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Abstract: With the increasing availability and diversity of satellite imagery, the multisensor fusion of
data can more effectively address the improved monitoring of temporary water bodies. This study
supports the attempt to apply well established methods to detect spatial and temporal changes in
ephemeral shallow lakes in lowland karst terrain, as well as to improve the understanding concerning
the dynamics of water storage and hydrological mechanisms during extreme precipitation events.
Based on the joint analysis of Copernicus Sentinel SAR and optical mission data, as well as soil
moisture and EO-based rainfall observations over the period of 2015-2020, we demonstrated the
control of the karst system on the ephemeral lake appearances in the broader area of Chalkida (Evvia,
Greece). A connection between the prolonged and extended water coverage in the ephemeral lakes
and flooding in the area is documented. Our EO-supported findings may serve as indicators for flood
alerts in future extreme precipitation events, improving responses in cases of emergencies.

Keywords: EO data fusion; ephemeral water bodies; Copernicus Sentinel; SAR backscatter; optical
radiometric indices; SMOS; soil moisture; time series analysis; karst-related flood

1. Introduction

Surface waters, either permanent or temporary, with their distinct characteristics as
rivers, lakes, reservoirs, and wetlands, are extremely dynamic entities that change over
time and influence the hydrological water cycle. Depending on the prevailing hydrological
conditions, the interactions between surface and subsurface water systems can make it
rather complicated to delineate water recharge in karst terrains [1-5]. In cases of landscapes
that periodically fill with water, as topographic depressions in karst regimes, they may be
subjected to flooding depending on prolonged rainfall and in some cases lateral flow from
adjacent catchments discharging onto the lowland karst [6,7]. Excess recharge that cannot
be accommodated by a karst aquifer due to insufficient aquifer storage or flow capacity
can cause groundwater levels to rise and inundate basins as well as the surrounding
areas [7,8]. This ephemeral flooding can pose significant risks to humans, farmland, and
infrastructures [9-11].

While the spatial distribution of surface water bodies on a global scale is adequately
available [12-16], the actual information on the location and extent of temporary water
bodies is incomplete. Despite individual limitations, existing geospatial databases are
valuable sources of information for all geographic latitudes due to satellite remote sensing
(RS) advances that provide global coverage with a high spatial resolution.

Remote sensing measurements can provide valuable information on hydrological
systems by mapping permanent or temporary water bodies and by providing the temporal
and spatial variations in the water coverage. Satellite observations are an effective way to
detect surface water over large areas with a short revisiting time, supporting operational

GeoHazards 2023, 4, 197-216. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/geohazards4020012

https://www.mdpi.com/journal /geohazards


https://doi.org/10.3390/geohazards4020012
https://doi.org/10.3390/geohazards4020012
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/geohazards
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1705-8105
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1813-4878
https://doi.org/10.3390/geohazards4020012
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/geohazards
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/geohazards4020012?type=check_update&version=1

GeoHazards 2023, 4

198

monitoring and being a rapid as well as effective response to natural disasters, such as
floods [17-21].

Earth observation data from both optical and radar sensors offer the opportunity
to map and monitor the spatiotemporal changes in water cover. Data from Copernicus
Sentinel-1 (5-1) and Sentinel-2 (S-2) missions can provide significant monitoring capabil-
ities for surface water detection and mapping. Sentinel-1 radar data have been widely
used for water mapping [22-26], since radar sensors have the advantage of operating in
nearly all-weather/day-night conditions, overcoming the limitations of optical imagery. Most
available algorithms typically focus on single-image techniques and change detection ap-
proaches [27,28], while others exploit large data stacks to delineate surface water [22,29,30].
Radar backscatter is often used to distinguish water from surrounding areas, since strong
specular reflection occurs at its surface, meaning that it appears to be very dark in radar
images. For this purpose, among various techniques, thresholding approaches have been
explored in cases of large datasets [31-34].

Water mapping by radar imagery can also be associated with additional remote sensing
data, specifically multispectral optical imagery, for detecting the extent and evolution of
water. Sentinel-2 optical data offer a high spatial resolution (10-20 m) with a nominal
revisit time of 5 days, as well as monitoring in the near- and middle-infrared bands on a
global scale [35-37]. Since water shows a very low reflectance value in these ranges of the
spectrum, water indices [38—41] are widely used to identify water surfaces. In addition
to radar and optical imageries, soil moisture ocean salinity (SMOS) data can be used in
advance to provide timely estimates of soil moisture every three days, with an accuracy of
4% at a spatial resolution of 50 km [42]. Seasonal changes in soil moisture content are also
important for contributing to the forecasting of hazardous events, such as floods [43—46].

Motivated by the need to improve existing global geodatabases of inland water bodies
by fusing only remotely sensed data, as well as to build surface water data records for
smaller and/or temporary water bodies linked to flooding phenomena in karst regimes,
this paper aims (a) to compare multiple imagery sources to map and monitor, for the first
time, the spatiotemporal changes in the ephemeral lakes in Chalkida that led to temporary
inundations, (b) evaluate, with statistical analyses, the temporal and spatial dynamics of
water storage using long-term remote sensing observations, and (c) create a water variations
database that can serve as an important source of information for future water resource
regulations in this region. The ultimate goal of this study is to create a framework for
satellite-based water surface monitoring that will, in turn, provide important information
to local authorities for hydrologic analyses and flood forecasting applications.

2. Hydrogeological Setting—Flooding Events

The municipality of Chalkida was selected as a pilot case for this study as it presents a
representative example of temporary lake flooding in karst environments in proximity to
river systems. Chalkida is located in the south of Evia, with its main geomorphological
structures being the Dirfys Mt., reaching an elevation summit of 1743 m, and the Lilas River,
with a drainage basin—fan delta system of about 300 km? flowing into the South Evoikos
Gulf (Figure 1).

The morphology of the area varies between the high relief of the NE as well as east
mountainous zones (Mt. Dirfys and Mt. Olympus) and the low relief to the SW, where the
Lilas River fan delta is located, a low plain area that was shown to be a shallow marine
environment during Holocene [47]. Several river channels have been activated in this area
during severe rainfalls towards the south and west coastlines, causing the progradation of
the Lilas River fan delta [47] (Figure 1). Although the climate conditions within the drainage
basin show relatively high mean annual precipitation, on 11-12 September 2009 a severe
flash flood event occurred and approximately 350 mm of rainfall was recorded in 28 h.
The event resulted in the flooding of the low-lying part of the plain, which in turn caused
extensive damage to settlements of several villages. A similar karst flood event occurred in
the area during the period of February—March 2019; several floods have also been reported
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over the past decades, but of smaller extents and intensities (Figure S1). However, during
the severe 2019 flood event, the area suffered from damage and the inundation of several
properties, leading to evacuation efforts and the declaration of a state of emergency for a
period of three months, until June 2019 [48]. At the northern margin of the floodplain, the
groundwater levels have risen, causing a higher surface run-off that was in excess of local
drainage capacity, resulting in temporary lake flooding (up to 3 m water height in Dokos),
blocking the surrounding road network (Figure S2).
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Figure 1. Simplified geological map of the Lilas River Plain showing the location of the study
areas in Dokos and Fylla (in black rectangles). Geological formation overview (modified from [47]):
1: abandoned channel, 2: ephemeral coastal marsh, 3: perennial coastal marsh, 4: natural levees,
5: channel deposits, 6: fan delta surficial sediments, 7: alluvial deposits, 8: scree and talus cones,
9: terrestrial formations (red fine-grained materials with dispersed cobbles and rubbles) from the
Pleistocene age, 10: brackish deposits (conglomerates—sandstones—marls) from the Upper Pliocene—
Lower Pleistocene age, 11: lacustrine and fluvial deposits (conglomerates—sandstones—marls) from
the Upper Miocene age, 12: limestone (Middle Triassic-Middle Jurassic), 13: ultrabasic rocks, and
14: fault. Inset maps: the location of the study area in the red rectangles, the meteorological Chalkida
station in CS described in Section 3.3.
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The drainage basin of the study area (the Lilas plain) is bordered to the NE and east
with calcareous sedimentary rocks (mainly Mesozoic limestone), which are susceptible
to a high degree of karstification. This karst landscape has developed an underground
aquifer prone to karst flooding, providing a pathway along which groundwater flow in
the lowland area causes flooding phenomena [49,50]. As a sequence, in the absence of
a surface hydrographic network, ephemeral transient lakes emerge by the combination
of high rainfall, the lateral inflow from the Lilas River catchment, and the accordingly
high groundwater levels in the karstic depressions. The recharge zones are located in a
well developed epikarst zone characterized by high permeability underlying a shallow
unconfined aquifer [51]. Examples of similar karst wetlands characterized by ephemeral
inundations have been reported in Wales, Slovenia, Spain, Italy, Greece, Ireland, and
Canada [7,52-60].

3. Materials and Methods

In principal, during rain events optical satellite imagery is not a preferable solution
for earth observation due to the presence of clouds. An alternative is often provided by
radar satellite imagery, which is unaffected by weather conditions (cloud penetration in
microwaves). Therefore, even though the Sentinel-2 multispectral imaging mission can
be suitable for monitoring surface water, it is not always applicable due to the limited
availability of low-cloud-coverage acquisitions. The systematic acquisition of Sentinel-
1 radar data, every 6 or 12 days depending on the location, allows for the detection and
mapping of temporal changes that can be associated with the variability in water bodies.
The synergistic utilization, however, of both optical and radar data, when applicable,
could lead to improved mapping capabilities that exploit the complementarity of the two
missions. On the other hand, passive microwave measurements, such as those of the SMOS
mission, can be a supplementary source of information, which together with satellite-based
precipitation observations can provide insights into the regional variability in soil moisture
and improve our understanding of the water cycle in an area.

For the needs of the current work, Sentinel-1 GRD and Sentinel-2 L1C data were
consulted via the Copernicus Open Access Hub [61]. SMOS Level 3 products were accessed
via the CATDS (Centre Aval de Traitement des Données SMOS [62]) dissemination portal
of the Centre National D’ Etudes Spatiales (CNES). The satellite data processing was
performed using the open source SNAP Toolbox [63] of the European Space Agency
(ESA), which consists of a collection of product readers and processing operators, as
well as visualization and analysis tools, that support large imagery from various satellite
missions [64].

3.1. Sentinel-1 SAR Backscatter Time Series

The availability of synthetic aperture radar (SAR) data since the ERS era, back in 1991,
has enabled the development of several methods for different surface water and flood
mapping applications [65-70]. The most commonly used SAR-based surface water mapping
techniques include simple visual interpretation, unsupervised or supervised classification,
histogram thresholding, interferometric coherence, and various multitemporal change
detection approaches. Among them, most employed thresholding techniques aim to
determine a threshold (value) of the backscatter, below which pixels are associated with
water [31-34], while most of the approaches focus on a single image that represents the
water conditions (e.g., surface water flooding) on a specific date [71,72]. Other approaches
rely on change detection techniques, which allow for the detection of changes in backscatter
intensities between two images acquired before and during a flood event [27,30,73-79]. In
particular, the decrease in the backscattering due to the different water conditions of the
two images can delimit the flooded areas. On the contrary, multitemporal data analyses can
contribute to the improvement of the reliability of flood mapping as the radar backscatter
time series can be used to derive temporal features associated with surface water presence



GeoHazards 2023, 4

201

SAR
Backscatter
Calculation

Visual
. Interpretation

time

NDWI
Calculation

value

Temporal
Statistics

i

Temporal NDWI
Statistics

f
IR

along with their temporal variability, as well as to enable the more detailed extraction of
flood-related classes [80-82].

This study follows a time series analysis approach for surface water/flood mapping
with the use of SAR backscatter intensity from the Sentinel-1 image archive acquired be-
tween September 2015 and May 2020 (244 S-1A and S-1B images, descending orbit 7). A well
designed image processing chain (Figures 2 and S3) was applied to the Sentinel-1 IW GRD
datasets in order to extract geophysical information in proper map geometry. Specifically,
the initial processing steps involved the update of orbit state vectors to improve geolocation
accuracy and the radiometric calibration to sigma naught (sigma0). The calibrated sigma0
values (in dB) represent the normalized radar cross-section and describe radar reflectance
properties per pixel. The data calibration compensates for the radiometric influences of the
different incidence angles. Further steps included multilooking for speckle reduction and
terrain correction (ortho-rectification) of the results. It is worth mentioning that only the
co-polarized VV channel was considered in the analysis, as it was more appropriate for
land applications. The Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) 1 arc-second heights [83]
were used to transform SAR images from radar geometry into a selected map projection.
The reduced spatial resolution (pixel size) of the outputs at 20 m was sufficient for the
needs of the current work.
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Figure 2. Schematic diagram showing joint optical and SAR processing for mapping surface water.

Using the Sentinel-1 backscatter time series (Figure 3), surface water changes were
extracted in order to document the surface water dynamics in the area. Furthermore, the
calculation of temporal statistics (minimum, maximum, average, and standard deviation),
on a pixel basis and for the entire observation period, allowed for the study of the temporal
variation in the backscatter, including seasonal or annual fluctuations related to normal
water conditions (Figure 4). The advantage of this methodology was the ability to detect
persistent surface water, as well as to identify the exact period in and extent to which the
flood occurred. It allowed for the identification of regions with a prolonged presence of
surface waters (defined time span), separating them from permanent water bodies.

Therefore, according to the time series analysis, and by evaluating the backscatter vari-
ations between flood periods and normal water level conditions, it appears that similarity
in the backscatter response provided a clear indication of the periods of flooding across the
various sites (Figure 5).
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Figure 3. Spatiotemporal evolution of the 2019 flood event in Dokos from the S—1 backscatter
coefficient (in dB). Surface water is presented in black.

3.2. Sentinel-2 Time Series of Radiometric Indices

For the detection of increased water content and flood traces, the Copernicus Sentinel-2
mission has dedicated spectral bands in the visible green (B03) and near-infrared (B08)
electromagnetic spectrum, with a 10 m spatial resolution, which make them suitable for
delineating a flood’s extent.

Commonly applied methods used to extract water bodies from multispectral optical
imagery are based on band indices specifically designed to enhance water content changes
in a satellite image. A well performing method is the normalized difference water index
(NDWI) developed by [38], which relies on the combination of the near-infrared (NIR) and
green spectral bands (see Equation (1)). This index has demonstrated its efficiency in water
discrimination for various environments as water features have positive values and are
enhanced, while vegetation and soil features usually have values of zero or negative ones,
and are suppressed:

NDWI = (GREEN — NIR)/(GREEN + NIR) 1)
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Figure 4. Average (a), minimum (c), and standard deviation (e) statistical properties for the multitem-
poral stack (2015-2020) of the S—1 backscatter coefficient. Average (b), maximum (d), and standard
deviation (f) statistical properties for the S—2 NDWI multitemporal stack (2015-2020). Inset maps
show the enlarged view of the Dokos (up) and Fylla (bottom) regions. The blue color indicates the
most affected inundated areas.
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Figure 5. (a-c) Temporal variations in the S—1 backscatter coefficient (dB) (in red) and S—2 NDWI (in
blue) for chosen points in Dokos (UL4, UL5) and Fylla (DL4), between 2015 and 2020. The grey bars
indicate the flood-affected period, while the vertical dashed line denotes the beginning of the intense
rainfall (mid-December 2018); (d) SMOS time series for the monitoring period of March 2015-May
2020, showing higher values during intense rainfall (December 2018-January 2019). The NDWI axis
is shown inverted, in order to serve visualization purposes.

Sentinel-2 images were obtained for the period between July 2015 and May 2020
(119 S-2A and S-2B images, descending orbit 50), in Level-1C atmospheric top reflectivity
products (top-of-atmosphere, TOA). The TOA L1C reflectance images were processed with
the Sen2Cor [84] processor algorithm using a combination of state-of-the-art techniques to
perform atmospheric corrections, creating bottom-of-atmosphere (BOA) Level 2A (L2A)
corrected reflectance images (Figures 2 and S3). Since the spatial resolution of the near-
infrared and green bands is equally 10 m, Sentinel-2 L2A images were directly stacked to
finally obtain a water index image for each input image in a 10 m resolution and then create
the long-term time series of the spectral properties (Figure 6) for the purpose of studying
the water trends, including seasonal or interannual patterns (Figure 5).
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Figure 6. Spatiotemporal evolution of the 2019 flood event in Dokos from the S—2 NDWI. Surface

water (positive NDWI values) is presented in blue.

From water pixel values (either spectral values or combinations of them, such as ratios
or indices) of the time series statistical parameters were calculated, such as the minimum,
maximum, mean, median, standard deviation, trend, etc. The temporal features of the
average and maximum water coverage used in this approach are shown in Figure 4. The
temporal statistics are thus used to derive alternative features based on S-2 time series data
that capture, in the best manner, the differences in the spectral behavior of the water extent

over time.
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3.3. SMOS- and EO-Based Precipitation

The ESA SMOS mission, launched in late 2009, determines, among other things,
the surface soil moisture over land at a global scale. Knowledge of the spatiotemporal
distribution of soil moisture is essential for various applications, such as water resource
management, flood forecasting, and groundwater recharging. Soil moisture (SM) comprises
an important hydrological and climatic parameter of the initial condition of the soil, and
when combined with rainfall can provide valuable information for flood monitoring as well
as prediction. SMOS provides soil moisture content to a depth of a few centimeters [85],
typically in the range of 0-5 cm, depending on the degree of soil wetness, and features a
2-3-day revisit time [42].

For this study, SMOS Level 3 soil moisture data from March 2015 to May 2020 were
selected with a 3-day temporal aggregation, which allows for the best estimation of SM
when several multiorbit retrievals are available at a time [86]. SMOS measurements were
acquired along the ascending pass, since the retrievals of the top 5 cm from the early
morning show better agreement with in situ measurements [87-91]. In the ascending orbits
(the early morning) the retrievals are more accurate, as the ionospheric effects are expected
to be minimal and the surface conditions are close to thermal equilibrium [86].

In addition to direct soil moisture estimates, satellite precipitation products were also
utilized. In fact, although rain gauges provide the most accurate and direct measurement
of precipitation, due to a lack of well-distributed in situ rain gauge measurements satellite
precipitation products represent a reliable alternative for providing global information and
operational facilities for rainfall estimates. Furthermore, recent studies assess how soil
moisture measurements from space-based sensors can be used to improve satellite-based
precipitation estimates [92-98].

In this study, daily and monthly precipitation data were obtained from satellite mea-
surements for the period between May 2015 and May 2020 through the Copernicus Climate
Change Service (C3S) implemented by the ECMWF (European Centre for Medium-Range
Weather Forecasts) and NASA Goddard Earth Sciences Data and Information Services
Center (GES DISC). For rainfall-accumulated precipitation (in mm), the following products
were used:

(a) GPM IMERG Final Daily Precipitation (GPM_3IMERGDF) [99].

(b) GPM IMERG Final Monthly Precipitation (GPM_3IMERGM) [100].
() TRMM TMPA /3B43 Monthly Rainfall Estimate [101].

(d) Rainfall observations from the local network.

The precipitation data were jointly examined with SM measurements to derive the
long-term changes in the meteorological conditions for the purpose of analyzing the
2019 flood event (Figure 7). The time series of precipitation were compared with SMOS
measurements for a chosen pixel containing the monitoring sites (Figure 7). The time
series indicate temporal consistency; in particular, an increase in soil moisture is observed
following rainfall events, while maintaining lower values during spring and summer
periods. This observation is important even though the amount of precipitation and the
changes in soil moisture are not always proportional due to other controlling parameters,
including surface runoff, drainage, intensive evaporation, the presence of vegetation, and
different soil textures.
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Figure 7. Time-averaged map of the monthly precipitation rate (TRMM_3B43 v7, in mm/month [102])
for (a) December 2018, (b) January 2019, and (c) February 2019. Right: joint time series for
(d,e) monthly satellite precipitation (GPM_IMERG and TRMM) and soil moisture (SMOS), in addi-
tion to (f) monthly satellite precipitation (GPM_IMERG) and in situ rain measurements [103]. Both
GPM_IMERG and TRMM monthly data were used for validation purposes.

Furthermore, in situ observations from a single rain gauge station operating in the
area, the Chalkida station (Figure 1), located 4-8 km away from the study areas (Figure 1),
were obtained [103] in order to assess the performance of satellite data. Between December
2018 and January 2019, the Chalkida station received, on average, 200-210 mm of rain
(Figure 7a,b), while the mean annual precipitation in the area does not exceed, on average,
290 mm. The high rainfalls can be clearly seen in the monthly precipitation time series for
both the TRMM_3B43 and GPM IMERG estimates (Figure 7d,e). Considering the in situ and
satellite observations (Figure 7f), they appear to be temporally strongly correlated, revealing
that even though space-borne data have spatial resolutions of 10 km (GPM IMERG) and
25 km (TRMM_3B43), they happen to be consistent with site-specific rainfall heights.

Temporal satellite observations were able to provide supplementary, yet, as proven,
independent sources of information concerning water inputs, contrary to in situ precipi-
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tation estimates, which are not always representative for the entire area considering the
sparse monitoring stations (because of height differences, different geomorphological
conditions, etc.).

4. Results

The multitemporal investigation on the period between 2015 and 2020 (Figure 5) con-
cerning two reference lakes, the ephemeral lake in Dokos and the permanent lake in Fylla,
underlines the fact that they were inundated during the 2019 flood period. Both sites are lo-
cated in the surficial sediments of the Lilas River alluvial plain and are in close proximity to
WNW-SE-oriented outcrops of limestone (Figure 1). Consistent temporal trends in the total
estimated water area are observed between the different monitoring approaches (Figure 5);
however, the joint analysis allowed the exclusion of local outliers (mainly NDWI false posi-
tives), improving in this way the outputs and facilitating their proper interpretation. While
the time series of the NDWI and SAR backscatter are consistent during inundation events,
they may deviate for the remaining observation period (i.e., during ‘normal’ conditions),
showing a low degree of correlation. In fact, both the NDWI and SAR backscatter can be
used to detect water bodies, yet SAR observations are sensitive to variability in vegetation
growth, among other factors, which introduces differences into their temporal patterns
compared to the NDWI; however, by combining the NDWI and SAR, we obtain a more
accurate estimate of the water presence and dynamics.

The evolution of the radar backscatter over the entire monitoring period of 2015-2020
shows significant temporal variability across the lake, yet consistent low backscatter values
ranging between —15 dB and —25 dB suggest that the area was governed by water supply
during the 2019 flood event. This backscatter minimum, which is evident in all of the time
series, is comparable for the reference period, with the positive ratios of the NDWI time
series indicating that the reference lakes were only temporally inundated; the constant
presence of water is equal to 1 and the constant absence of water is equal to 0. This
observation is consistent with the occurrence of an extreme rainfall event almost three
months before the observed flooding, as recorded by satellite rainfall observations (Figure 7)
and soil moisture estimates (Figure 5d). The high level of moisture during the period of
intense rainfall indicates an increase in the water content on the land surface and further
supports the occurrence of the flood event in early 2019.

The spatiotemporal analysis of temporary surface water is chosen to be further pre-
sented for the Dokos lake in Figures 3 and 6, as this lake was entirely formed during this
flood episode. Surface water is first observed at the area on 16 January 2019, covering
only a small part of the lake, the extent of which gradually increased in the following
months, reaching its maximum coverage in March 2019. The visual interpretation with
reference photos is shown in Figure S1 [104,105]. From May 2019 the amount of water
reduced significantly, and only the part of the former lake seemed to still possess water. The
ephemeral lake progressively declined and disappeared completely in October 2019. The
evolution of the spatial variability in the S-1 backscattering coefficient and the S-2 NDWI
shows identical performance (Figure 8).

A noteworthy feature characterizes the former detection of water to the east of the
Dokos lake on 12 December 2018 (site UL1, Figure 9), around a month before the appearance
of the ephemeral lake (on 16 Jan 2019), following the WNW-SE outcrops of kastic limestone,
which could potentially be the means that controlled and supplied the karstic flood. This
phenomenon appears to be identical for the Fylla lake, suggesting for both lakes the origin
of karstic groundwater and the flow processes that caused flooding (Figure 9). As described
in Figure 9, there seems to be a gradual water flow from the east (sites UL1 and DL1) that
progressively supplies the lakes in a time window of approx. 3 months. This fact seems to
follow a dependency relation in which the recharging of the lakes continues to increase,
with the maximum extent of water in March 2019, until the water in the karstic outcrop
finally disappears. Other flooding events, limited in the karstic limestone, have been also
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recognized in the NDWI time series, indicating seasonal effects during November and
December; however, they did not result in analogous lake flooding in the area.
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Figure 8. Water cover map using the NDWI and SAR backscatter water indices. Comparison of the
S-1 (in orange) and S-2 (in green) water indices in the flooded lakes. Joint comparison of the S-1 and
S-2 indices in blue color.

Although seasonal patterns are more evident in the NDWI time series, as the SAR
backscatter is also affected by factors other than moisture content (mainly vegetation
changes), with annual minima in late spring and early summer, an important fact remains
that the reference area records the first considerable and long-lasting increase in surface
water in early 2019, during the 5-year time span. The detailed investigation of SAR
backscatter time series was therefore followed by examining their statistical properties to
determine the impact of the flood event. The results are shown in Figure 4. The standard
deviation was computed based on the time series for each pixel, with the purpose of
showing water variability. In this case, computing the standard deviation allows for the
identification of areas that show strong variability exceeding expected seasonal behavior.
Areas of such high deviations are indicative of water inundation, meaning that they were
flooded during the 2019 event (Figure 4).

According to the average, minimum (negative values for sigma naught in dB), and
maximum (positive NDWI values) results (Figure 4), the maximum water area change was
observed in the northern ephemeral lake, whilst still considerable changes in the margins
of the permanent southern lake were also noticed close to the flood peak date. Due to the
lowland karst terrain, the maximum inundation areas were assumed to be associated with
the storage capacity, as it is likely to hold the maximum water storage, hence lake basins.
Note that the maximum water coverage of the two water bodies demonstrated similar local
hydrological conditions that regulated inundation. The results highlight the suitability of
the methods used for each satellite sensor.
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Figure 9. Identification of the origin of the karst groundwater causing the ephemeral lake flooding.
Top: Spatial distribution of surface water in the Dokos lake (a—c) and Fylla lake (d—f) for 12 December
2018 (a,d), 16 January 2019 (b,e), and 7 March 2019 (c,f). Bottom: Time series plots of the NDWTI for
the chosen points shown in the Dokos lake (left) and Fylla lake (right). Dashed lines correspond to
the time periods of frames a—f and denote the flood onset among different sites, showing the temporal
progression in karst ephemeral flooding.

5. Discussion

Data collected for approximately 5 years from different sensors with different spatial
resolutions were processed, showing that, independently of the sensors’ characteristics and
the applied processing chains, it is promising to obtain time series in qualitatively good
agreement for contributing variables such as surface water. On the basis of satellite data
(5-1 and S-2) mapping, surface water was effectively detected at a spatial resolution of
10-20 m, along with its long-term variation. Through this, it was also possible to identify
water peaks related to the 2019 flood that are primarily associated with the ephemeral
appearance of the Dokos lake to the north and the spreading of the permanent Fylla lake to
the south (Figure 9).

The multisource and multitemporal data analysis determined the extent as well as
intensity of the flooding and revealed that the reference lakes recommend flood-prone
areas that are most affected when weather-related extreme events occur without an
annual repeatability.

Diverse remotely sensed data were integrated into a GIS environment for further analy-
sis, specifically the definition and extraction of the flood-affected areas and co-interpretation
along with the morphological as well as geological features of the area (Figure 1). Both
sites show great similarity since they lie in the alluvial fan deposits of the Lilas River,
which allow rainfall to enter the karst system almost immediately. Furthermore, they are
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located next to limestone of the same WNW-SE orientation, suggesting the possibility of
hydraulic connections between them. Any presence of favorable structural controls, such as
dipping beds or folds, may also contribute to the accentuation of water flow. The limestone
formations are located on the margins of the lowland karstic system and constitute the
southern extension of the mountain masses found to the north. Coupled with the high
rainfall levels for January 2019, both lakes’ vicinities with the relatively steep limestone
hills seem to facilitate water flow between them; however, it is of great importance to
understand the nature of the connection and the hydrological processes that prevailed
between the floodplains and the water drainage system. It was shown that, during the
rainfall peak in January 2019, localized water outflow partially covered the Dokos lake,
while the time taken to reach the maximum outflow was in March 2019 (Figures 3 and 6).
This signifies that it took significantly longer to reach the maximum outflow, resulting in a
prolonged flood duration. Indeed, despite the absence of rainfall during the spring and
summer periods water levels have declined significantly, but flood waters are present. The
maximum observed outflow may represent the maximum drainage capacity of the lakes
under heavy rainfall conditions and should be considered for evaluating future extreme
scenarios. The comparison of inundation with rainfall records for the same period shows a
strong relationship between rainfall and flood dynamics, resulting in floodplains character-
ized by low-frequency and long-duration flooding. The spatially variable hydrodynamic
properties and responses within the area helped in understanding that the underground
karst flow is controlled by two discharge scenarios, the storage capacity of the lakes, and
the floodwater that enters from proximal sources.

By means of satellite remote sensing, we were able to propose a flooding mechanism for
both lakes, with the source of karst groundwater recharging initially at the east calcareous
hills and progressively supplying the lakes with water via karst conduits and not surface
runoff. Characteristically, in the case of the Dokos lake, the water seems to first discharge
on the deeper western side of the lake, while it gradually increases to fill the shallower
areas (Figure 9). It is very interesting that water gradually fills the lakes, starting from its
deeper part, almost three months following the heavy rainfalls. This delay, combined with
the local absence of runoff during the flooding, implies that the phenomenon is controlled
by a groundwater transfer mechanism. In parallel, runoff on the limestone, which appears
immediately after the rainfall event, disappears in a relatively short time without any traces.
In particular, surface runoff following the extreme rainfall is limited to the karstic limestone
and disappears relatively fast. Then, after several months, surface water starts appearing
at the deepest part of the nearby ephemeral lake, which, in time, leads to overflooding.
This flooding is maintained for approximately nine months, implying its connection to
non-surficial hydrologic processes. In karstic terrains, the subsurface flow and storage of
water can lead to delayed or prolonged responses to rainfall events.

The above observations may support our suggestion of groundwater rise and basin
inundation due to the transfer of groundwater from the karstic to free aquifer systems. The
homogeneity of the flood mechanism identified in this lowland karst area reinforced the
understanding of the local hydrological and hydrogeological processes operating during
flood conditions. An important base of knowledge has arisen from the recent extreme
flooding event due to the increasing availability of diverse remote sensing data that offered
the potential to describe flood conditions accurately, while overcoming the lack of a local
monitoring network. The methodologies adopted provide the ability to monitor the long-
term spatial and temporal changes in surface water, and consequently flood events that
could be effectively addressed for flood risk analysis purposes.

In conclusion, the Lilas plain is susceptible to flooding when water levels within
the nearby karstic aquifer rise during periods of intense or prolonged rainfall, even at
neighboring basins, forming ephemeral lakes that may last for several months; however, it
should be noted that, after the appearance of the ephemeral lake, inundated areas expand
over urban settlements, mainly along the coastal zone, leading, in turn, to damages and
sometimes the need for evacuation (Figure S1). In this case, the first indication of water
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lake outflow that insists on time (Figure 9b) could potentially signify a subsequent severe
flooding reaching nearby villages and should be considered as a precursor in order to
take measures and prevent property as well as human losses. Therefore, this multi-EO
data analysis provides a basic conceptualization of the factors controlling precipitation,
inflow, and discharge in the Lilas plain, and a valuable insight tool that should be used
for determining hazards associated with groundwater-induced flooding in Chalkida. This
inherent disaster should be explicitly acknowledged within the public authorities to permit
proper flood hazard assessments for future extreme events.

6. Conclusions

Hydrological processes are dynamic phenomena acting at different timescales; there-
fore, a proper monitoring scheme is required for the effective identification of changes in
surface water conditions. Following the 2019 flood event at the broader area of Chalkida,
the spatial distribution of and temporal variability in surface water were analyzed and
interpreted over the years of 2015-2020. It was demonstrated that EO data can play a sig-
nificant role in improving our capacity for mapping temporary water bodies and provide
key hydrological mechanisms.

The accuracy of ephemeral surface water delineation, including flood-affected areas,
was significantly improved through the joint assimilation of multitemporal satellite data
(i.e., S-1 SAR and S-2 optical), rather than using individual satellite observations. By
additionally integrating near-surface soil moisture from SMOS- and EO-based rainfall
observations, more accurate estimates were achieved concerning the variability in surface
water and the prevailing flooding mechanism that appears to be strongly controlled by the
karst system.

Based on the joint analysis of diverse EO time series, the area has experienced a single
noteworthy flood episode during the five-year monitoring period. The findings verify the
primary appearance of water runoff along the karstic landscape with the onset of intense
rainfall. As expected by the local geology, surface water runoff is quickly channeled through
the underground karst system to the neighboring free aquifers on which ephemeral lakes
develop. Whether heavy rainfall will lead to a flood event is highly associated with the
prolonged and extended appearance of surface water in those ephemeral lakes.

Remote sensing from multiple satellite sensors offers a unique synoptic tool that is
often unattainable by traditional local gauging networks. Our EO-supported findings
may serve as indicators for flood alerts in future extreme precipitation events, supporting
decision making and minimizing response times in cases of emergencies.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at:
https:/ /www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ geohazards4020012/s1, Figure S1: Photographs show-
ing the 2019 flooding event that hit Dokos [104,105]; Figure S2: Past water fluctuations in Dokos
from Google Earth; Figure S3: Schematic diagram showing SAR and optical processing adopted for
Sentinel-1 GRD and Sentinel-2 L1C data.
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