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Abstract: Groundwater is the most important resource for local society and the ecosystem 

in the semi-arid Hailiutu River catchment. The catchment water balance was analyzed by 

considering vegetation types with the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), 

determining evapotranspiration rates by combining sap flow measurements and NDVI 

values, recorded precipitation, measured river discharge and groundwater levels from 

November 2010 to October 2011. A simple water balance computation, a steady state 

groundwater flow model, and a transient groundwater flow model were used to assess 

water balance changes under different land use scenarios. It was shown that 91% of the 

precipitation is consumed by the crops, bushes and trees; only 9% of the annual 

precipitation becomes net groundwater recharge which maintains a stable stream discharge 

in observed year. Four land use scenarios were formulated for assessing the impacts of land 

use changes on the catchment water balance, the river discharge, and groundwater storage 

in the Bulang catchment. The scenarios are: (1) the quasi natural state of the vegetation 

covered by desert grasses; (2) the current land use/vegetation types; (3) the change of crop 
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types to dry resistant crops; and (4) the ideal land use covered by dry resistant crops and 

desert grasses, These four scenarios were simulated and compared with measured data 

from 2011, which was a dry year. Furthermore, the scenarios (2) and (4) were evaluated 

under normal and wet conditions for years in 2009 and 2014, respectively. The simulation 

results show that replacing current vegetation and crop types with dry resistant types can 

significantly increase net groundwater recharge which leads to the increase of groundwater 

storage and river discharges. The depleted groundwater storage during the dry year could 

be restored during the normal and wet years so that groundwater provides a reliable 

resource to sustain river discharge and the dependent vegetations in the area. 

Keywords: groundwater-surface water interactions; remote sensing; land use scenarios; 

simulation model; catchment water balance 

 

1. Introduction 

Water is the most important limiting factor for agricultural production and ecosystem protection in 

semi-arid conditions [1]. To maintain a delicate balance between the protection of the ecosystem and  

the sustainable development of local society is critical task in semi-arid regions. Optimizing water use 

efficiency for agricultural crops [2] is a key approach to mitigate water shortages and to reduce 

environmental problems in arid and semi-arid regions. Along with the water shortage limitation for 

agricultural productivity, the desertification has been controlled by planting shrubs as ecosystem 

rehabilitation measures in recent decades in the semi-arid parts of northwest China [3]. However, the 

water balance in semi-arid catchments can be significantly influenced by vegetation type [4], irrigation 

schedules [5], and groundwater irrigation [5]. Brown et al. [6] determined that the changes in water 

yield at various time scales were a result of permanent changes in the vegetation cover by means of 

mean annual water balance model. Jothityangkoon et al. [7] concluded that spatial variability of soil 

depths appears to be the most important controlling parameter for runoff variability at all time and 

space scales, followed by the spatial variability of climate and vegetation cover in semi-arid 

catchments. The differences in water balance components between a number of temperate and  

semi-arid catchments in Australia can be attributed to the variability of soil profile characteristics like 

water storage capacity and permeability, vegetation coverage and water use efficiency, rainfall, and 

potential evaporation [8]. Scott et al. [9] indicated that grassland relies primarily on recent 

precipitation, while the tree/shrub obtained water from deeper parts of the soil profile in the semi-arid 

riparian floodplain of the San Pedro River in southeastern Arizona. Planting of shrub seedlings can 

significantly enhance topsoil development on the dune surface and stabilizing the sand dunes [10], but 

the water consumption of artificially introduced plants and the effects on the water balance have not 

been investigated. 

Land use management and rehabilitation strategies would have significant impact on the catchment 

water balance and hence on water yield and groundwater recharge [11]. Consequently, understanding 

impacts of land use change on the catchment water balance dynamics is critical for sustainable water 

resources management. Stream flow [12–14], flow regime [15], and the river water quality [16,17] can 
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be influenced by the change of land use/land cover in the catchment. Compared with the mechanism of 

land use effects on the surface water, the groundwater recharge [18,19], discharge [20,21], levels [22], 

hydrochemistry and contamination [23], and nitrate concentrations [24–27] can be indirectly affected 

by the land use changes through infiltration. Krause et al. [28] assessed the impacts of different 

strategies for managing wetland water resources and groundwater dynamics of landscapes based on the 

analysis of model simulation results of complex scenarios for land-use changes and changes of the 

density of the drainage-network, but regional groundwater modeling studies are often hampered by 

data scarcity in space and time especially in semi-arid regions [29]. Thus, the estimation of areal inputs 

such as precipitation and actual evapotranspiration (ET) is essential for groundwater model studies. 

Actual ET corresponds to the real water consumption and is usually estimated by considering weather 

parameters, crop factors, management and environmental conditions [30]. Despite of some 

uncertainties and inconsistencies in the results, remote sensing is a useful technique for the study of 

groundwater hydrology and has aided the successful location of important groundwater resources [31]. 

Remote sensing and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) have been used for the investigation of 

springs [32], determining the groundwater dependent ecosystems [33], determining the recharge 

potential zones [34], mapping groundwater recharge and discharge areas [35], detecting potential 

groundwater flow systems [36], and monitoring infiltration rates in semi arid soils [37]. Remote 

sensing data can be employed for estimating the ET by means of energy balance methods, statistical 

methods using the difference between surface and air temperature, surface energy balance models, and 

spatial variability methods at different scales [38]. Remote sensing and the Normalized Difference 

Vegetation Index (NDVI) have been widely employed for estimating groundwater 

evapotranspiration [39,40], investigating the relationship between vegetation growth and depth to 

groundwater table [41–44], and accessing groundwater recharge fluxes [45]. Many researchers have 

conducted direct measurements like the sap flow method which uses the stem heat balance technique [46], 

and scaled these values to the catchment level transpiration [47]. The remote sensing could offer the 

relevant spatial data and parameters at the appropriate scale for use in distributed hydrological models [48] 

and groundwater models [49,50]. Those studies trend to utilize the areal ET calculated from the theory 

of surface energy balance with remote sensing data at lager scale. However, few studies have been 

conducted on simulating the groundwater response to different land use scenarios by determining areal 

ET using field measurements and remote sensing data in semi-arid regions particularly in Asia. 

Most recent studies focus on the simulation of land use or climate change impacts for improving the 

water use efficiency for agricultural production, but few have been conducted on artificially introduced 

plants for stabilizing sand dunes and the effects on the water resources in semi-arid regions. Since 

evapotranspiration from crops and shrubs dominate groundwater discharge in semi-arid catchments [51], a 

balance must be achieved between land use (prevention of desertification) and water resources 

conservation for agricultural and other purposes. Sap flow measurements can directly provide 

transpiration rates of the individual vegetation in carefully selected sites. However, the uncertainty of 

estimating areal ET rates varies in space and time through the necessary up-scaling for the areal 

computation. Remote sensing technologies have been recently employed for calculating the areal ET 

by means of energy balance at large scale, but few were conducted using combined field 

measurements and remote sensing data (NDVI) in semi-arid regions. Multiple procedures have been 

employed in this study in order to evaluate the influence of land use management on hydrological 
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processes in the semiarid Bulang catchment. The methods used in this study consisted of identifying 

vegetation types with NDVI values, determining evapotranspiration rates with sap flow measurements 

in the field, and computing the areal ET rates by a combination of remote sensing data (NDVI) and 

field measurements. Impacts of different land use scenarios on water resources were simulated by a 

groundwater model with the aid of combined field measurements, remote sensing, and GIS techniques, 

which reveals the catchment water balance in the sandy region of the middle section of the Yellow 

River Basin. The results provide scientific information to support rational land use management and 

water resources conservation in semi-arid areas. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Study Area 

The Bulang River is a tributary of the Hailiutu River, which is located in the middle reach of the 

Yellow River in northwest China (Figure 1). Located in a semi-arid region, the total area of the Bulang 

catchment is 91.7 km2. The land surface is characterized by undulating sand dunes, scattered desert 

bushes (Salix Psammophila), cultivated croplands (Zea mays), and a perennial river in the 

southwestern downstream area. The surface elevation of the Bulang catchment ranges from 1300 m at 

the northeastern boundary to 1160 m above mean sea level at the catchment outlet in the southwest. 

The long-term annual average daily mean temperature is 8.1 °C and the monthly mean daily air 

temperature is below zero in the winter time from November until March. The mean annual 

precipitation measured at the nearby Wushenqi meteorological station for the period 1984 to 2011 was 

340 mm/year. Precipitation mainly falls in June, July, August and September. The mean annual pan 

evaporation (recorded with an evaporation pan with a diameter of 20 cm) is 2184 mm/year (Wushenqi 

metrological station, 1985–2004). The geological formations in the Bulang catchment mainly consist 

of four strata (1) the Holocene Maowusu sand dunes with a thickness from 0 to 30 m; (2) the upper 

Pleistocene Shalawusu formation (semi consolidated sandstone) with a thickness of 5 to ~90 m; (3) the 

Cretaceous Luohe sandstone with a thickness of 180 to ~330 m; and (4) the underlying impermeable 

Jurassic sedimentary formation. 

2.2. Methods 

2.2.1. Water Balance 

The catchment water balance can be calculated with the components of precipitation (P), 

evapotranspiration (ET), discharge of the Bulang stream (Q), deep groundwater circulation discharging 

to the main Hailiutu River (D), and the change of storage (dS/dt ) in the catchment as: 

dS
P-ET-Q-D=

dt
P-E-Q-D = P-E-Q-D =  (1)

Precipitation, discharge of the Bulang River, and the change of the groundwater levels that 

represent the storage change in the system can be directly measured in the field, but not the ET and 

deep circulation fluxes. In this study, the areal ET was estimated from the site measurements of sap 
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flow of maize, salix bush, and willow tree which were up scaled by using the NDVI generated 

vegetation cover from remote sensing data. 

 

Figure 1. Location of the Bulang sub-catchment within the Hailutu basin in Northwest 

China, the location of sap flow measurements for maize and salix, hydrological and 

meteorological stations, groundwater level monitoring wells, and the digital elevation model. 
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2.2.2. Groundwater Discharge 

The groundwater discharge as the baseflow was separated from daily average river discharge 

measurements according to hydrograph separation results using isotopic tracers [51]. Daily river 

discharge can be considered as groundwater discharge during days without rainfall, while 74.8% of the 

river discharge originated from the groundwater in the two days after the recorded heavy rainfall based 

on the trace method [51]. 

2.2.3. Groundwater Model 

In correspondence with the geological structure, the upper Maowusu sand dunes together with 

Shalawush deposits were simulated with one model layer as the unconfined aquifer and the underlying 

Cretaceous Luohe sandstone was simulated with another model layer as the confined aquifer.  

The outlet of the river valley was simulated as a head-dependent flow boundary, considered to be the 

deep groundwater discharge to the Hailiutu River. All other boundaries were taken as no-flow 

boundaries in line with the catchment water divide. The Bulang stream was simulated as a drain since 

groundwater always discharges to the stream. Net groundwater recharge was calculated as 

precipitation (P) minus evapotranspiration (ET). 

The popular numerical model code MODFLOW [52] was used for the flow simulation.  

The numerical model grid cell has a uniform size of 50 by 50 m, resulting in a model grid consisting of 

310 rows and 350 columns. The top elevation of the model is the surface elevation which is taken from 

the Digital Elevation Model with a resolution of 30 by 30 m. The bottom elevation of the model is 

interpolated from the limited geological borehole data. The hydrogeological parameters such as 

hydraulic conductivity, specific yield, and specific storage were divided into three zones according to 

lithology. The General-Head Boundary (GHB) package of MODFLOW was used to simulate deep 

groundwater discharge to the Hailiutu River, where flow into or out of a GHB cell is calculated in 

proportion to the difference between the head in the model cell and the stage of the Hailiutu River.  

The MODFLOW Drain package was used to simulate groundwater discharge to the Bulang stream 

since the stream acts as a drain which always receives groundwater discharge. The Recharge package 

was used to simulate the net recharge which was calculated in an Excel sheet being precipitation  

minus evapotranspiration. 

A steady state flow model was calibrated first with the annual average values of rainfall, ET rates, 

stream discharges, and the groundwater levels measured from November 2010 to October 2011.  

A transient flow model was then constructed and calibrated with the measured daily data from 

November 2010 to October 2011. The model calibration was performed with the optimization code 

PEST [53]. PEST found optimal values of hydraulic conductivities and storage parameters by 

minimizing the sum of squared differences between model-calculated and observed values of 

groundwater heads at the observation wells. The Drain conductance was further calibrated by 

comparing calculated and measured stream discharges. 
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2.2.4. Scenario Analysis 

For semi-arid areas such as our study area, a delicate balance among vegetating sand dunes, 

agricultural production, and water resources conservation must be maintained [44]. Over-vegetating 

sand dunes with high water consumption species (such as poplar trees and salix bushes) would reduce 

net groundwater recharge and diminish stream flows. Desert grasses, such as Artemisia Ordosica and 

Korshinsk Peashrub, consume much less water and are better choice for vegetating sand dunes.  

These grasses are common in areas with a deep groundwater table. The dominant agricultural crop 

type in the area is maize. Maize needs to be irrigated six times [54] and consumes a lot of water.  

The local agricultural department has started a program to extend dry-resistant crops such as sorghum 

and millet. Considering the possible land use changes in the area, the following scenarios are proposed: 

• Scenario 1 assumes a natural situation in which the catchment is covered by desert grasses.  

This scenario sets up a bench mark case to compare impacts of land use changes on groundwater 

and stream flow. 

• Scenario 2 represents the current land use in 2011. Impacts of current land use changes on 

groundwater and stream flow can be analyzed by a comparison to scenario 1. 

• Scenario 3 simulates effects of replacing maize crops with less water consumptive crops such as 

sorghum and millet in order to provide support to the policy of extending dry-resistant crops in  

the area. 

• Scenario 4 proposes an ideal land use scenario where sand dunes are covered by desert grasses  

and dry-resistant crops are grown. This scenario gives direction to the future land use changes in 

the area. 

Since there are inter-annual variations of precipitation and evapotranspiration accordingly, scenarios 

2 and 4 were simulated under the dry, normal, and wet years. Analysis of long-term annual 

precipitation (Wushenqi meteorological station, 1959–2014) found that 2011, 2009, and 2014 

represent dry (87.7%), normal (50.2%), and wet (27.8%) years, respectively. These two land use 

scenarios were further simulated with a multiple year transient groundwater model in order to assess 

impacts of inter-annual variations of climate. 

2.2.5. Model Inputs for the Simulation of Land Use Scenarios 

The calibrated transient groundwater flow model was used to simulate these four land use scenarios. 

Given inputs of 8-days net recharge for November 2010 to October 2011, the model simulates 

groundwater level changes and computes groundwater discharge to the Bulang River, deep 

groundwater circulation to the Hailiutu River and change of groundwater storage. 

The net recharge was calculated to be the precipitation minus evapotranspiration.  

The evapotranspiration was estimated in the same procedure as before with equations of: 

0.4<NDVI< 0        ,  ET =ET iplanti
plant

i

NDVI

NDVI P-E-Q-D = P-E-Q-D =  (2)

0.4NDVI        ,  ET =ET icropi ≥
crop

i

NDVI

NDVI P-E-Q-D = P-E-Q-D =  (3)
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where ETi is estimated mode grid ET value. ETplant and ETcrop were found from relevant studies [55] 

and are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. ET values for reference crops and plants for scenario simulations (mm/year). 

Scenario Rainfall Crop ET Plant ET NDVI Map 

1-Natural situation 214.8 Artemisia Ordosica (133.6) Artemisia Ordosica (133.6) August 2011
2-Current land use 214.8 Maize (503.1) Salix Psammophila (245.1) August 2011

3-Dry-resistant crop 214.8 Sorghum (402.5) Salix Psammophila (245.1) August 2011
4-Ideal land use 214.8 Sorghum (402.5) Artemisia Ordosica (133.6) August 2011

In order to evaluate impacts of inter-annual variations of precipitation on the water balances, 

scenarios 2 and 4 were further simulated under a normal and wet years. The year of 2009 represents a 

normal year and 2014 represents a wet year. Daily precipitation of Wushenqi station was collected to 

compute net recharge. NDVI maps of 2009 and 2014 were processed to estimate ET values. These data 

are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Precipitation and ET values for reference crops and plants for scenarios 2 and  

4 (mm/year). 

Scenario Rainfall Crop ET Plant ET NDVI Map 

2-Current land use 
Dry (214.8) 

Maize (503.1) Salix Psammophila (245.1) 
August 2011 

Normal (340.0) August 2009 
Wet (420.0) September 2014

4-Ideal land use 
Dry (214.8) 

Sorghum (402.5) Artemisia Ordosica (133.6) 
August 2011 

Normal (340.0) August 2009 
Wet (420.0) September 2014

2.3. Field Measurements 

2.3.1. Precipitation and Evapotranspiration 

In order to measure the hydrological variables, a set of instruments had been installed in the 

catchment. Precipitation was measured from November 2010 to October 2011 using two Hobo rain 

gauges (RG3-M Data Logging Rain Gauge, Onset Corporation, Bourne, MA, USA) at the outlet of the 

catchment and at Nanitan (Figures 1 and 2). Stem flow sensors (Flow 32, Dynamax, Houston, TX, 

USA) were used to measure sap flow in maize stems at the maize research site [54] and in salix stems 

at the salix research site [56] during the growing season in 2011. The NDVI map (resolution 30 m × 30 m) 

generated from remote sensing data have been utilized for classifying the land use and vegetation types 

in the area (Figure 2). NDVI values larger than 0.4 indicate crop land, between 0 and 0.4 are desert 

bushes, and smaller than 0 are considered as bare sand. 
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Figure 2. NDVI map of the Bulang catchment, interpretation of remote sensing data from 

(TM) image, observed on August 2011. 

2.3.2. Discharge Gauge 

One discharge gauging station was constructed at the outlet of the Bulang catchment (Figure 1).  

The Yujiawan gauging station consists of one permanent rectangular weir equipped with an  

e + WATER L water level logger (Type 11.41.54, Eijkelkamp Agrisearch Equipment, Giesbeek, The 

Netherlands) where water levels are recorded with a frequency of 30 min. Water depths are converted 
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to discharges using a rating curve based on regular manual discharge measurements carried out with a 

current meter and the velocity-area method. 

2.3.3. Observation Wells 

Several groundwater level monitoring wells were installed in the Bulang catchment (Figures 1 and 2). 

Equipped with submersible pressure transducers (Type: MiniDiver, Eijkelkamp Agrisearch Equipment, 

Giesbeek, The Netherlands), the groundwater levels in these observation wells were recorded at  

10-min intervals. Barometric compensation was carried out using air pressure measurements from a 

pressure transducer (Type: BaroDiver, Eijkelkamp Agrisearch Equipment, Giesbeek, The Netherlands) 

installed at the site. Groundwater levels were converted into the height of the water table above mean 

sea level with the calibration of the land elevation of wells, height of water column above the 

MiniDiver in the wells, and the depth of the MiniDiver in the boreholes. 

3. Results 

3.1. Estimation of Water Balance and Groundwater Discharge 

3.1.1. Estimation of Catchment Water Balance 

The total observed precipitation from November 2010 to October 2011 at Yujiawan and Nanitan 

station are 206.8 mm and 217.6 mm, respectively. The annual areal precipitation in the catchment was 

estimated to be 214.8 mm/year by means of area weighed average of two rainfall stations. Discharge at 

the Yujiawan weir varies from 0.01 to 0.23 m3/s (Figure 3). Stream discharge is very stable during the 

winter months and varies in the summer months due to irrigation water use and sporadic rainfall.  

A heavy rain event occurred on 2 July and generated the highest discharge in the observation period. 

 

Figure 3. Rainfall at Yujiawan and Nanitan station, measured discharge at Yujiawan weir 

from November 2010 to October 2011. 
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ET rates measured at the maize and salix research site were 503.1 mm/year and 245.1 mm/year, 

respectively. The NDVI values at the sap flow measurement sites for maize and salix are 0.59 and 

0.17, respectively. The NDVI was used to upscale evapotranspiration rate measured in the salix and 

maize research sites to the catchment using Equations (2) and (3). 

The areal ET value of the catchment was calculated as the average ET of all cell ET values. 

Figure 4a illustrates the up-scaling approach for areal ET with sap flow measurements and NDVI 

values. Figure 4b plots the estimated daily ET rates. The daily ET rates increases from mid April, peak 

in July and August, and decreases from September onwards. Daily ET rates were very low during rainy 

days. The total areal evapotranspiration rate in the Bulang catchment is estimated to be 186.2 mm/year. 

 

Figure 4. Up-scaling approach for areal evapotranspiration with sap flow measurements 

and NDVI values (a); and the estimated areal evapotranspiration (b). 
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The estimation of areal interception in the Bulang catchment followed the same approach as the 

estimation of the areal ET. The areal interception of 9.8 mm/year was obtained with the reference 

interception coefficient of 0.249 for salix [57] and 0.373 for maize [58]. 

Mu et al. [59] created a data set of the evapotranspiration rates in 8 days intervals from MOD16 

Global Terrestrial Evaporation Data Set. Figure 5 compares the areal ET rates of 8 days estimated from 

this study and Mu's data set. The larges differences are found during the winter period. ET values 

estimated from the remote sensing methods show significant different distribution compared with the 

ET values estimated in this study based on sap flow measurements in the experimental period, where 

ET rates are zero in the winter period from December to March. There should be no ET in winter since 

the daily average air temperature is below zero and there are no crops and the trees do not transpire in 

this period. 

 

Figure 5. Comparison of evapotranspiration estimated by remote sensing and calculated  

by upscaling approach with NDVI and sap flow measurements from November 2010 to 

October 2011. 
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balance computation are shown in Figure 7 as daily water depth and are summarized in Table 3 as 

annual water depth in the catchment. The deep circulation in Table 3 refers to the regional groundwater 
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Table 3. Annual water balance estimation in the Bulang catchment in mm/year. 

Estimation method Precipitation ET Net Recharge Discharge
Deep  

Circulation 
Change of 

Storage 

Water Balance 214.8 196.0 18.8 12.6 6.2 0 
Steady model 214.8 196.0 18.8 13.1 5.8 0 

 

Figure 6. Observed groundwater levels in Bulang catchment. 
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Figure 7. Average precipitation, river discharge, and estimated ET (a); groundwater 

storage change (b) in Bulang catchment from November 2010 to October 2011. 

3.1.2. Estimation of Groundwater Discharge 

Groundwater discharge as the base flow in the Bulang catchment can be derived from the river 

discharge measurements during the experimental period. A base flow separation was carried out based 

on the analysis of the isotopic tracers in the river, groundwater, and the heavy rainfall occurred in July 

2011 [51]. Results of the hydrograph separations illustrate that the pre-event component accounts for 

74.8% of the total discharge during rainfall events. Compared to other graphical and mathematical 

hydrograph separation methods, the event based isotopic separation method provides more accurate 

estimation of the groundwater discharge. It is estimated that 96.4% of total stream flow is composed of 

groundwater based on the event separation results from November 2010 to October 2011. Figure 8 

illustrates the relations among the discharge, base flow, and the rainfall in the Bulang catchment. 

3.2. Calibration of the Groundwater Model 

3.2.1. Calibration of the Steady Groundwater Model 

Since the change of groundwater storage in the observed period from November 2010 to October 

2011 can be neglected, a steady state groundwater flow model was constructed and calibrated first with 

annual average values of the net recharge, groundwater discharge, and groundwater levels. The 
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purposes of the steady state model were to calibrate the hydraulic conductivity and to create initial 

conditions for the transient model. Average values of groundwater levels measured in nine observation 

wells (Figure 2) were used to compare model-calculated groundwater levels for the model calibration. 

The optimization code, PEST was used to optimize values of hydraulic conductivity in three zones so that 

the sum of squared differences between calculated and measured groundwater levels are minimized. 

 

Figure 8. Relations among the observed discharge, separated baseflow, and the rainfall in 

the Bulang catchment. 

The coefficient of determination of the computed and measured groundwater levels is as high as  

0.99 indicating that the steady state model is capable to reproduce the measured groundwater levels 

with a very high accuracy. The optimized values of hydraulic conductivity are 8.59 m/day, 3.86 m/ay, 

and 1.86 m/day, respectively, in the three parameter zones. The computed discharge to the Bulang 

River and deep groundwater circulation are very close to the estimated values in the previous water 

balance computation (Table 3). 

3.2.2. Calibration of the Transient Groundwater Model 

The purpose of the transient model is to simulate seasonal variations of groundwater levels and 

stream flow caused by varying precipitation and evapotranspiration values. The simulation period is 

one year from November 2010 to October 2011. A stress period of 8 days was chosen in line with 

estimated ET values from remote sensing data. The computed groundwater levels by the steady state 

model were used as initial groundwater heads in the transient model. The average values of daily 

precipitation and evapotranspiration values in every 8 days were used to compute transient net 

recharge values for the transient model. The specific yield values of three zones in the first model layer 

were optimized using PEST so that computed groundwater level series fit well with the measurement 

series. Figure 9 shows the match of the computed groundwater levels to the measurements in four 

observation wells. The RMSE values are 0.26 m, 0.14 m, 0.15 m, and 0.82 m for the computed 

groundwater levels at well Blh, eco-site, well a, and well b, respectively. The optimized values of 

specific yield are 0.29, 0.25 and 0.1, respectively, in the three parameter zones. 
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Figure 9. Fit of the computed groundwater levels to the measured ones in four wells in 

Bulang sub-catchment. 

Figure 10 shows the comparison of the computed groundwater discharge to the stream and 

separated baseflow with the stream discharge measurements. The RMSE is 0.0075 m3/s for the 

computed groundwater discharge. In general, the transient model computes more smooth discharges 

than the results of baseflow separation. Large differences in summer months may be caused by 

irrigation water use diverted from the river which is not considered in the model. 

 

Figure 10. Comparison of simulated groundwater discharge to the Bulang River and the 

separated base flow from November 2010 to October2011. 
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3.2.3. Sensitivity of the Transient Groundwater Model 

Since the model was calibrated based on the one year measurements of groundwater levels and 

stream discharge and there are uncertainties in upscaling ET and estimating hydraulic conductivities, 

sensitivity analysis was performed to test sensitivities of computed groundwater levels and stream 

discharges to uncertainties in ET and hydraulic conductivity. In order to evaluate effects of  

inter-annual variations of precipitation, sensitivity of precipitation is also investigated. The coefficient 

of variation of the annual precipitation is 0.265 in the area. Therefore, precipitation, ET, and hydraulic 

conductivities were alternately increased and decreased by 26.5%, the transient model was run to 

compute the changes of groundwater levels and stream discharges while the other variables were kept 

fixed. The results are shown in Figure 11. The stream discharges are more sensitive to uncertainties in 

hydraulic conductivities while groundwater levels are more sensitive to changes in precipitation and 

ET values. 

The calibrated transient groundwater flow model was used to simulate the scenarios. For each 

scenario, the model computes groundwater level changes, groundwater discharge to the Bulang River, 

deep groundwater circulation to the Hailiutu River, and change of groundwater storage. 

 

Figure 11. Sensitivity of computed stream discharge (a); and groundwater levels (b–e) to 

precipitation (P), evapotranspiration (ET), and hydraulic conductivity (HC); the sign (−) 

and (+) in the legend indicates the decreasing and increasing values by 26.5%. 
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3.3. Simulation of Land Use Change Scenarios 

Annual water balance components for the four scenarios are summarized in Table 4. Time series of 

changes in discharge to the Bulang River and groundwater levels in four observation wells are plotted 

in Figure 12. The annual water balance computations show that net groundwater recharge increases 

significantly in scenario (1) and (4) when desert grasses were used for the protection of sand dunes. 

Discharge to the Bulang River increases slightly with increasing net recharge, while deep groundwater 

circulation discharging to the Hailiutu River remains constant. The benefit of increasing net recharge is 

largely in increasing groundwater storage, especially in scenarios (1) and (4). Increase of discharge to 

the Bulang River and increase of groundwater levels occur in the growing period from mid April to 

mid September (Figure 12). In the winter months, river discharge and groundwater levels are stable 

since there is neither precipitation nor evapotranspiration. 

Table 4. Comparison of simulated water balance for four scenarios (mm/year). 

Annual  
Components 

Precipitation ET Net Recharge Discharge
Deep  

Circulation 
Change of 

Storage 

Scenario 1 214.8 102.7 112.1 13.4 8.1 90.1 

Scenario 2 214.8 196.0 18.8 12.7 8.0 −4.1 

Scenario 3 214.8 189.2 25.6 12.8 8.0 3.9 

Scenario 4 214.8 120.9 93.9 13.2 8.1 72.4 

 

Figure 12. Cont. 
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Figure 12. Simulated groundwater discharge to the Bulang River (a); and the calculated 

groundwater heads in well Blh (b); eco_site (c); well a (d);and well b (e) for four land use scenarios. 

Annual water balance components for scenarios 2 and 4 under different hydrological years are 

summarized in Table 5. Time series of changes in discharge to the Bulang River and groundwater 

levels in four observation wells are plotted in Figure 13. The simulation results show that net 

groundwater recharge is increased significantly in normal and wet hydrological years as a result of 

increase of precipitation while evapotranspiration is only increased slightly comparing to the dry year. 

The increase of net recharge contributes largely to the increase of groundwater storage while discharge 

to the stream also increases. The increase of groundwater storage and stream discharges is more 

profound under the ideal land use scenario 4 compared to the current land use scenario 2. Under the 

ideal land use scenario, a healthy vegetation cover can be sustained in all years while water resources 

can be conserved for other social and economic uses. 

Table 5. Comparison of simulated annual water balance components for scenarios 2 and  

4 under different hydrological years (mm/year). 

Annual Components Precipitation ET Net Recharge Discharge Deep Circulation Change of Storage 

Scenario 2 

Dry 214.8 196.0 18.8 12.7 8.0 −4.06 

Normal 340.0 218.4 121.6 13.6 8.2 99.24 

Wet 420.0 280.5 139.5 13.8 8.4 115.86 

Scenario 4 

Dry 214.8 120.9 93.9 13.2 8.1 72.4 

Normal 340.0 136.7 203.3 14.1 8.3 179.9 

Wet 420.0 166.0 254.0 14.5 8.4 228.6 

In order to evaluate the long-term impact of land use scenarios on groundwater discharges and 

groundwater levels in consideration of inter-annual variability of climate in the Bulang catchment, the 

calibrated transient model was extended to multiple years from 2000 to 2009. The month was chosen 

as stress period so that the transient model simulates 120 months. The monthly net groundwater 

recharge was estimated from monthly precipitations at Wushenqi station and estimated ET values. The 

monthly ET values for the current land use and ideal land use scenarios were estimated using the ratio 

of monthly ET to precipitation in the annual simulation of dry, normal and wet years. The simulation 

results are presented in Figure 14. In general, groundwater discharges and groundwater levels exhibit 

inter-annual variations. Groundwater levels and discharges were increased during the wet years of 

2001 and 2002, and decreased during dry years of 2005 and 2006, and recovered during subsequent 

normal years. The depleted groundwater storage during the dry years can be restored during the normal 

1179.0

1179.4

1179.8

1180.2

1180.6

1181.0

0 60 120 180 240 300 360

m
  a

.s
.l

Days

GW heads in well a

S1

S2

S3

S4

1175.2

1175.4

1175.6

1175.8

1176.0

1176.2

0 60 120 180 240 300 360

m
  a

.s
.l

Days

GW heads in well b

S
1
S
2
S
3

d e



Water 2015, 7 5978 

 

 

and wet years. The alternating dry, normal and wet years will not cause degradation of vegetations 

since groundwater provides a reliable resource to sustain the vegetation. In comparison to the current 

land use, under the ideal land use scenario, groundwater levels in 4 observation wells are increased 

which lead to the increase of groundwater discharge to the river. 

 

Figure 13. Simulated groundwater discharge to the Bulang River and calculated 

groundwater heads with current land use (a2–e2); and Ideal land use scenario (a4–e4) 

under dry, normal and wet hydrological years. 
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Figure 14. Simulated groundwater discharge to the Bulang River and the monthly rainfall 

at Wushenqi from 2000 to 2009 (a); the calculated groundwater heads in well Blh (b); eco_site 

(c); well a (d); and well b (e) for current and ideal land use scenarios from 2000 to 2009. 

4. Discussions 

Located in a semi-arid region, the Bulang catchment is covered by sand dunes. The hydrological 

processes are dominated by direct infiltration of precipitation and evapotranspiration. Direct surface 

runoff is limited and river discharge is maintained by groundwater discharge. Local authorities have 

implemented count mobilization measures against desertification by planting shrubs on unstable sand 

dunes, but large scale plantations of salix bushes to prevent desertification consumes too much water 

resources. The model simulation of current land use scenario in 2011 shows that in total 91% of the 

annual precipitation is consumed by the vegetation and crops in the catchment, the net groundwater 
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recharge amounts to only 9% of the precipitation, which maintains stream discharge. However, for the 

ideal land use of planting desert grasses and dry resistant crops, only 56% of the annual precipitation 

would be consumed by dry resistant plants and crops and net groundwater recharge will be increased 

to 44% of the annual precipitation. In comparison with the result of scenario 3, the increase of net 

groundwater recharge is mainly contributed from planting desert grasses since the cropland area is 

limited to 3% of the land area in the Hailiutu River [60]. 

Inter-annual variations of precipitation have large impacts on the catchment water balance. The net 

groundwater recharge will be increased to 60.0% of the annual precipitation during normal and wet 

hydrological years for the ideal land use scenario. Groundwater storage and stream discharges are 

increased significantly during normal and wet years. The preliminary long-term simulations indicate 

that the depleted groundwater storage can be restored during normal and wet hydrological years while 

alternating dry, normal and wet hydrological years occur. 

Although the study attempts estimating evapotranspiration rates using site measurements and 

upscaling with NDVI values, there are a number of limitations to be considered in the future research. 

First, the site measurements of sap flow of salix bush, willow tree, and maize should be continued 

to obtain long-term reference evapotranspiration values for dry, normal and wet years. A field 

ecohydrological research site is under construction which includes large diameter lysimeters for measuring 

evapotranspiration of dominant plants and crops and net groundwater recharge at various groundwater 

table depths. Second, evapotranspiration of desert grasses (Artemisia Ordosica) and dry resistant crops 

(Sorghum and millet) should be measured. Eddy covariance technique [61] is most suited to measure 

evapotranspiration of grasses and crops at the plot scale. Third, the same NDVI map was used to 

compute the grid ET values for scenarios 2, 3, and 4 with the reference ET values of crops and plants. 

There are uncertainties in the estimated grid ET values with this upscaling method. Seasonal variations 

of NDVI values of crops and plants were not considered. ET values might change for different 

combinations of crops and plants in different scenarios. A more reliable relationship between seasonal 

NDVI and ET values could be established with long-term systematic measurements of plot scale ET 

values of dominant crops and plants with Eddy covariance technique. 

The constructed groundwater model could be further improved by installing a number of monitoring 

wells in the recharge area in the northwestern part of the catchment. One more rain gauge at the 

northern boundary could provide better information about the spatial distribution of the rainfall input. 

Since most of the cropland is irrigated by means of groundwater abstraction, the investigation of the 

location and amount of groundwater abstraction should be implemented. Furthermore, the scattered 

small pools in local depressions with open water evaporation should be taken into account, where the 

evapotranspiration (ET) package of MODFLOW would be considered in the groundwater model. 

The interaction between evapotranspiration and groundwater table depth was not simulated in the 

model. For scenarios with a significant increase of groundwater storage, groundwater table depth 

becomes shallower resulting higher evapotranspiration. This interaction can be partially simulated by 

using the ET package in MODFLOW. 

The long-term simulations show that groundwater levels and discharges are relatively stable and 

fluctuate around long term means. A recent study by Yin et al. [62] simulated impacts of long-term 

climate variations on tree water use in the area. The result shows that trees did not suffer from water 

stress during the dry years because of the availability of groundwater for transpiration. The long-term 
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monitoring of metrology, hydrology, and vegetation should be continued to ascertain the findings from 

model simulation. 

5. Conclusions 

Groundwater is the most important resource for local society and ecosystem protection in  

the semi-arid Bulang catchment. Groundwater maintains stream discharge and sustains vegetation 

growth. Net groundwater recharge, defined as precipitation minus evapotranspiration, is a good 

indicator of water resources availability in the area since dominant hydrological processes are direct 

infiltration of precipitation and evapotranspiration. 

The simulation of the current land use in 2011 (being a dry year) indicates that nearly 91% of  

the annual precipitation is consumed by evapotranspiration of salix bushes and maize crops. Only 9% 

of the annual precipitation becomes net groundwater recharge which maintains a stable stream 

discharge. Although it is not possible to restore pristine land cover by desert grasses (scenario 1), an 

ideal land use (scenario 4) can be achieved by planting desert grasses for fixing sand dunes and dry 

resistant crops (sorghum and millet) for the local society. The simulation shows that the 

evapotranspiration consumes only 56% of the annual precipitation under the ideal land use scenario in 

dry year, and 40% in normal and wet years. The increase of net groundwater recharge is mainly 

contributed by planting desert grasses since the cropland area is limited. 

The simulation of scenarios 2 and 4 under normal and wet hydrological years show significant 

increase of groundwater storage and slight increase of river discharges comparing to the dry year.  

The long-term simulations show that groundwater levels and discharges are relatively stable and 

fluctuate around long-term means. The depleted groundwater storage during the dry years can be 

restored during normal and wet years. 

The results of this study have relevant implications for water and ecosystem management in the 

catchment. In order to maintain river discharges and sustain a healthy growth of groundwater 

dependent vegetations, future land use changes should aim introducing dry resistant crops and desert 

grasses for vegetating sand dunes. 
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