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Abstract: Droughts can lead to drought disasters, which have become one of the main natural disas-
ters affecting the development of social economies and ecological environments around the world.
Timely and effective drought process simulation and prediction based on atmospheric–hydrological
coupling is crucial for drought prevention and resistance. The initial condition (IC) is one source
causing uncertainty in drought process simulation and prediction, and the impacts are different
with drought duration, basin size and region. Therefore, a quantitative method that measures the
uncertainty caused by ICs on the drought process simulation in different climate zones is proposed
in this study. In this study, the VIC (Variable Infiltration Capacity) model at a resolution of 0.05◦,
which is proven as an ideal model to reflect drought processes, was used as the hydrological model
to obtain soil moisture. By analyzing the Soil Moisture Anomaly Percentage Index (SMAPI) error
characteristics that were simulated based on different ICs, an uncertainty index for drought process
simulation was constructed in different climate zones. It was found that with the development of a
drought process, the uncertainty converges, and it decreases to within 10% after a drought occurs for
5 to 6 months, while it is less than 5% in the particular basin in a humid region. In climate transition
zones, both the uncertainty and its decrease rate are greater than those in humid regions. Climate
characteristics, as well as soil types and vegetation types, are fundamental factors that cause differ-
ences in drought process simulation and uncertainty changes. The precipitation and temperature
distribution more obviously vary spatially and temporally, a greater uncertainty is caused by ICs.
This quantitative method reveals the impact of ICs on drought process simulation in different climate
regions and provides a basis for the further improvement of drought simulation and prediction based
on atmospheric–hydrological coupling.

Keywords: uncertainty of drought simulation; soil moisture; atmospheric–hydrological coupling;
quantitative analysis

1. Introduction

In recent years, droughts have become major global environmental and climate issues.
According to statistics, meteorological disasters account for about 70% of global natural
disasters, with drought-induced disasters accounting for about half of those meteorological
disasters. The sixth assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) [1] shows that the faster warming of the climate can change the precipitation pattern
and structure, as well as the evapotranspiration in inland areas, thus changing the water
cycle process, causing changes in surface runoff [2,3] and leading to more frequent extreme
floods and droughts [4–7].

In China, due to the highly uneven spatiotemporal distribution of precipitation and the
shortage of water resources, droughts occur frequently and have a wide impact nationwide.
In the background of climate change, the frequency of large-scale and long-term drought
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events in China is on the rise, and the intensity of droughts has also increased signifi-
cantly [8,9]. The induced drought disaster has a very serious impact on the social economy,
especially on agricultural production [8,10–13]. The timely detection of droughts and the
real-time monitoring of drought development trends are crucial in drought prevention
and resistance.

The basic cause of a drought is a period of months to years of reduced precipitation
and/or enhanced evapotranspiration, triggering a sustained and regionally extensive oc-
currence of below-average water availability. Droughts are complex and typically slowly
evolving phenomena, with the beginning and ending times difficult to accurately iden-
tify [14–16]; thus, it is hard to define a drought’s intensity and severity. The method of
atmospheric–hydrological coupling can realize the simulation and prediction of hydro-
logical processes so as to realize drought simulation and prediction, which has become a
state-of-the-art method around the world [17–27]. The distributed models are more suitable
for drought simulation and prediction [28]. However, the existence of several sources of
uncertainty, such as model parameterization and calibration [25,29–32], initial conditions
(ICs) [21,33], meteorological forcings [34–36], model structure [37] and a combination of
the above makes drought monitoring and prediction a challenging process [38–40].

Among those uncertainty sources, a lot of research has been focused on the impact of
ICs on atmospheric–hydrological coupling in drought simulation and prediction. The ICs
represent the initial surface hydrological state, including snow cover, soil moisture content
or water stored in groundwater, which controls the simulated runoff or soil moisture, and
then helps to improve simulation and forecasting skills [21,41]. In terms of soil moisture,
due to its memory ability, Koster et al. [42] pointed out that it has a significant impact on
large-scale prediction systems for dry–wet transition regions. Typically, drought predictions
using different hydrological variables, such as meteorological-driven data and ICs, are used
to evaluate the impact of meteorological forcings and ICs on seasonal drought prediction
capabilities [21,43–49]. In order to investigate the impact of ICs on drought prediction,
perfect meteorological forcings and the collection of different ICs, called reverse-ESP
(Ensemble Streamflow Prediction), are used to drive the hydrological model to obtain the
collection of hydrological outputs so as to evaluate the impact of the uncertainty of ICs on
the drought prediction results [44], and it was shown that the sources of predictability from
ICs depend on the region, season, lead time and basin size [50]. The method was first used
by Wood et al. [44], and they pointed out in northern California that ICs yield streamflow
prediction skills for up to 5 months during the transition between the wet and dry seasons,
while in southern Colorado, IC knowledge outweighs the climate prediction skill for shorter
periods due to a more uniform precipitation regime. The research conducted by Li et al. [43]
in Ohio and the Southeastern United States shows that the impact of ICs on the seasonal
streamflow forecast is short (about one month), and the larger the basin, the more obvious
the ICs’ impact. As for the Yellow River Basin in China, the impact of ICs plays a leading
role in the streamflow predictability for up to 2–5 months during cold and dry seasons,
while for the streamflow initialized at the end of the rainy season, the ICs’ influences for
lower reaches can be 5 months longer than those for the upper reaches [21]. Staudinger and
Seibert [41] extended the construction to include model parameter uncertainty in a study
of 21 Swiss catchments’ low flow and found the persistence of ICs ranging from 2 months
to at least a year. Wood et al. extended the approach to characterize the influence of ICs
of varying uncertainty levels on streamflow prediction uncertainty in 424 watersheds and
emphasized the importance of ICs in streamflow prediction [51].

Previous research mostly focused on how long ICs impact streamflow prediction
and during what period ICs play leading roles in streamflow prediction, but focused less
on soil moisture, which can be also used to reflect drought, so this study extends the
impact assessment of ICs on streamflow toward a quantitative investigation into how ICs
affect drought processes identified based on soil moisture and the influence differences in
different basins situated in different climate zones. It is important to note that this extension
enables calculating the uncertainty in the drought process caused by ICs. The practical
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goal of this approach is to provide a more robust insight into the importance of ICs and a
quantitative insight into the potential benefits of ICs in future drought simulation as well
as drought prediction; therefore, in this study, drought simulation is the focus instead of
drought prediction.

2. Data and Methodology
2.1. Study Areas

In order to investigate the impact of different climatic conditions, different landforms,
vegetation coverage, soil texture, etc., on the drought process simulation, three typical
basins in different climate zones located in the aridified belt zone [52] of Liaohe Plain–Haihe
Plain–Loess Plateau–the Sichuan Basin–the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau are chosen as the
study areas. The chosen typical basins are the area above the Wangjiaba station in the
Huaihe River Basin (HRB), the area above the Nanning station in the Yujiang River Basin
(YRB) and the area above the Huaxian station in the Weihe River Basin (WRB), located
in different climate zones, the transition zone between humid and semi-humid regions,
the humid region and the transition zone between semi-humid and semi-arid regions,
respectively. The geographical locations of the three typical basins in China’s aridified belt
zone are shown in Figure 1, as well as the meteorological stations within and nearby, the soil
moisture stations within, the main rivers and water systems within the basins, the location
of hydrological stations and the basin boundaries. The average annual precipitation and
temperature of the study areas are shown in Figure 2.
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In the Huaihe River Basin, belonging to the warm and semi-humid monsoon climate
zone, the spatial and temporal distribution of precipitation is uneven, which is one of
the main reasons for frequent droughts [53]. The Wangjiaba station is located at 115.6◦ E
and 32.4◦ N, in the upper reaches of the Huaihe River Basin. The study area, the HRB, is
with a catchment area of 30,630 km2. Figure 3 shows the spatial distribution of elevation,
precipitation and temperature in the basin. There are many hilly areas in this basin, with an
altitude ranging from 19.8 m to 632.3 m, increasing from east to west. The average annual
precipitation reaches 1000 mm, with an uneven distribution temporally and spatially [54],
decreasing from south to north. The average annual temperature is about 15 ◦C, decreasing
from south to north as well. The special geographical location, climatic conditions and
hydrothermal conditions have led to significant droughts in the basin [55].
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The Yujiang River Basin is the largest primary tributary of the Xijiang River in the
Pearl River, located in the low latitude area, with the Tropic of Cancer cutting through
it. It belongs to the subtropical monsoon climate area with a mild climate [56,57]. The
Nanning station, located at 108.2◦ E and 22.8◦ N, belongs to the upper reaches of the Yujiang
River Basin, with a catchment area of 72,650 km2. The spatial distribution of elevation,
precipitation and temperature in the YRB is shown in Figure 4. The elevation ranges
from 60.5 to 1789 m, gradually decreasing from the west to the east. The average annual
precipitation reaches 1400 mm, varying between 1000 and 2560 mm, while the annual
average temperature is up to 20 ◦C, both gradually decreasing from southeast to northwest.
Drought is one of the main natural disasters in the basin, and its frequency and duration
are increasing generally.
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The Weihe River Basin is the largest tributary of the Yellow River basin [58], located
in the eastern part of the northwest inland of China, mainly characterized by continental
climate [59]. It is hot and rainy in summer while cold and dry in winter. The Huaxian
station is situated at 109.8◦ E and 34.6◦ N, in the lower reaches of the Weihe River Basin,
with a catchment area of 105,800 km2. The spatial distribution of elevation, precipitation
and temperature in the WRB is shown in Figure 5. The elevation of the basin ranges from
341 to 3438.1 m, with a flat terrain in the eastern and central parts and a steep terrain
in the western part. The average annual precipitation is about 500 mm, decreasing from
southeast to northwest, and the average annual temperature ranges from −3 to 17.4 ◦C.
The ecological environment of the basin is fragile and prone to drought [59].
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2.2. Hydrological Model

The VIC model, called the Variable Infiltration Capacity model, is a large-scale semi-
distributed hydrological model based on the Soil Vegetation Atmospheric Transfer Schemes
(SVATS) idea [60]. Compared with traditional hydrological models, VIC can simultaneously
consider the water balance as well as the energy balance between land and atmosphere
fluxes. Meanwhile, the model takes the heterogeneity of vegetation types in the sub-grid,
the heterogeneity of spatial distribution of soil water storage capacity of the Xin’anjiang
model, the non-linearity of canopy wet evaporation, leaf transpiration, bare soil evapo-
ration and base flow regression into account, which is conducive to better simulation of
surface runoff and soil moisture, therefore further making the VIC model one of the best
hydrological models to simulate the actual hydrological processes [17,61]. It is applicable
to grid scale and basin scale and has been widely used in the research of water resources
management, land–air interaction and climate change.

There are four user-defined parameter types, climatic and geographical parameters,
vegetation parameters, soil parameters and hydrological parameters. Generally speak-
ing, except for hydrological parameters, the other three parameters are usually directly
determined when constructing VIC, and will not be changed. Hydrological parameters are
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optimized according to the observed runoff, including the shape parameter of saturation
capacity curve (b); the maximum velocity of baseflow (Dsmax); the fraction of Dsmax where
non-linear baseflow begins (Ds); the fraction of maximum soil moisture where non-linear
baseflow occurs (Ws); the thickness of three soil layers (d0, d1, d2); and the exponent used
in baseflow curve (c), normally set to 2. The optimization of hydrological parameters is
based on the Rosenbrock algorithm [62] and artificial intervention.

At the same time, since the research uses drought indicators related to soil moisture
that reflect agricultural drought, and it is not easy to obtain long-sequence soil moisture
measurements from field surveys on large scales [63], the VIC model can not only pro-
vide long-term and large-scale soil moisture data, but also generate current ICs based
on observed meteorological input data to reduce uncertainty in drought monitoring and
prediction [64].

2.3. Data

The observations used in the study include station precipitation, temperature, runoff
and soil moisture. The daily station observed precipitation and the maximum and minimum
temperatures used as the meteorological inputs of the VIC model are obtained from the
National Meteorological Science Data Center, the meteorological stations within each basin
and nearby are shown in Figure 1. The observed runoff data of the Wangjiaba Station,
the Nanning Station and the Huaxian Station from 1952 to 2008, 1951 to 2010 and 1951 to
2018, respectively, are used to calibrate and validate the hydrological parameters of VIC,
and obtained from the Information Center Database of the Ministry of Water Resources.
The observed soil moisture data from soil moisture stations, between 2008 and 2018 also
obtained from the Information Center Database of the Ministry of Water Resources, are
used to validate the performance of the calibrated hydrological parameters of VIC. Due
to the different deployment times and monitoring frequency of different soil moisture
stations, the data sequence length of each station differs. The soil moisture data are mass
water moisture, monitored with collection points at depths of 10 cm, 20 cm and 40 cm,
respectively. The data quality is reliable and has been widely used for model simulation of
soil moisture and satellite soil moisture data evaluation and fusion [65–67].

2.4. Method
2.4.1. Drought Process Identification Based on Soil Moisture

In order to identify the drought processes based on soil moisture, we first ran the VIC
model using the observed precipitation, temperature and runoff to get the best hydrolog-
ical parameters and corresponding simulated soil moisture, and then calculated the soil
moisture anomaly index (SMAPI) [63] as the drought index reflecting droughts.

SMAPI is an indicator that can describe the characteristics of large-scale drought,
which refers to a percentage of the difference between the actual soil moisture and the
annual average soil moisture, to the annual average soil moisture. When the actual soil
moisture is lower than the annual average soil moisture, there is a deficit in soil moisture,
which determines the occurrence of drought. SMAPI is a relative drought index, not only
can it reflect the degree of deviation from the normal state of soil moisture, but it also can
effectively compare the drought characteristics in different regions and periods, which is
beneficial to study large-scale droughts. SMAPI is capable of well reflecting the occurrence,
development, and spatio-temporal change trends of large-scale droughts, with a clear
physical meaning, strong spatiotemporal comparability and simple calculation [65].

The calculation method of SMAPI is shown in Equation (1):

SMAPI =
SM − SM

SM
× 100% (1)

Here, SM and SM represent the current soil moisture and the annual average value of
the soil moisture in a certain period, from 1985 to 2014 in the study, and SM can be regarded
as the mathematical expectation value of the soil moisture during the period. When SMAPI



Water 2023, 15, 3286 7 of 21

is less than −5%, drought occurs. Combining probability statistics and actual drought
information, the drought classification standard based on SMAPI is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Drought classification standard based on SMAPI.

SMAPI Drought Classification

SMAPI ≤ −25% Extreme
−25% < SMAPI ≤ −20% Severe
−20% < SMAPI ≤ −15% Moderate
−15% < SMAPI ≤−5% Mild
−5% < SMAPI ≤ 5% Normal

In this study, SMAPI of the soil layers of the upper (0–20 cm), the deep (20–100 cm)
and the entire (0–100 cm) in three typical basins were calculated. And then the time series of
the basin-average SMAPI was analyzed. If the continuous days when the average SMAPI
less than −5% is more than 30 days, it is considered a drought occurred and recorded as a
historical drought event. If the time interval between two drought events is less than five
days, the two droughts will be merged into one. Due to the drought identification results
of different soil layers being similar, the SMAPI of the entire soil layer is selected as the
basis for historical drought identification.

2.4.2. Uncertainty Construction of Drought Process Simulation

In the research, uncertainty, a measurement concept [66], is used to measure the un-
certainty of drought process simulation. Due to the systematic and random error, the
measurement results will change within a certain range with the change of actual measure-
ment conditions, and it is difficult to obtain absolutely correct measurement results (true
values). Therefore, the change range of the measurement results must be included when
giving the measurement results. Since it is an estimated value, it is necessary to include
the error limit and the confidence probability in this range. Uncertainty is the error limit
used to characterize the dispersion degree of the measurement results, which is an interval
in which the true values may be affected by various errors in the measurement process
under a specified confidence probability (namenly confidence level). The uncertainty is
generally represented by the standard deviation of the measured value [66]. The smaller
the uncertainty of the measurement, the closer the measurement result is to the true value,
and the higher the quality of the measurement. The uncertainty can be expressed by ±cσ;
here, c is the confidence coefficient and σ is the standard deviation. According to the
integral of normal distribution function, when the confidence level is 68%, 75% and 95%,
the uncertainty is ±σ, ±1.15σ and ±2σ, respectively. Generally, the confidence level of
random uncertainty is taken as 95%.

When the concept of uncertainty is applied to meteorology, the observed value is
the true value, while the forecast values are the measured values. The uncertainty is
characterized by the Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) between the true and the measured
values [66]. In this study, we introduce the concept of uncertainty into hydrology and
regard the influence of ICs on the drought process simulation as a measurement problem.
The SMAPIs based on the actual IC and observed meteorological data are the true values,
while the SMAPIs based on the different ICs and observed meteorological data are the
measured values. Therefore, the RMSE between observe-based SMAPIs and the SMAPIs
based on different ICs is calculated, characterizing the uncertainty of the drought process
simulations by ICs.

In order to investigate the uncertainty of ICs on drought process simulation, for each
historical drought event, the observed meteorological data and the different ICs are used
as the model’s input to obtain the soil moisture process based on different ICs. Here it
should be noted that in order to reduce the influence of the drought processes simulation
uncertainty by ICs, the observe-based historical ICs of the corresponding period with the
starting date of drought processes from 1985 to 2014, reflecting the actual characteristics
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of soil moisture in the study area, used as the different ICs inputs, are obtained from VIC
outputs according actual observed data as well. For all the drought processes simulation,
the meteorological data used in VIC are observed precipitation and temperature. For
example, if the drought occurred in the HRB on 16 January 2006, and ended on 23 February
2006, the ICs used are the 30 observe-based ICs on 16 January from 1985 to 2014, while
the meteorological data used are the observed precipitation and temperature during the
historical drought process. Afterward, daily SMAPIs based on different ICs are calculated to
analyze and compare the temporal evolution characteristics of different historical droughts.
The method structure is shown in Figure 6.
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The calculation method of the uncertainty (σt) is shown in Equation (2):

σt =

√
∑n

i=1(SMAPIt,i − SMAPIt)
2

n − 1
(2)

Here, t represents the t-th day during the drought process, n represents the number
of different ICs used in the study, i represents the i-th used IC, SMAPIt,i represents the
corresponding SMAPI using the i-th IC of the t-th day, SMAPIt represents the observe-
based SMAPI with actual IC of the t-th day, and σt represents the uncertainty for the t-th
day. The smaller σt is, the smaller the deviation between the measured value and the true
value, that is, the smaller the deviation between the SMAPIs based on different ICs and the
actual IC. The whole method flowchart is shown in Figure 7.
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3. Results
3.1. Simulation Results of the VIC Model

In this study, the VIC model at the grid resolution of 0.05◦ in each basin is constructed,
and the grids of each basin are shown in Figure 1. The optimized hydrological parameters
used in the study are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Hydrological parameters of the three basins.

Parameters (Units) Description HRB YRB WRB

b the shape parameter of saturation
capacity curve 0.1 0.28 0.12

Dsmax (mm) maximum velocity of baseflow 0.008 0.05 0.163

Ds
the fraction of Dsmax where non-linear

baseflow begins 31.5 8 1

Ws
the fraction of maximum soil moisture

where non-linear baseflow occurs 1 0.7 1

d0 (m) the thickness of the first soil layer 0.1 0.1 0.1
d1 (m) the thickness of the second soil layer 0.5 0.58 0.725
d2 (m) the thickness of the third soil layer 0.63 0.99 0.225

3.1.1. Validation of Runoff

In the study, daily relative error (RE) and Nash–Sutcliffe efficiency coefficient (NSE)
were selected as the indicators to evaluate VIC simulation performance. RE reflects the
credibility between simulated and observed runoff, and NSE represents the coincidence
degree of simulated and observed runoff. Table 3 is a statistical table of the VIC model
performance based on optimized hydrological parameters in three typical basins. It can be
seen that the daily NSE in the three basins for calibration and validation periods all exceed
0.6. The daily NSE is up to 0.84 in the calibration period and 0.72 in the validation period
in YRB, while the value is 0.68 and 0.83, respectively, in HRB. The NSE in WRB is the worst
among the three basins. In terms of RE, for the calibration period, the daily value is −6.0%
and 0.7% in the calibration and validation period in YRB, showing the best comprehensive
performance among the three basins. In WRB, the daily RE is −12.8% in the calibration
period while only 0.2% for the validation period.

Table 3. The simulation performance of VIC in three basins.

Basin Period Year Daily RE (%) Daily NSE

HRB
Calibration 1966~1990 −7.9 0.68
Validation 1996~2007 −8.5 0.83

YRB
Calibration 1981~1995 −6.0 0.84
Validation 2002~2010 0.7 0.72

WRB
Calibration 1980~1990 −12.8 0.65
Validation 2003~2012 0.2 0.63

Figure 8 shows the time series of observed and simulated runoff in the study basins
in calibration and validation periods to more directly clarify the temporal variation. The
black and red line represent the observed and simulated runoff, respectively. It can be seen
from Figure 8 that the runoff process and runoff peak appearance time of the VIC model
are basically consistent with the observation. Therefore, the model can reasonably reflect
the runoff process and is an ideal model in the study basins.
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3.1.2. Validation of Soil Moisture

In order to further investigate the soil moisture simulation of the VIC model, in the
study, the correlated coefficient (CC) between the observations from soil moisture stations
and the simulated soil moisture of the grid in which the soil moisture stations are located
was calculated. The soil depths of 10 cm and 40 cm were chosen and the time period is
from 2015 and 2018. It is noted that the observed data are mass water content, while the
simulated data are volumetric water content, so the bulk density from the VIC model is
used to convert the observed mass water content into volumetric water content. Figure 9
shows the CC in the study basins. Overall, CC values of 40 cm are greater than that of
10 cm. In HRB, the average CC around are 0.46 and 0.48, respectively. The highest CC for
the depths of 10 cm and 40 cm are 0.67 and 0.80, with 43.9% and 53.7% of stations greater
than 0.5. In YRB, the CC between simulated and observed soil moisture is the best, with
the highest for the depth of 40 cm reaching 0.82, and the percentage of stations exceeding
0.5 is 66.7% and 88.3%. The average value of the basin is 0.51 and 0.61, for the depths of
10 cm and 40 cm respectively. In WRB, for the soil depths of 10 cm and 40 cm, the average
CC around, the highest value, and the percentage of stations greater than 0.5 are 0.41 and
0.52, 0.72 and 0.88, 31.8% and 54.5%, respectively.

In the study, SMAPI is chosen as the matrix reflecting the soil moisture, the time series
of observe-based and simulated SMAPI of soil depth of 10 cm and 40 cm of the Bataizhen
Station (located at 113.53◦ E, 33.34◦ N) in HRB, the Baise Station (located in 106.58◦ E and
23.86◦ N) in YRB and the Zhujiazui Station (located in 108.3◦ E, 35.16◦ N) in WRB are shown
in Figures 10–12, respectively. The SMAPI of 10 cm changes more obviously than that of
40 cm because the upper soil moisture is more sensible to and affected by precipitation,
while the lower soil moisture is relatively steady. It also shows that the simulated SMAPI
can roughly reflect the fluctuation characteristics of observe-based SAMPI, and the SMAPI
of 40 cm is more consistent with the actual situations. Generally speaking, the soil moisture
simulated by the VIC model has good consistency with the observed values, and the
simulated SMAPI is able to be used reasonably in the study, especially in YRB.
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3.2. Identified Historical Drought Events

According to the method of drought process identification, there are 38, 35 and 51 typ-
ical drought processes identified from 1962 to 2014 in HRB, YRB and WRB, respectively.
In this study, we chose 30 typical events in each basin shown in Figure 13. The results are
consistent with the previous studies [56,67–71]. For example, in HRB, the extreme drought
that occurred from June 1966 to May 1967 in the study is consistent with the study by Chen
Xiaofeng [71], which pointed out that the Huaihe River Basin experienced a severe drought
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in 1966. In YRB, the identified drought events are consistent with previous studies [72,73].
Meanwhile, in the Weihe River Basin, the drought occurred in the 1970s, late 1980s, 1990s
and early 2000s [67,74], and the majority of drought occurred in Huaxian Station from 1977
to 1980, in 1996, 1998, and from 2001 to 2003, especially in 1997 [75], consistent with this
study. Therefore, the drought process identification method can effectively identify typical
drought events in three basins, and the typical drought processes in the study are credible.
At the same time, it is also shown that the WRB are prone to more severe droughts, while
the droughts in YRB are mostly light and have a relatively shorter duration.

Water 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 22 
 

 

 
Figure 13. 30 typical drought events in three study basins. 

3.3. Drought Processes Based on Different Initial Conditions 
In order to investigate the changes in the drought process using different ICs, the 

daily regional average SMAPIs during historical drought periods were calculated and 
boxplots were used to analyze the temporal evolution characteristics of SMAPI, as shown 
in Figure 14. Due to the different drought duration of each historical drought, in order to 
explore the impact of ICs, the changes in SMAPI from the beginning of the drought to the 
180th day of drought occurrence were analyzed, so the drought duration in the horizontal 
axis of the graph is all 180 days. 

Figure 14 shows two historical droughts in HRB, from 4 June 1966 to 3 July 1967 (Fig-
ure 14a) and from 14 May 2001 to 1 May 2002 (Figure 14b), two historical droughts in YRB, 
from 8 August 1992 to 13 January 1993 (Figure 14c) and from 11 August 2009 to 21 January 
2010 (Figure 14d), two historical droughts in WRB, from 21 July 1971 to 9 November 
1971(Figure 14e) and 7 July 2000 to 10 October 2000 (Figure 14f), respectively. The daily 
boxplot represents the SMAPI values from the maximum, 75% percentile, median, 25% 
percentile, and minimum values for different ICs from the top line to the bottom, with 
black solid lines in Figure 14. The green line represents the time variation of SMAPI based 
on actual ICs, while the black bar chart represents the observed precipitation process. It 
can be seen that in the three study basins, the tendencies of SMAPIs based on different ICs 
are consistent. Moreover, with the development of drought, due to the impact of ICs re-
duced [21,43], the differences of SMAPI based on different ICs decrease continuously, 
bringing the SMAPI values using different ICs gradually converging, representing as the 
dispersion degree of boxplot decreases in the figure. Whenever precipitation occurs dur-
ing a drought process, the value of SMAPI based on both actual and different ICs in-
creases, meaning the uncertainty of the drought process in different soil ICs decreases. 

There are differences in the impact of ICs on historical drought processes in different 
study basins. For instance, for the historical drought in Figure 14a, from the beginning of 
the drought to the 120th day of drought occurrence, the SMAPI values using different ICs 
were almost the same, indicating that the impact of the ICs on this historical drought 
lasted for about 120 days, and before the end of the drought, the ICs have little effect on 
drought process simulation. As for the historical drought that lasted for 164 days in Figure 
14d, although the uncertainty of SMAPI decreased over time, there was still uncertainty 
in the SMAPIs when this drought ended, indicating that the impact of ICs lasted until the 
drought ended. 

Figure 13. 30 typical drought events in three study basins.

3.3. Drought Processes Based on Different Initial Conditions

In order to investigate the changes in the drought process using different ICs, the
daily regional average SMAPIs during historical drought periods were calculated and
boxplots were used to analyze the temporal evolution characteristics of SMAPI, as shown
in Figure 14. Due to the different drought duration of each historical drought, in order to
explore the impact of ICs, the changes in SMAPI from the beginning of the drought to the
180th day of drought occurrence were analyzed, so the drought duration in the horizontal
axis of the graph is all 180 days.

Figure 14 shows two historical droughts in HRB, from 4 June 1966 to 3 July 1967
(Figure 14a) and from 14 May 2001 to 1 May 2002 (Figure 14b), two historical droughts
in YRB, from 8 August 1992 to 13 January 1993 (Figure 14c) and from 11 August 2009
to 21 January 2010 (Figure 14d), two historical droughts in WRB, from 21 July 1971 to 9
November 1971 (Figure 14e) and 7 July 2000 to 10 October 2000 (Figure 14f), respectively.
The daily boxplot represents the SMAPI values from the maximum, 75% percentile, median,
25% percentile, and minimum values for different ICs from the top line to the bottom, with
black solid lines in Figure 14. The green line represents the time variation of SMAPI based
on actual ICs, while the black bar chart represents the observed precipitation process. It
can be seen that in the three study basins, the tendencies of SMAPIs based on different
ICs are consistent. Moreover, with the development of drought, due to the impact of ICs
reduced [21,43], the differences of SMAPI based on different ICs decrease continuously,
bringing the SMAPI values using different ICs gradually converging, representing as the
dispersion degree of boxplot decreases in the figure. Whenever precipitation occurs during
a drought process, the value of SMAPI based on both actual and different ICs increases,
meaning the uncertainty of the drought process in different soil ICs decreases.
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different basins.

There are differences in the impact of ICs on historical drought processes in different
study basins. For instance, for the historical drought in Figure 14a, from the beginning of
the drought to the 120th day of drought occurrence, the SMAPI values using different ICs
were almost the same, indicating that the impact of the ICs on this historical drought lasted
for about 120 days, and before the end of the drought, the ICs have little effect on drought
process simulation. As for the historical drought that lasted for 164 days in Figure 14d,
although the uncertainty of SMAPI decreased over time, there was still uncertainty in
the SMAPIs when this drought ended, indicating that the impact of ICs lasted until the
drought ended.

3.4. Uncertainty Characteristics of the Impact of Different Initial Soil States on Drought Processes

In order to explore the characteristics of uncertainty in drought processes using dif-
ferent ICs, based on Equation (2), the time series of uncertainty caused by ICs during
the drought process in each basin was obtained. At the confidence interval of 95%, the
uncertainty in the three basins is shown in Figure 15. It can be seen that the uncertainty of
SMAPI gradually decreases over time in all three basins based on different ICs, but there
are significant differences in the trend and speed of uncertainty change in different basins.
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In detail, in HRB, the uncertainty is the highest, with an uncertainty of 33.9% when
drought begins, and decreases fastest with the development of drought among the three
basins, while in YRB, the uncertainty is the lowest, with 15.1% when drought occurs, and
decreases the slowest. The WRB is between the other two basins.

Meanwhile, from Figure 15, it can also be seen that in YRB, when the drought develops
to 90 days, the uncertainty is within 5%, indicating that the error of SMAPI values in the
basin is within 5%. Therefore, after the 90th day of the drought process, the error of drought
classification identification caused by ICs decreases. In the other two basins, when droughts
last 160 day/150 days, the uncertainty decreases to 10%, indicating that the uncertainty
caused by ICs are still more obvious than that in YRB.

There are still differences in the decrease rate of uncertainty in different drought
periods in a certain basin. The rates are the fastest from the onset to the 30th day in all
3 basins. In HRB, the decrease rate is about half from the 30th to the 90th day, and about
one-fourth from the 90th to the 180th day of that before the 30th day. In YRB, with the
development of drought, the decrease rate between the 30th and 60th day is about half of
that before the 30th day, while the uncertainty after the 60th day decreases gradually. In
WRB, the uncertainty does not change significantly from the 60th to the 150th day during
the drought process, and the subsequent decrease rate slightly increases.

4. Discussion

In order to further investigate the impact factors causing the difference of uncertainty
by ICs in drought process simulation in different climate zones, in the study, characteristics
of climate and land surface were further analyzed to get how the hydrothermal, soil and
vegetation characteristics affect the uncertainty.

Revealing the impact of hydrothermal characteristics on the uncertainty of drought
process simulation was conducted from three perspectives: precipitation, evaporation
and temperature.

Firstly, we selected mean, standard deviation, departure coefficient and skewness
coefficient to statistically analyze the characteristics of precipitation, evaporation and
temperature from 1961 to 2014 in each basin. It shows that the average of the three variables
in YRB is the highest among the three basins, followed by HRB and then WRB, while
the standard deviation and departure coefficient of precipitation and evaporation are the
highest in HRB, followed by WRB and then YRB. At the same time, temperature changes the
most significantly in WRB, followed by HRB. And then to further clarify the hydrothermal
characteristics, the study also focused on the changes in precipitation and temperature
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within the year. In HRB, the maximum daily precipitation appeared at the end of June and
early July, while the maximum temperature appeared at the end of July, slightly lagging
behind. The minimum daily precipitation and temperature both appeared in early January.
In YRB, the daily precipitation starts to increase since May, continuously stays in the
high-value zone from June to August, and then the precipitation in autumn and winter
significantly decreases. Compared to precipitation, the temperature changes smoothly, and
high/low temperatures appear at the corresponding periods with precipitation. The daily
precipitation in WRB is obviously lower than the other two basins, and frequently reaches
high values from the beginning of July to the end of August, consistent with Zhao et al. [76],
while the temperature gradually increases from January to July, reaching the maximum,
and then gradually decreases, with a more significant change than precipitation. Generally
speaking, among the three basins, the hydrothermal characteristics in HRB vary the most
significantly, followed by WRB and then YRB, so it can be seen that the fewer changes
in precipitation and temperature, and the more consistent the occurrence time of high
values of daily precipitation and temperature in the climate zone, the fewer ICs affected
the uncertainty of drought processes.

In terms of soil characteristics, it is known that the change of soil moisture can not
only affect the surface albedo, heat capacity, the growth status of land vegetation and
evapotranspiration, but also affect the thermal properties and hydrological processes of
the soil itself, leading to later precipitation changes and temperature anomalies [77–79].
The impact of soil moisture on climate has significant spatial characteristics. In dry–wet
climate transition zones and monsoon areas, soil moisture has a strong feedback effect on
precipitation and has a strong ability to control evapotranspiration [78,80]. HRB is located
in a humid to semi-humid climate transition zone, with significant changes in precipitation,
temperature and soil moisture [81], causing the high uncertainty of soil moisture, and
the impact of ICs on drought processes, while YRB is located in the humid area of China,
with abundant precipitation [82] and relatively humid soil. The change in soil moisture
is relatively small, with low uncertainty. Therefore, the uncertainty of drought processes
caused by ICs is low. In WRB located in the transition zone of a semi-humid and semi-
arid climate [76], the precipitation and the variability of precipitation, evaporation and
temperature in this basin are relatively lower than the other two and the change of soil
moisture and its uncertainty are correspondingly lower, leading to lower uncertainty of
drought processes simulation affected by ICs.

The study selected the soil type as the matrix of soil characteristics, and the soil types
in each basin are based on that of the VIC model based on the soil database developed by
Reynolds et al. [83]. From the perspective of soil type, clay has the largest porosity and poor
water permeability [84], so more water can remain in clay, and the change of soil moisture
is relatively small, while in sand with a relatively smaller porosity, better permeability and
a larger variation in soil moisture, such as in YRB, the soil type is mainly clay, so the soil
moisture and its effects on drought process simulation uncertainty are small. The soil type
of HRB is loam, which contains more sand and silt than clay, with weaker porosity and
stronger permeability than that of clay, causing less uncertainty of ICs on drought processes
than that in YRB. And in WRB, the soil type is a mixture of clay and loam, and therefore
with a moderate uncertainty in the three basins.

The global soil porosity estimates from European Space Agency’s CCI soil moisture
data product V4.2 [85] were used to more intuitively demonstrate the impact of soil char-
acteristics in different basins on the uncertainty of drought processes simulation, and the
spatial distribution in the three basins is shown in Figure 16. From the figure, it can be seen
that the porosity of YRB is the highest among the three basins, followed by HRB, and WRB
has the lowest porosity. Based on the analysis above, it can be further verified that when
the soil porosity is high, the uncertainty of the drought process results caused by ICs is low,
and vice versa. It should be noted that although the soil porosity in WRB is slightly lower
than that in HRB, the drought process uncertainty affected by ICs is influenced by multiple
factors, so the contribution of each factor needs further in-depth research.
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The vegetation types, representing vegetation characteristics, are another key factor
that causes uncertainty differences in drought process simulation in different climatic
zones. According to the VIC model extracted by the UMd land cover data developed
by Hansen et al. [86], the main vegetation type in HRB is arable land, with loose quality
causing significant changes in soil moisture. While the vegetation in the other two basins
is mostly mixed forests and shrubs, the soil is denser than arable land, with relatively
fewer changes in soil moisture. Therefore, HRB has the most significant uncertainty in
drought simulation.

5. Conclusions

The impacts of IC on drought process simulation and prediction uncertainty based on
atmospheric–hydrological coupling are different with the drought duration, basin size and
region. This study proposes a quantitative method to analyze the effects in three typical
basins, the HRB, the YRB and the WRB, located in different climatic zones, by investigating
the uncertainty of simulated SMAPI with different ICs. Here, the VIC model is chosen as
the hydrological model to get simulated SMAPI, and the model is proven ideal to reflect
runoff and soil moisture, as well as historical drought events in the three basins. The results
showed that the uncertainty of drought processes caused by ICs gradually decreases with
the development of drought, reaching within 10% when droughts last for 5~6 months, and
the decrease rate of uncertainty differs in different climate zones. Generally, the uncertainty
and its decrease rate are the largest in HRB located in the transition zone between humid
and semi-humid regions, followed by WRB located in the transition zone between semi-
humid and semi-humid regions, and the smallest in YRB located in humid regions.

The differences in the hydrothermal, soil and vegetation characteristics in different
climatic zones are the main factors causing uncertainty differences. The more obviously
precipitation varies in the climate zone, the greater the change in soil moisture in the
basin, and the greater the uncertainty of the drought process results. The temperature is
also one of the main reasons for the uncertainty differences in drought processes among
climate zones. The more uniform the water–heat distribution in climate zones, the lower
the uncertainty of drought processes. In terms of land surface, the soil and vegetation types
are important factors that affect the drought processes simulation uncertainty, especially
since higher soil porosity brings lower uncertainty, and vice versa.

It should be noted that the drought process uncertainty affected by ICs is influenced
by multiple factors, and the contribution of each factor associating with hydrothemal
characteristics, soil and vegetation types needs further in-depth research.
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