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Abstract: The simulation and prediction of glacially derived runoff are significant for water resource
management and sustainable development in water-stressed arid regions. However, the application
of a hydrological model in such regions is typically limited by the intricate runoff production mecha-
nism, which is associated with snow and ice melting, and sparse monitoring data over glacierized
headwaters. To address these limitations, this study develops a set of mathematical models with
a certain physical significance and an efficient particle swarm optimization algorithm by applying
long- and short-term memory networks on the glacierized Muzati River basin. First, the trends in
the runoff, precipitation, and air temperature are analyzed from 1990 to 2015, and differences in
their correlations in this period are exposed. Then, Particle Swarm Optimization–Long Short-Term
Memory (PSO-LSTM) and Bi-directional Long Short-Term Memory (BiLSTM) models are combined
and applied to the precipitation and air temperature data to predict the glacially derived runoff.
The prediction accuracy is validated by the observed runoff at the river outlet at the Pochengzi
hydrological station. Finally, two other types of models, the RF (Random Forest) and LSTM (Long
Short-Term Memory) models, are constructed to verify the prediction results. The results indicate that
the glacially derived runoff is strongly correlated with air temperature and precipitation. However,
in the study region over the past 26 years, the air temperature was not obviously increasing, and the
precipitation and glacially derived runoff were significantly decreasing. The test results show that
the PSO-LSTM and BiLSTM runoff prediction models perform better than the RF and LSTM models
in the glacierized Muzati River basin. In the validation period, among all models, the PSO-LSTM
model has the smallest mean absolute error and root-mean-square error and the largest coefficient of
determination of 6.082, 8.034, and 0.973, respectively. It is followed by the BiLSTM model having a
mean absolute error, root-mean-square error, and coefficient of determination of 6.751, 9.083, and
0.972, respectively. These results imply that both the particle swarm optimization algorithm and the
bi-directional structure can effectively enhance the prediction accuracy of the baseline LSTM model.
The results presented in this study can provide a deeper understanding and a more appropriate
method of predicting the glacially derived runoff in glacier-fed river basins.

Keywords: glacial hydrology; glacially derived runoff; PSO-LSTM model; BiLSTM model

1. Introduction

Glaciers, as one of the main elements of the cryosphere, have been widely studied
owing to their high sensitivity to climate changes [1–4] and their significance in the mul-
titude of water usages and ecosystem goods in the glacier-fed downstream areas [5–7].
Approximately 75% of the world’s freshwater resources are stored in the cryosphere [8],
and glacial meltwater production provides an extremely important water source for the
development of oases agroecosystems in drylands globally. The accuracy of its forecasts
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is of great significance to the sustainable development of oasis agroecology supported by
water resources, such as playing an important role in guiding flood and drought prevention,
reservoir scheduling, the optimal allocation of water resources, and the optimization of
planting structures. Therefore, it is important to study the impact of glacial meltwater on
the sustainable development of oases habitats and to accurately assess changes in glacially
derived runoff patterns from aspects of climate change.

A series of methods have been derived in the field of glacier hydrology, such as the
direct observation method [9]; the glacier material–energy balance method [10,11]; the
water chemistry tracing method [12]; the hydrological modeling method, which is based
on a conceptual model with certain physical significance; and the physical model, which is
constructed on the basis of the glacier flow production process, such as an energy balance
model [13,14], temperature index model, and modified temperature index model [15,16].
However, glacier water production represents a complex process. The precipitation in the
glacier area can form surface runoff; snowfall at the right temperature can also form surface
runoff. There is also glacier meltwater, which includes the ice meltwater and liquid precip-
itation on the ice. In the process of glacier melting, the objective existence of rain, snow,
and ice transformation also makes the situation more complex. According to theoretical
analysis, each hydrological component exists in infiltration, retention, sublimation, evapo-
ration, and other phenomena. Water infiltration forms part of the lateral flow to recharge
the aquifer, which may also form the baseflow to recharge the river. The infiltration of
water can also form part of the lateral flow to recharge a river, in addition to an aquifer,
which may also generate the baseflow to recharge the river, and then deduct the loss along
the hydrological station; theoretically, this informs the observed hydrological data. Second,
there are uncertainties in physical models, input data, and model parameters, which will
eventually lead to poor model accuracy or even cause modeling difficulties.

The process-oriented physical model has good interpretability, but unfortunately, the
process-oriented physical model needs a large amount of basic data, such as soil water
storage capacity and hydraulic conductivity. At the same time, high-coverage glaciers are
often located at high latitudes and high altitudes, where climatic conditions are harsh and
the areas sparsely populated; the distribution of observation sites is limited and extremely
heterogeneous; and the observation elements are limited. Thus, the application of process-
oriented physical models is greatly limited in small watershed areas where there is a lack
of actual measurement data. Given that few previous studies have applied artificial neural
network models to special high-coverage glacial basins—although a number of studies
have used artificial neural network models for hydrologic forecasting—most of them are
based on precipitation-driven runoff studies, i.e., precipitation as input and runoff as
output; or the models are determined simply from recorded single hydrologic time series
data, following the correlation and biased autocorrelation of previous hydrologic series
data input steps, nodes, and other variables, and no other input feature data. In this paper,
we use air temperature and precipitation as input feature data to test whether LSTM can
predict the glacial runoff process in the medium and long term. The prediction accuracy
under hyperparametric optimization (PSO-LSTM) and structural optimization (BiLSTM) is
also compared with that of the benchmark LSTM model, and the aim is to investigate the
proposed improved model with higher accuracy against the benchmark model.

An artificial neural network can be understood as a data-driven black-box model of a
nonlinear relationship between input and output data represented through a feedforward
neural network structure. Using artificial neural networks eliminates the need for knowl-
edge about the relevant physical parameters of a watershed, and they have been widely
used in hydrological research in recent years [17]. For instance, Kratzert [18] used the LSTM
model for 241 watersheds in the CAMELS dataset in the United States; Kratzert showed
that the LSTM could simulate snowmelt runoff better than the RNN in snowfall-affected
watersheds and that simulation results were comparable to those of the SAC-SMA-Snow-17
model with a physical basis. LSTM models are strongly influenced by hyperparameters,
and the random initialization parameters and the determination and combination of impor-
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tant hyperparameters lead to poor results of the models sometimes; therefore, this paper
proposes the PSO-LSTM method, and the combination of the two methods can retain the
excellent training as well as prediction performance of LSTM, but can also optimize its
important hyperparameters adaptively. For example, Gharabaghi et al. proposed a new
optimization algorithm PSOGA by combining the particle swarm optimization algorithm
PSO with the genetic algorithm GA and applied the optimization algorithm to the adaptive
fuzzy system ANFIS model, and the results of that study showed that the accuracy of
the ANFIS model mixed with PSOGA is better than that of the individual algorithm [19].
Mohammadi et al. proposed to combine the multilayer perceptron model mixed with the
particle swarm algorithm PSO and then integrated with the differential evolution algorithm
DE to obtain the MLP-PSODE hybrid model, which was found to have a more efficient
structure and less artificial settings for hyperparameters in predicting SSL tasks [20]. In
other studies, such as one combining PSO with SVR for ammonia nitrogen prediction [21]
or another combining PSO with an ANN model for early detection of dengue fever dis-
ease [22], the PSO optimization algorithm has the effect of improving the accuracy of the
model (JiAN ZHOU). Secondly, this paper also proposes the BiLSTM model: although
the LSTM model is more suitable than the traditional RNN for dealing with long time
series data, both networks can only process data in one direction, i.e., they can only rely
on the data of the previous moment to predict the next one, which tends to ignore the
information of the future moment. To solve the above problems, this paper also proposes
to model the BiLSTM network, which is composed of two LSTM neural networks, forward
and backward, which not only can obtain past information of the input data but can also
use future information, which is helpful for solving the task of sequential data. For ex-
ample, it has high-accuracy applications in urban flood process forecasting [23], monthly
average groundwater level fluctuation prediction [24], and time-by-time soil temperature
prediction [25].

In the above literature, the hybrid model can well improve the prediction performance
of the data in the experiments, so it is necessary to select a suitable optimization method
for determining the optimal parameters of the model and optimizing the model structure
when determining the hybrid model. In recent years, neural network models have been
successfully applied to the fields of flood control, sedimentation, and water quality, achiev-
ing good results [26–28]. However, there have been fewer studies related to the application
of artificial neural network models to alpine glacier basins with complex hydrological
mechanisms, such as Ji in the alpine glacier basin of the Kumaric and Toxkan rivers [29].
The application of the LSTM models in alpine glacier areas has been a major step forward
in hydrological research. A study on monthly runoff simulation in a Tibetan Plateau per-
mafrost basin showed that a two-dimensional input (air temperature and precipitation)
has been promising for simulating and predicting runoff changes during permafrost basin
runoff [30]. In the LSTM neural network models, air temperature and rainfall are the data
drivers, and these models are ideal to study alpine glacier areas, especially in scarce data
regions. Since runoff from alpine glaciers is dominated by meteorological factors, using
meteorological data as input data of a neural network model has proven to be sufficient to
achieve an excellent prediction performance.

The Muzati River’s runoff, monitored at the Pochengzi hydrological station, is the
largest of the five tributaries of the Weigan River, which originates from the Khan Tengri
peak at the southern foot of the Tianshan Mountains in Central Asia, flows downward
through the Baicheng oases basin (i.e., Baicheng County), and finally disappears into
the Wei-Ku oasis (i.e., Kuqa County, Xinhe County, and Shaya County). The Baicheng
oases ecological units have high mountainous conditions with abundant precipitation
and low temperatures and have developed a large number of modern glaciers above the
headstreams of the Muzati River basin, with a glacier coverage of approximately 48.2%
and snow and ice meltwater proportion of approximately 93% [31]. The ecological carrying
capacity of water resources in the Wei-Ku and Baicheng oases is quite limited, especially
during dry periods with sparse precipitation and extreme evapotranspiration (ET), and
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glacially derived runoff has an essential effect on the water resource management, which
influences local ecological sustainability [32]. Therefore, the analysis and prediction of
glacially derived runoff in this study area are representative for studying the response of
glacially derived runoff in the context of climate influence and regulating the sustainable
development of an oasis under water resource constraints. The Pochengzi hydrological
station is located at the river outlet and has long-term observation records and quality data
to initiate a hydrological model.

The main contributions of this study are as follows:
(1) To determine whether the LSTM can predict the glacier runoff process in the

medium and long term, and to compare the prediction accuracy with the benchmark
LSTM model under hyperparametric optimization (PSO-LSTM) and structural optimization
(BiLSTM), with the aim of proposing a hybrid improvement model with higher accuracy
based on the original model.

(2) To carry out medium- and long-term hydrological forecasting to provide important
guidance for reservoir scheduling, the optimal allocation of water resources, and the opti-
mization of planting structures and for the sustainable development of oasis agroecology
supported by water resources.

2. Study Area Overview and Data Sources
2.1. Study Area

The headwater glacier area (80◦20′0”–81◦0′0”E, 41◦50′0”–42◦20′0”N) controlled by
the Pochengzi hydrological station is shown in Figure 1. This glacier area is located at
the southern foot of the Tianshan glaciers in Central Asia, with a higher terrain in the
northwest and a lower terrain in the northeast, having an average elevation of 3912 m.
Generally, water vapor fluxes over this glacier area mainly originate from the westerly
jet stream and the Arctic Ocean’s cold flow [33,34]. The area covered by snow and ice
accounts for approximately 48.2% of the total study area, and the contribution of glacial
meltwater to the runoff at the river outlet is 93% [31]. The natural climate and geographical
conditions are slightly affected by local anthropogenic influence but are highly influenced
by global climate changes. The average multi-year runoff monitored at the Pochengzi
hydrological station is 14.5 × 108 m3, and it consists mainly of snow and ice meltwater. The
runoff is mainly represented in summer (i.e., from June to August), when the temperature
is the highest. The glaciers at the headwaters of the Pochengzi hydrological station are
extremely sensitive to climate changes. Therefore, it is important to realize an accurate
glacier hydrological simulation and prediction in this glacier-fed river basin. In this way,
the intensity of glacier response to climate changes can be clarified, and the subsequent
findings can favor the sustainable development of water resources in water-sparse oases.

2.2. Data Sources and Processing

The digital elevation model (DEM) data were obtained from the Geospatial Data
Cloud of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, while meteorological data (monthly average air
temperature and precipitation) were acquired using the GEE platform for ERA5-Land reanalysis
data. The ERA5-Land has been produced by replaying the land component of the ECMWF
ERA5 climate reanalysis. Reanalysis combines model data with observation data from across
the world into a globally complete and consistent dataset using the laws of physics [35]. The
spatial resolution of the collected data was about 11 km × 11 km. The study area contained
approximately 22 effective meteorological grid points. The glacier data were obtained from the
Second Chinese Glacier Inventory using an area mask extraction method.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Statistical Analysis

Numerous studies have demonstrated that glacier ablation is strongly influenced by
climate and particularly sensitive to air temperature changes [1,2]. In this study, two climate
factors, the air temperature and the precipitation, were considered due to their physical
significance in the fields of glacier hydrology and climate change [16,36]. The trends in
runoff, precipitation, and air temperature, as well as their significance, over the last 26 years
were analyzed using time series observations. Two statistical methods, the Spearman rank
correlation test and the Mann–Kendall trend test, were comparatively performed to test
the trends in runoff, precipitation, and air temperature and their significance in each time
series observation. More details of these two methods can be found in [37,38].

3.2. LSTM Hydrological Prediction Model Optimized by PSO Algorithm
3.2.1. PSO Algorithm

The idea of the PSO algorithm was developed based on the process of group migration
and foraging activities in the animal kingdom [39], and its core idea is that in group
activities, each individual is represented. In the PSO algorithm, an individual is equivalent
to a particle, the location of the food represents an optimal solution to the considered
problem, and the distance between a particle and the optimal solution denotes the value of
the current particle’s objective function. Individual particles benefit from the experience
discovered and accumulated by the particle swarm in this process while finding an optimal
solution to the problem through swarm collaboration [40]. The PSO algorithm, which
evolved from the mentioned idea, is a stochastic search algorithm that simulates biological
activities in nature and is also a branch of evolutionary computation.

The principle of the PSO algorithm is as follows. The PSO is initialized as a group of
random particles, each of which has two attributes: position x and velocity v. Subsequently,
an optimal solution is found through iterations, and in each iteration, the particle follows
two extremes to update its attributes; the first extremum is the optimal solution pbest found
by the particle itself, and the other extremum is the optimal solution found by the entire
particle population, i.e., the global optimal solution gbest [41]. The velocity and position of
a particle are updated as follows:

vi+1 = w× vi + c1 × rand1 × (pbesti − xi) + c2 × rand2 × (gbesti − xi), (1)

xi+1 = xi + vi+1, (2)
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where w is the inertia factor, which controls the weight distribution of particles in pbest and
gbest; c1 and c2 are learning factors, which are used to adjust the flight step; rand1 and rand2
are random numbers between zero and one; vi and xi represent the velocity and position
of the ith dimension of a particle, respectively; pbesti and gbesti are the local and global
optimal solutions of the ith dimension of the optimal particle position, respectively.

3.2.2. LSTM Networks

The LSTM is a special type of a recurrent neural network (RNN), and compared with
the traditional RNN, the basic concept of the LSTM is the addition of the cell state and gate
structure, as shown in Figure 2. The gate structure enables the addition and removal of
information so that the structure learns the information that should be saved or forgotten
during the training process, which represents a hyperparameter-controlled LSTM. The
hyperparameter-controlled LSTM neural network structure can achieve good performance
on long sequences. However, the setting of hyperparameters brings a large uncertainty to
the model’s simulation accuracy [26], so the PSO particle swarm optimization algorithm is
combined with LSTM networks to obtain the optimal hyperparameters of the model.
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The input and output data of the LSTM model at moment t are shown in Figure 2,
where it can be seen that the LSTM network consists of the forgetting gate ft, input gate
INt, output gate Ot, and cell state, which is adjusted through the internal gate structure.
The input gate INt, also known as the update gate layer, includes it and Ĉt, which work
together to determine the information that needs to be updated in the cell state at time t.
At the same time, the output gate Ot updates the cell state and decides the output. The
input data of the LSTM network at moment t includes three parameters: the cell state Ct−1,
the hidden layer state ht−1, and the input vector xt at moment t; the output consists of two
parameters, the cell state Ct and the hidden layer state ht; ht is also used as the output at
moment t. The air temperature and precipitation data of the input model were normalized
and fed to the model; the output data of the model were denormalized to obtain the output
of the simulated flow. The LSTM algorithm was implemented as follows:

(1) The gate layer ft removes information on the (t − 1) moment cell state:
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ft = σ
[
W f × (ht−1, xt) + b f

]
. (3)

(2) The input gate INt, also known as the update gate layer, consists of two parts, it and
Ĉt, which are respectively given by:

it = σ[Wi × (ht−1, xt) + bi], (4)

Ĉt= tanh[Wc × (ht−1, xt) + bc], (5)

The cell state Ct is:
Ct= ft × Ct−1+it × Ĉt. (6)

(3) The output gate layer Ot calculates the output values of the cell state Ct and the hidden
layer state ht as follows:

Ot = σ[Wo × (ht−1, xt) + bo], (7)

ht= Ot×tanh(Ct). (8)

3.2.3. LSTM Model Optimized by PSO

As mentioned above, the LSTM model adopts the cell state and gate structure and
avoids the problems of traditional RNNs, which are strongly affected by the short-term
memory and disappearance of gradients during backpropagation. However, the introduc-
tion of the gate structure increases the number of parameters, hyperparameters, and gates.
Moreover, the parameter settings define the effect of the model. Aiming to adjust the LSTM
model parameters to optimize its prediction effect, the PSO algorithm is used to optimize
the number of neurons in the hidden layer of the LSTM model, learning rate, and other
model parameters to obtain the optimal combination of model parameters. The PSO-LSTM
model construction process is shown in Figure 3.

3.3. Model Validation

The coefficient of determination R2, the Nash–Sutcliffe efficiency coefficient NSE, and
the root-mean-square error RMSE were used in this study to evaluate the simulation effect.
The model effect is optimal when the absolute values of R2 and NSE are between zero and
one and the RMSE is closer to zero. The evaluation indexes are calculated as follows:

RMSE =

√
1
n

n

∑
i=1

(Qobs,i −Qsim,i)
2 (9)

MAE =
1
n

n

∑
i=1

∣∣Qobs,i −Qsim,i
∣∣ (10)

R2 =

 ∑n
i=1(Qobs,i −Qobs,a)(Qsim,i −Qsim,a)√

∑n
i=1(Qobs,i −Qobs,a)

2
√

∑n
i=1(Qsim,i −Qsim,a)

2

2

(11)

where Qobs,i is the measured flow value at moment i; Qsim,i is the simulated flow value
at moment i; Qobs,a is the average value of measured flow; Qsim,a is the average value of
simulated flow.
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4. Results
4.1. Effects of Glacier Discharge and Climatic Factors

The average monthly value of the monitored flow at the hydrological control station
of Pochengzi and the average monthly air temperature and precipitation in its upstream
glacier area are presented in Figure 4. As shown in Figure 4, the flow, air temperature,
and precipitation have strong intra-annual characteristics, and they all show single-peak
characteristics during the year, having larger values from May to September, especially
in July and August. The air temperature of the glacier area upstream of the Pochengzi
hydrological station is mostly below zero Celsius degrees and only slightly above zero
Celsius degrees in the peak months of the year. Figure 4 shows that the peak of the flow
coincides well with the peaks of air temperature and precipitation.

The Spearman rank correlation test and M-K rank correlation test were performed to
test the trends and significance of the air temperature and precipitation in the glacier area.
The glacially derived runoff monitored at the Pochengzi hydrological station over the past
26 years was analyzed, and the results are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Average monthly trends of the runoff, air temperature, and precipitation from 1990 to 2015
at Pochengzi hydrological station and its upstream watershed.

Parameter
Spearman Rank Correlation Test M-K Rank Correlation Test

rs |T| Tα/2 Trend Significance Z Zα/2 Trend Significance

Runoff −0.013 0.220 1.651 decreasing slight −0.358 1.960 decreasing slight
Air Tem-
perature 0.023 0.395 1.651 increasing slight 0.415 1.960 increasing slight

Precipitation −0.013 0.233 1.651 decreasing slight −0.198 1.960 decreasing slight

Note: rs is the Spearman rank correlation coefficient; |T| is the t-test statistic; Tα/2 is the critical value at the
95% confidence level in the t-test; Z is the M-K rank correlation test statistic; Zα/2 is the critical value at the 95%
confidence level.

As shown in Table 1, the monthly trends of the runoff and upstream watershed air
temperature and precipitation monitored at the Pochengzi hydrological station over the past
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26 years indicate that the glacier runoff and watershed precipitation had an insignificant
decreasing trend, while the air temperature showed an insignificant increasing trend. To
understand the glacier runoff driven by the air temperature and precipitation in the alpine
glacier area, it is necessary to establish a set of mathematical models with certain physical
meaning, which should be simple and feasible. In view of this, this study proposed a
PSO-LSTM hydrological model that uses the air temperature and precipitation as input
data and the glacial runoff as output data. Using such input and output data increases
the physical significance of the model. In addition, the proposed model indicates the
relationships between the input and output data, which represents the mapping of the
response of complex glacier hydrological processes to natural climate changes, and finally
adjusts the parameters to obtain the global optimal solution to realize the glacier hydrology.
The proposed model was adjusted to obtain the global optimal solution to realize the
simulation of glacier hydrology.
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4.2. Model Performance Evaluation

An RF regression model consists of multiple decision trees with no or very weak
mutual correlation. The RF method randomly selects samples from the training set as
the root node samples of the trees and uses a certain number of feature attributes when
building each regression tree. This method performs node splitting [42], constructs a single
regression decision tree, and repeats these steps to obtain multiple regression decision trees;
the final prediction results denote averaged regression decision tree prediction results.

The LSTM network constructed in this study consisted of a single LSTM layer and a
fully connected layer; the batch size was set to eight; Adam optimizer was used as a network
optimizer. The number of memory units in the LSTM hidden layer was 50; the learning
rate was set to 0.01 [43]; the maximum number of iterations in the model training was set to
500 to avoid the phenomenon of overfitting when the amount of data was small. The LSTM
model adopted the dropout strategy in the training process, and the dropout value was set
to 0.3 in the modeling process. The dropout strategy was used to weaken the association
between network nodes during the training process and to reduce the dependence of the
network on individual neurons, thus enhancing the generalization ability to overcome the
overfitting phenomenon. Because the initial values of model parameters have a certain
influence on the model’s performance, causing slight differences in the prediction results,
the LSTM network prediction model was tested 20 times using different model parameters.
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The mean values of the RMSE, MAE, and R2 evaluation indicators of the 20 experimental
tests were calculated, and a group of parameters with similar mean values of the evaluation
metrics were selected to construct a benchmark LSTM model.

In the construction process of the PSO-LSTM hybrid model, the learning rate and the
number of nodes in the hidden layer of the benchmark model were optimized using the PSO
algorithm. The learning rate was in the range of 0.001–0.1, and the number of nodes in the
hidden layer was in the range of 10–200. The parameters of the PSO algorithm were set as
follows: the number of particle populations was 5; the acceleration factors were C1 = C2 = 2;
the maximum and minimum inertia weight values were 1.2 and 0.8, respectively; and the
rest of the parameters were set as default. The optimal model parameters were obtained
by the PSO algorithm and substituted into the LSTM model for model training; the model
simulation results were recorded.

Since the operation of the LSTM model is unidirectional, this study introduced the
BiLSTM model. The BiLSTM model is a combination of the forward and backward LSTM
models and contains richer information because its output includes the information of both
forward and backward LSTMs. For consistency, in this study, the LSTM model settings in
the BiLSTM model were kept consistent with that of the benchmark LSTM model.

The structural parameters of the benchmark LSTM model, PSO-LSTM model, and
BiLSTM model are shown in Table 2, where Li denotes the number of LSTM layers, Di
represents the number of fully connected layers, and Bi is the number of BiLSTM layers; Ln
denotes the number of LSTM hidden-layer nodes, Dn is the number of dense cells, and Bn
represents the number of BiLSTM model layer cells.

Table 2. Structure of the monthly average runoff prediction model.

Model Hidden Layer Hidden Layer Setting Dropout Value Optimization Function Batch Size

Benchmark LSTM Li = 1, Di = 1 Ln = 50, Dn = 1 0.3 Adam optimizer 8
PSO-LSTM Li = 1, Di = 1 Ln = 50, Dn = 1 0.3 Adam optimizer 8

BiLSTM Bi = 1, Di = 1 Bn = 50, Dn = 1 0.3 Adam optimizer 8

The results of the four models are shown in Figures 5 and 6 and Table 3. Figure 5
shows the fitted curves of the predicted and measured values of the RF, LSTM, BiLSTM,
and PSO-LSTM models in the training period. In the model training period, the lowest
R2 was 0.974 (the RF model), and the highest R2 was 0.994 (the PSO-LSTM model), which
was followed by the R2 value of 0.990 achieved by the LSTM model and the R2 value of
0.976 obtained by the BiLSTM model. Figure 6 shows the fitted curves of the predicted
and measured values of the four models in the validation period. The lowest R2 of 0.953
was achieved by the RF model, while the highest R2 was 0.973, and it was obtained by the
PSO-LSTM. The R2 value of the BiLSTM model was 0.972, and the R2 value of the LSTM
model was 0.955.

Relative to the benchmark LSTM model, the prediction accuracy of both the PSO-
LSTM model and the BiLSTM improved to different degrees, and the root-mean-square
error RMSE of the PSO-LSTM model and BiLSTM model in the validation period was
reduced by 23.79% and 13.84%, respectively; the mean absolute error MAE was reduced by
13.74% and 4.25%, respectively.

According to the statistics of the evaluation parameters of the four models in Table 3, in
the validation period, the PSO-LSTM and BiLSTM models had better performance than the
other two models in terms of each evaluation index, which proved that the PSO algorithm
had a positive effect on parameter tuning. This also demonstrated that the bidirectional
LSTM structure was effective in reducing model errors and improving simulation accuracy.
Figure 7 shows the fitted curves of the predicted and measured values of the four models
in the validation period.
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Figure 5. Scatter plots and fitting lines of simulated and observed monthly average runoff for the
four models during the training period, with R2 representing the coefficient of determination. (a) RF
model; (b) LSTM model; (c) BiLSTM model; (d) PSO-LSTM model.
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Figure 6. Scatter plots and fitting lines of simulated and observed monthly average runoff for the
four models during the test period, with R2 representing the coefficient of determination. (a) RF
model; (b) LSTM model; (c) BiLSTM model; (d) PSO-LSTM model.
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Table 3. Evaluation results of the RF, LSTM, BiLSTM and PSO-LSTM models in monthly average
runoff simulation during the training period (1990–2010) and testing period (2011–2015) in the mu-zati
river basins.

Period Model RMSE R2 MAE

Training

RF 8.459 0.974 5.433
LSTM 5.048 0.990 3.746

BiLSTM 8.083 0.976 5.359
PSO-LSTM 4.889 0.994 3.867

Validation

RF 10.756 0.953 7.430
LSTM 10.542 0.955 7.051

BiLSTM 9.083 0.972 6.751
PSO-LSTM 8.034 0.973 6.082

Water 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 19 
 

 

 
Figure 7. Simulation results of monthly average runoff processes during the test period. 

4.3. LOSS and RMSE Results in Training Period 
The loss function curve and the changing trend of the RMSE value of the LSTM model 

in the training period are presented in Figure 8. In the first 10 training epochs, the loss 
rapidly decreased, and after 100 training epochs, the loss gradually decreased; after 500 
epochs, both the loss function and RMSE tended to become stable. Since the model was 
trained using the normalized training data, the loss function and RMSE in Figure 8 are 
presented in the normalized form. 

 
Figure 8. The training period results of LSTM model at Pochengzi hydrological station. (a) normal-
ized RMSE and (b) normalized loss function. 

5. Discussion 
5.1. Responses of Glacier Runoff to Climate Changes 

Since alpine glaciers are very sensitive to climate factors, especially temperature 
changes [44], this study quantitatively analyzed the relationships between air tempera-
ture, precipitation, and runoff in the past 26 years in the Muzati River basin. The analysis 
results showed that both precipitation and air temperature are positively correlated with 
glacially derived runoff, having Pearson correlations of 0.885 and 0.872, respectively. 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

-20

0

100

200

-10

  Observed
 RF
 LSTM
 BiSTM
 PSO-LSTM

300

Pr
ec

ip
ita

tio
n 

(m
m

)

M
on

th
ly

 S
tre

am
flo

w
（

m
3 /s）

Te
m

pe
ra

tu
re
（

℃
）

Month

2000

1500

1000

500

0

Precipitation
 Temperature

Figure 7. Simulation results of monthly average runoff processes during the test period.

4.3. LOSS and RMSE Results in Training Period

The loss function curve and the changing trend of the RMSE value of the LSTM
model in the training period are presented in Figure 8. In the first 10 training epochs, the
loss rapidly decreased, and after 100 training epochs, the loss gradually decreased; after
500 epochs, both the loss function and RMSE tended to become stable. Since the model
was trained using the normalized training data, the loss function and RMSE in Figure 8 are
presented in the normalized form.
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Figure 8. The training period results of LSTM model at Pochengzi hydrological station. (a) normalized
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5. Discussion
5.1. Responses of Glacier Runoff to Climate Changes

Since alpine glaciers are very sensitive to climate factors, especially temperature
changes [44], this study quantitatively analyzed the relationships between air temperature,
precipitation, and runoff in the past 26 years in the Muzati River basin. The analysis results
showed that both precipitation and air temperature are positively correlated with glacially
derived runoff, having Pearson correlations of 0.885 and 0.872, respectively. Previous
studies have highlighted a strong positive relationship between the air temperature and
the glacier runoff and have confirmed that glaciers are natural indicators of air temperature
changes [45,46]. Therefore, alterations in glacier and glacier-fed streams should be quanti-
fied in a timely manner, as they have strong implications for water resources in arid regions
under warming [47,48]. The analysis of the average monthly values of the air temperature,
precipitation, and runoff showed that the air temperature has an insignificant upward
trend, precipitation shows an insignificant downward trend, and glacially recharged runoff
shows a slight overall decrease. The same phenomenon and conclusion have been demon-
strated in studies on glacial runoff of different scales in various regions. For instance,
Adilai [49] integrated an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) and remote-sensing technology
to analyze the monthly and interannual trends of the river flow of 10 river sections in the
East Pamir Plateau from 1999 to 2020 using a water balance model. The results indicated
that the air temperature of the basin in all 10 sections increased with an average increase of
approximately 0.016 ◦C/year; the precipitation increased in the East Pamir region because
of the influence of the westerly wind belt. However, the increase in the air temperature
and rainfall did not increase the runoff; instead, the flow in all 10 river sections showed
varying degrees of decline, with an average value of −21.05%. ANNE’s study on a small
glacier basin on the flanks of Mount Hood in Oregon, USA, has demonstrated that, al-
though warmer temperatures lead to rapid glacier melting and thus an increased runoff, the
consequences of simultaneous glacier retreat overcome this effect, ultimately leading to a
significant reduction in the runoff; the impact of the glacier retreat on the runoff at the basin
scale is a problem that affects water management [9]. This explains the complex nonlinear
relationship between the glacially derived runoff and climate changes, which involves
the accumulation, transformation, and ablation of materials, energy transformation, and
different contributions of rivers through precipitation and glacier-snow meltwater [50,51].
In the Tien Shan glacial zone, where the study basin of this work is located, Adilai [52] used
drone monitoring and satellite remote sensing to study a total of 19 river sections in the
middle and west sections of the Tianshan Mountains and found that the monthly runoff of
snow- and ice-dominated river sections decreased by an average of 2.46%, and the decline
(approximately −4.98 km2/year) or even disappearance of mountain glaciers was the main
reason for the decrease in runoff.

In the considered study area, there is a slight growing trend of the air temperature;
owing to the special characteristics of the alpine glacier area, the average multi-year
temperature is −8.82 ◦C; the average temperatures in spring, autumn, and winter are 13 ◦C,
−9.29 ◦C, and −18.81 ◦C, respectively; the average air temperature in the period from
June to August is 1.96 ◦C. Except for summer, in the other seasons, even when the air
temperature increases, the elevated air temperature is below zero, and the effect on glacier
melting is negligible. The M-K rank correlation test results of summer air temperatures
in the study area revealed no statistically significant changes. Therefore, combined with
the slight decrease in the rainfall, the overall performance of the runoff at the Pochengzi
hydrological station is relatively stable, showing a slightly decreasing trend. Owing to the
characteristics of flow production in alpine glacier areas, it is necessary to pay continuous
attention to the glacier runoff response to climate changes.

5.2. Prospect of Hydrologic Application of PSO-LSTM and BiLSTM Models

Since temperature and precipitation are considered to be the most critical factors
influencing the accumulation and melting of glaciers and snowpack—although only the
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long-term monthly average flow rate can be used for prediction—if the random, nonlinear
temperature or rainfall changes suddenly or with a trend in the medium- and long-term
hydrological prediction, it will cause changes in runoff. If only the long-term monthly
average flow rate is used for prediction, it will not be able to capture the trend of runoff
changes efficiently, resulting in large deviations in the medium- and long-term forecasts,
which will adversely affect the downstream reservoir scheduling, water allocation, and the
optimization of the planting structure in the medium and long term. The neural network
model can efficiently capture the nonlinear relationship between temperature, precipitation,
and runoff, improve the accuracy of runoff prediction based on historical data and mapping
the relationship between input and output data, and provide reliable forecast information
for medium- and long-term water resource management.

Many recent studies on hydrology and water resources have applied neural network
models and machine learning-based models, thus further expanding their application to
related fields of research, such as water quality assessment and flood forecasting. There
have been a number of studies comparing the simulation effects of the physical models and
neural network models, and significant results have been achieved [43,53,54]. Kratzert [18]
studied the LSTM with the SAC-SMA-Snow-17 model based on physical processes in a sim-
ilar research area as ours and found that the simulation effect of the neural network model
was not inferior to that of the physical model. Ji [29] studied the LSTM and modified the
SWAT model by adding the glacier module to the permafrost region; the results indicated
that the prediction accuracy of the neural network model was better than that of the other
models. Yuanhao Xu [55] constructed a precipitation-driven PSO-LSTM runoff model to
simulate an improved physical process-based SAC-SMA model.

However, the model hyperparameters have an important effect on a model’s prediction
accuracy. Therefore, this study not only introduced the LSTM neural network model to the
typical alpine glacier area but also used the PSO algorithm (PSO-LSTM) to optimize the
important hyperparameters of the LSTM model and the BiLSTM neural network structure
to optimize the LSTM model structure.

The proposed neural network model does not require much measured hydrological
and meteorological data, models with dynamic adaptive features, or an understanding of
the complex physical mechanisms of glacier runoff formation, such as the interaction be-
tween surface water and groundwater in the permafrost zone and aquifers in the permafrost
zone. In addition, to overcome the limitations of numerical runoff simulations under the
condition of scarce data, this work proposed using a neural network model in the alpine
glacier zone, and the obtained results demonstrate that the proposed neural network model
has high prediction accuracy in the monthly runoff simulations in the glacier permafrost
zone [56]. In this study, four models, the RF, LSTM, BiLSTM, and PSO-LSTM models,
were constructed and compared. The comparison results showed that all models have
excellent prediction effects. Moreover, in this study, two important parameters, the number
of hidden-layer nodes and the learning rate of the LSTM model, were optimized by the PSO
algorithm [57], and the optimized BiLSTM model was compared with the benchmark LSTM
model. The results showed that the PSO algorithm-based model parameter optimization
and the BiLSTM structure can improve the prediction performance of the benchmark LSTM
model. Both the parameter-optimized PSO-LSTM and the structure-optimized BiLSTM
have a smaller mean absolute error and root-mean-square error and a larger correlation
coefficient between the measured and simulated values than the benchmark LSTM model.
The comprehensive evaluation results of each of the four models are shown in the Taylor
diagram in Figure 9, where red dots indicate different models, horizontal and vertical axes
denote the standard deviation, the radial line represents the correlation coefficient, and the
dashed green line shows the root-mean-square error. The advantage of this diagram is that
the relationship between the evaluation indexes of a model can be compared from multiple
aspects [58,59].
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Glacial runoff is strongly influenced by the glacier, permafrost, the snow-related
freeze–thaw process, and precipitation. Unlike general neural network models that can be
used only as black-box models in the hydrological process simulation, the LSTM models
introduce the cell state and gate structure. Owing to the cell state and gate structure,
the LSTM models have certain hydrological characteristics, which allow them to learn
information that should be saved or forgotten during the training process by transferring
the time series data features to the next time steps when processing the state data and
controlling the addition and removal of information through the gate structure. For instance,
when an LSTM model is used to simulate glacier hydrology, the state characteristics of the
time series data can be understood as the freeze–thaw state, basin storage, groundwater
storage, soil water content, snow depth, and other hydrological state variables in the active
layer. In addition, the gate structure can indicate the growth, outflow, and depletion of
each state variable. When temperature and precipitation are used as input data, the LSTM
model has a certain physical meaning while improving the model prediction accuracy.

In this study, the PSO algorithm was used to optimize important parameters of the
LSTM model, such as the learning rate and the number of hidden-layer nodes, and the
LSTM structure was improved by introducing the BiLSTM model, which represents a
combination of forward and backward LSTM models. The results indicated that the
optimization of the LSTM model’s parameters and structure had a positive effect on the
prediction accuracy of the benchmark model. However, the structure of the proposed LSTM
model is complex, and there are also other parameters that affect the prediction effect of
the model, such as the number of iterations, batch size, learning rate, and the number of
hidden-layer nodes.

In this study, the benchmark model was improved through parameter and structural
optimization, and certain progress in prediction effect was achieved. Still, it is necessary
to study optimization algorithms of multiple model parameters further. In future work,
hybrid multi-model network structures could be considered.

6. Conclusions

Glaciers have received great attention because of their sensitivity to climate and their
significance for the storage and regulation of important freshwater resources in the form of
solid reservoirs to recharge arid and semiarid oasis ecosystems. In this study, the correlation
between climate factors and glacier-derived runoff was analyzed using multi-year data on
the runoff, air temperature, and precipitation in glacier areas. Four models were constructed
to predict the glacier-derived runoff.
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In the past 26 years, air temperature showed an insignificant increasing trend, while
the rainfall and glacially derived runoff showed insignificant decreasing trends.

In this study, four prediction models were constructed by inputting precipitation and
air temperature two-dimensional data from two permafrost basins for the characteristics
of alpine glacier areas. The results indicated that the PSO-LSTM and BiLSTM models
outperformed the benchmark LSTM models in terms of MAE, RMSE, and R2 evaluation
indicators. Compared with the benchmark model, the root-mean-square error of the PSO-
LSTM and BiLSTM models was reduced by 23.79% and 13.84%, respectively, and the
mean absolute error was reduced by 13.74% and 4.25%, respectively. This proves the
efficiency and correctness of the PSO algorithm and the BiLSTM model. However, there is
a continuous requirement for the optimization of model parameters, model structures, and
hybrid prediction models. The results of the glacier-derived runoff prediction models in
this study will be of great significance for medium- and long-term hydrological prediction
of high-coverage glacier watersheds in arid regions, as well as for urban development,
agricultural irrigation, and reservoir allocation in downstream areas.
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