successive deposits of sediment layers, such as in
the core. The two final reflectors at depths of 8.8 and 9.9 m display a sharper velocity contrast (52 to
66 m/µs) in comparison with the upper layers.

The second sounding is located at 100 m on P3 (Figure 3), where the peatland surface is relatively
homogenous, so it was investigated using 1D methods. Similar to the first sounding, CMP2 is
characterized by many reflectors (Figure 5a,b), but with slightly higher EM velocities (52 to 66 m/µs).
There are also well-defined deeper reflectors with sharp velocity variations at depths of approximately
9.5 and 11 m. Those layers are characterized by their higher EM velocities of 65 and 71 m/µs. The VES
model contains a priori thickness information from GPR models. Various tests were carried out in
order to obtain a low RMS value, a limited layers number and fixed thicknesses from the velocity
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model. The first three layers have resistivities between 150 and 400 Ωm, which contrast less than the
layers at Sounding Location 1. This low contrast can largely be explained by the dipole spacing, as the
spacing between each electrode at Sounding Location 1 was 0.25 cm, while for Location 2 it was 1 m.
The resolution is therefore much lower for Location 2, resulting in reduced sensitivity and ability to
detect variations in resistivity associated with thinner layers. Velocities and resistivities of the first 9.5 m
are in agreement with values in Table 1 for sands and gravels mixed with some thin clay or silt layers,
as observed in the core. Higher EM velocities seem to be linked to higher resistivities, as observed in
the upper layers (Figures 4 and 5), but this is not always the case as, for example, the second layer in
Figure 5 (from 2 to 4 m depth, approximatively). This might be a gravel layer with some thin clay
or peat beds. The third resistivity layer in Figure 5 (from 4 to 9 m depth, approximatively) reaffirms
the positive correlation between velocities and resistivities as it has the lowest resistivity and velocity
values observed. This layer should contain peat or clays until a depth of 9.5 m. At this depth there is a
sharp shift toward very high resistivity and relatively high velocity values (Figure 5b,c). This shift
could be explained by an unconsolidated clay-free material (low EM velocity in Table 1) with low
water content (high resistivity), such as boulders or rock scree colluvium.

Figure 5. Vertical soundings at Location 2. (a) CMP2 displaying measurements taken each meter with
an offset of 2 to 23 m and an example of hyperbolae used to calculate EM velocities. (b) EM wave
velocity distribution from CMP2. (c) VES2 with electrical resistivity field data (i.e., sounding curve)
shown as blue circles, acquired with an inter-electrode spacing of 1 m. The resistivity model (black
lines) allows the computation of the calculated data (red dashed curve) with an RMS error of 1.58%.

The results of the three profiles are presented in Figure 6, where the ERT and GPR cross-sections
allow an investigation depth of about 30 m and 10 m, respectively. The vertical scale of the GPR
sections is exaggerated (7 times) in order to properly display the reflectors. In order to transform the
GPR time scale into a depth scale, averaged EM velocities derived from the CMPs were used. The 10th
reflector near the CMP2 location (Figure 5) is highlighted in red (Figure 6), since it should correspond
to the sharp EM velocity variation observed in CMP2. Assuming this reflector represents the base
of the bofedal, the maximum thickness is about 10 m, reducing upstream to a depth of 4 m (end of
P3). The red reflector of the transverse profile (P1) displays a relatively constant thickness across the
bofedal. This reflector ends near the sub-vertical (NE of P1, NW of P3), interpreted as colluvium
slopes covered with alluvium. Beneath these reflectors, there are indeed diffraction hyperbolas (green
lines in Figure 6), interpreted as boulders or rock scree. The CMPs (Figures 4 and 5) and the GPR
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profiles (Figure 6) show various sub-horizontal reflectors above the reflector highlighted with a red
line, interpreted as sediment layers with distinct EM properties.

Figure 6. Pseudo 3D view based on the bofedal aerial photography and the geophysical profiles.
The two GPR sections have an exaggerated elevation axis (about 7 times), whereas the three ERT have
the same longitudinal and elevation scales. The X-coordinates of each profile correspond to the distance
in meters from the profile start, while the Z-coordinates are elevations in meters above sea level. GPR
on P2 was not carried out due to a lack of time available. Blue lines in the GPR sections are sub-vertical
reflectors at the profile’s edges, while green lines correspond to diffraction hyperbolas. The red lines
correspond to the relatively high velocity interface encountered at depth at the CMP locations. These
red lines are also displayed on the ERT profiles. P1, P2 and P3 resistivity sections are fourth iteration
inverse models with RMS errors of 1.9%, 1.7% and 2.5%, respectively.

The red GPR reflector, representing the bofedal base, is also displayed on the ERT cross-sections
to improve the interpretation. These reflectors are in agreement with the ERT results, as they separate
two zones with contrasting resistivities. The shallowest zone is relatively conductive with resistivities
between 150 and 600 Ωm, whereas below the red reflector higher resistivities are observed from 500 to
1500 Ωm. The shallow conductive zone is thicker and more conductive downstream than upstream,
observed along line P3 and confirmed at P2. We expect that the conductive zone is made up of thinner
alluvial material (sands, silts), as seen in the core (Figure 4). The geomorphological interpretation of
these results is discussed in Section 5.

4.2. Water Storage Capacity Assessment

The water storage capacity of the alluvial deposits within the bofedal can be assessed using the
geophysical results and the porosity measurements. In order to compute the 3D volume of the alluvial
filling, one should delineate the bofedal surface area, its lateral limits and its lower limit. While the
surface area can be delineated using satellite imagery (Figure 3), its lower and lateral limits need to be
interpolated using the geophysical data. To that end several assumptions are required:

(1) That the lateral limits of the bofedal identified in the GPR sections (dashed blue lines in Figure 6)
mark the end of the filling. It is expected from a geomorphological perspective that the alluvial
filling would not develop beneath the colluvium. This idea is supported by hyperbolas observed
below the lateral limit on line P1 (Figure 6), which are interpreted as boulder or rock scree,
marking the end of the alluvial deposits.
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(2) The deep red reflectors (observed in profiles P1 and P3 in Figure 6) represent the maximum depth
of the alluvial deposits perpendicular to the longitudinal P3 profile. From the P1 GPR section, it
can be seen that this reflector has approximately a constant elevation of ~3081 m a.s.l.

(3) That the filling is symmetrically distributed perpendicular to the longitudinal profile P3 (Figures 6
and 7). This assumption is supported by the P1 and P2 profiles, which show some symmetry.

Figure 7. 3D model of the “Piuquenes” bofedal alluvial filling plotted every 10 m, fitted using the GPR
reflectors on Figure 6. The vertical scale is exaggerated 10 times. The black lines are P1 (modelled with
polynomial) and P3 (interpolated raw data) profiles.

Applying these assumptions, symmetrical 4th order polynomials were used to extrapolate the
filling’s lower limit perpendicular to P3 at one meter spacing (Figure 7), constrained by the two lateral
limits at the bofedal surface and the maximum depth in the middle of the profile. The polynomial was
calibrated using the P1 profile since the lower limit of the filling can be estimated well with the P1 red
reflector (Figure 6), resulting in an RMSE error of 0.53 m.

The alluvial filling volume is estimated to be 530,000 m3 for the area studied with geophysics,
which contains the bofedal surface from the peatland outlet to the southeast side of P3 (Figure 3).
By extrapolating the upstream bottom curve until the extension of the projected dam reservoir (Figure 3),
we obtain a filling volume of 600,000 m3 for the dam extension. Assuming that the filling is composed
of gravels and sands with debris or clay-silt beds, as in the core, and by taking the median porosity
(35%) of the four measurements, the water storage capacity is about 185,000 to 210,000 m3, for the
study area and the dam extension, respectively. If the minimum (31%) and maximum porosity (46%)
are applied, the water storage capacities are 164,000 to 243,000 m3 for the study area and 186,000 to
276,000 m3 for the dam extension. In comparison to the usable volume of the projected reservoir of
1,600,000 m3 [68], the natural storage capacity of the bofedal is about 13% (11.6 to 17.3%) of the future
dam capacity. The storage capacity of the bofedal relative to the dam increases if the deterioration
of downstream peatlands due to the dam creation and the flow restriction is taken into account. We
only consider the water content capacity of the alluvial filling and not the water content in the more
consolidated basal material.

A basic computation of the reservoir capacity was completed using the water volume of 185,000 m3

and the studied bofedal surface (about 0.09 km2), leading to a reserve of approximately 2000 mm (1770
to 2630 mm) of water per square meter of bofedal.
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4.3. Evapotranspiration Estimates

Water losses through evapotranspiration from vegetated areas were estimated for the Estero
Derecho catchment in order to determine if these losses are significant relative to the average
precipitation and runoff. Because vegetation is usually covered by snow in winter, evapotranspiration
should be rather limited, while during the rest of the year plants will be exposed to air and able to
evapotranspire. Snow presence was derived from the AWS in the Estero Derecho catchment (Figure 1)
using a snow height sensor. When snow was present, we assumed no evapotranspiration from plants
and soils (Kc = 0), while a value of 1.1 for Kc,, based on wetland values in [61], was used for the
remaining period (Figure 8). Peatland actual evapotranspiration (AET) was calculated from ET0 and
Kc. There is a clear seasonal trend with lower ET0 and AET in winter than in summer (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Reference evapotranspiration calculated from the AWS (ET0) and the actual evapotranspiration
of peatlands (AET). Grey rectangles indicate the duration of snow presence at the Estero Derecho
catchment AWS.

The annual AET values (from May to April) as well as the peatland water storage capacity from
the previous section are reported in the first two columns of Table 2. These values were extrapolated to
the green areas at the watershed scale using the NVDI and aerial photography in the gauged portion of
Estero Derecho (Figure 1). Vegetation covers 3.08% of the gauged catchment. Agriculture accounts for
about 25% of the cover, while peatlands make up the other 75%. Thus, peatlands AET and stocks can
be computed at the watershed scale by multiplying the peatland scale results by the peatland cover
ratio (3.08% × 75%). This analysis assumes that the other peatlands have a similar depth and structure,
such that the reserve is consistently 2000 mm of water per square meter of bofedal. Peatland AET and
stocks are higher than annual precipitation at the watershed scale during the driest year (2018–2019),
as shown in Table 2. They are also in the same order of magnitude as the annual streamflow (Table 2)
at the outlet of the Estero Derecho watershed during 2018–2019 (Figure 1). The hydrological system of
peatlands is discussed in the next section.
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Table 2. Annual AET values and water storage capacity (stock) at the peatland and watershed scales,
streamflow presented as water height (mm) and precipitation (precip) corresponding to rain gauge
data downstream of the Estero Derecho catchment (Figure 1).

Peatland Scale (mm) Watershed Scale (mm) Precip in
Horcon

(mm)
Peatland

Annual AET
Peatland

Stock
Peatlands

Annual AET
Peatlands

Stock
Stream
Flow

2017–2018 1520
2000

35.1
46.2

103 240
2018–2019 1660 38.3 54 33

5. Discussion

In this section we discuss the geomorphological interpretation of the “Piuquenes” Bofedal, then
the hydrological role and functioning of high-altitude peatlands.

5.1. Bofedal Geomorphological Interpretation

Rock scree appears to play a major role in the bofedal formation, restricting water flow and thus
aiding the creation of a basin bofedal (Figure 9). According to the classification of [4], this bofedal is a
basin peatland. The barrier created by rock scree allows alluvial deposits to accumulate at the barrier
and then progressively upstream. The latter is supported by the basin-shape and the thicker material
downstream compared to upstream derived from the geophysical analysis. The numerous reflectors,
the low resistivity and the depth of the sharp resistivity and GPR velocity contrast point towards such
an interpretation.

Figure 9. “Piuquenes” bofedal geomorphological interpretation according to the geophysical results.

The alluvial layers which are likely composed of peat, sand, gravel and clay materials are limited
at depth by a material composed of rock scree or weathered granite bedrock. This interpretation is
supported by the relatively high resistivity and velocities at depth, as well as by a geotechnical study
carried out for dam construction that has been proposed for development on the studied bofedal [68].
Low seismic velocities at depth (2000 ms−1) were found in the middle of the peatland, while high
velocities (4000 ms−1) were detected on the mountain slope side (NE). Those high velocities are typical
for a consolidated unweathered granite, whereas the low velocities are most likely a transition material
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between sedimentary layers and consolidate media. Boreholes drilled in the frontal rock scree until a
depth of 60 m and on the mountain slope at the SW side of the bofedal, contained rock scree with a
sandy matrix and no evidence of bedrock [68].

5.2. Hydrological Role of High-Altitude Peatlands

Bofedales in north-central Chile are located between the upstream cryosphere reserve (snow
and ice) and downstream agricultural production and human-needs areas. They contribute water
downstream, but also lose a significant amount of water through evapotranspiration (Section 4.3;
Table 2). The amount of evapotranspiration could be negatively correlated to the water table depth, as
shown by [69]. Hence, despite the seasonal trend observed at a regional scale, with the shallowest
groundwater levels observed during summer time and deepest groundwater levels observed during
wintertime, groundwater levels in Andean wetlands behave inversely as they are influenced by
evapotranspiration cycles [70]. Peatland drainage can have a significant role in lowering the water
table [71].

Bofedales act as important water reservoirs at the watershed scale because their water storage is
on the same order of magnitude as the streamflow and can be higher than the annual precipitation
(Table 2), as seen in Sections 4.2 and 4.3. While sands and gravels, which have a high potential for
water circulation, make up much of the alluvial deposits within the “Piuquenes” bofedal, vertical
fluxes are likely to be very slow due to the presence of thin layers of clay and silt. Ice layers were
observed in the winter, and these could also inhibit the vertical flow of water. Whilst pronounced
vertical gradients were found in a basin peatland [72], other studies have observed low permeability
ratio values (horizontal to vertical permeability ratio) of ~100 or 1000 m2/m2 in peatlands [73,74].
Mineral layers in peatlands, such as sub-horizontal clay deposits, can also restrict vertical groundwater
exchanges [75]. Restricted vertical fluxes, such as deep infiltration, implies that bofedales have the
potential to hold water for a long period which could prove useful during droughts.

During the mega drought from 2009 to 2015 [76], streamflows in the region were very low
(Figure 10), and the downstream reservoir was almost empty in 2014. This mega drought was
characterized by six consecutive years of precipitation below the average with negative consequences
on water resources availability. Annual minimum specific discharge (discharge per unit area of
watershed) were extracted at the outlets of Estero Derecho and its neighbouring catchment, Cochiguaz
(Figure 1), in order to assess the bofedales’ role during low streamflow stages. These low stages are
assumed to represent catchment baseflow. These two catchments, which together form the Rio Claro
watershed, are ideal for comparison since they have the same climatic, geographic and geological
conditions. They are composed of incised valleys surrounded by plutonic rocks of similar elevations in
the same semi-arid climate [43]. The main differences are the size (785 vs. 393 km2) and vegetation
cover ratio (1.16% vs. 3.08%) for the Cochiguaz vs. Estero Derecho catchments. The minimum specific
discharge measured in Cochiguaz is generally higher than Estero Derecho (Figure 10), which could
be explained by the higher vegetated coverage of Estero Derecho compared to Cochiguaz (12.1 vs.
9.11 km2), which consumes more water through evapotranspiration. Higher precipitation or larger
aquifers maintaining a higher baseflow in Cochiguaz could also explain this difference, but there is no
evidence supporting these hypotheses. In fact, the Cochiguaz watershed has a lower mean elevation
than Estero Derecho (3511 vs. 3544 m a.s.l.), and it likely receives less precipitation [77].

The difference between the minimum specific streamflow of the two watersheds tends towards
zero at the end of the mega drought (Figure 10, years 2014 and 2015). Moreover, the Estero Derecho
minimum streamflow displays a lower temporal variability than Cochiguaz, which could be explained
by a more stable baseflow in Estero Derecho than Cochiguaz. Such a baseflow could be maintained by
rock glaciers or bofedales. This explanation is reasonable since rock glacier and bofedal cover ratios
are higher in Estero Derecho than in Cochiguaz (7.88% vs. 4.91% for the rock glacier cover ratios,
respectively).
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Future research should further investigate recharge processes of mountain peatlands and their
contributions to regional hydrological systems. Isotopic analysis should be the next step in order to
better characterize the hydrological functioning. Evaluation of groundwater or snowmelt contribution
to streamflow is recommended [78,79]. These altitude peatlands are not only water consuming
reservoirs, but also allow for mixing of water from different origins, such as the main water course,
small mountain streams and groundwater from several sources [36,69]. The important role of hillslope
subsurface flow for peatland recharge and streamflow generation should be assessed, as demonstrated
in other Andean peatlands [80]. Future research should also focus on factors playing an important
role in the circulation of water and changes in the water level, by using a statistical approach such
as [81] and [82], in order to discriminate the effects of slope, altitude, climate, hydrology and peatland
underground structure.

Figure 10. Minimum streamflow from gauging stations in the Cochiguaz and Estero Derecho catchments
(Figure 1). Precipitation corresponds to rain-gauge data downstream of the Estero Derecho catchment
(Figure 1).

6. Conclusions

The combination of ERT and GPR geophysical methods enable a better understanding of both
the geological composition and the geometry of high-altitude peatlands. According to these results,
and to the extracted core data, the studied bofedal is composed of layers of saturated unconsolidated
sediments with a low clay content, such as sands, gravels and silts beds. Those layers are expected to
be found until a depth of approximately 10 m, where a strong contrast in resistivity and EM velocity
marks the limit between the bottom of the alluvial filling and the top of a media probably composed of
rock scree or weathered bedrock, inferred from the high resistivity and relatively high EM velocities.

By carrying out longitudinal and transversal profiles and following the strong resistivity and
velocity interface, it was possible to define the bofedal geometry as a basin-shaped landform, with
thicker sediment filling downstream than upstream. Converging rock scree lobes form a barrier
that defines the downstream limit of the bofedal. Together, these observations suggest that the
bofedal was formed by the closing of the valley by scree, and the progressive deposition of alluvial
deposits upstream.

The water storage capacity of this alluvial filled structure is estimated to be 2000 mm per square
meter of bofedal, which translates to a reservoir capacity comparable to the annual streamflow and the
actual peatland evapotranspiration at the basin scale. Thus, high-altitude peatlands (bofedales) are
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important water reservoirs that consume a significant amount of water in arid environments, but are
necessary to provide the essential eco-services of peat, soil, plant production and carbon accumulation.
Thanks to their reservoir function and their low vertical permeability, bofedales may buffer the impact
of droughts. Efforts to characterize the hydrological role of and preserve these unique wetlands critical
for sustaining biodiversity and livestock grazing must be a priority in the context of a changing climate.
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