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Abstract: Drought monitoring and prediction have important roles in various aspects of hydrological
studies. In the current research, the standardized precipitation index (SPI) was monitored and
predicted in Peru between 1990 and 2015. The current study proposed a hybrid model, called
ANN-FA, for SPI prediction in various time scales (SPI3, SPI6, SPI18, and SPI24). A state-of-the-art
firefly algorithm (FA) has been documented as a powerful tool to support hydrological modeling
issues. The ANN-FA uses an artificial neural network (ANN) which is coupled with FA for Lima
SPI prediction via other stations. Through the intelligent utilization of SPI series from neighbors’
stations as model inputs, the suggested approach might be used to forecast SPI at various time scales
in a meteorological station with insufficient data. To conduct this, the SPI3, SPI6, SPI18, and SP124
were modeled in Lima meteorological station using other meteorological stations” datasets in Peru.
Various error criteria were employed to investigate the performance of the ANN-FA model. Results
showed that the ANN-FA is an effective and promising approach for drought prediction and also a
multi-station strategy is an effective strategy for SPI prediction in the meteorological station with a
lack of data. The results of the current study showed that the ANN-FA approach can help to predict
drought with the mean absolute error = 0.22, root mean square error = 0.29, the Pearson correlation
coefficient = 0.94, and index of agreement = 0.97 at the testing phase of best estimation (SPI3).

Keywords: artificial neural network; drought prediction; hydroinformatics; standard precipitation
index (SPI); firefly algorithm; Peru

1. Introduction

A drought is a climatological event that has a detrimental impact on human existence
by limiting the availability of water [1]. There have been steady changes in drought indices
throughout the last decades [2]. It may have disastrous effects on the economy, agriculture,
water supply, ecosystems, public health, and watershed health. It has substantial effects on
the amount and water quantity and quality on local and global scales, which may result in
starvation, environmental, or even human catastrophe [3,4]. Using a collection of meteo-
rological, agricultural, hydrological, or even socioeconomic data, the appropriate indices
are computed to assess the severity of drought [5-7]. Meteorological drought indicators
such as air temperature and precipitation are often used to compute a drought index. There
are several drought indices, including the standardized precipitation index (SPI) [8], the
drought area index (DAI) [9], the Palmer drought severity index (PDSI [10], and the most
recently developed standardized precipitation evapotranspiration index (SPEI) [11]). While
the DAI and SPI calculate based on time series data of precipitation, the other drought
indices also can be derived from time series data of meteorological /hydrological variables.
The temporal scale of an indicator is also significant when evaluating the effects of drought.
For example, an SPI with a monthly scale (i.e., SPI1) indicates the monthly fluctuation
of wet and dry periods relative to a region’s long-term mean precipitation. Longer time
scales, such as SPI3, SP16, and SPI12, display precipitation variations over the last 3, 6, and
9 months, which may be used as indicators of prolonged wet or dry periods. Although
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they indicate meteorological drought conditions, they may be used to manage agricultural
drought and water resources.

Drought prediction is vital for water resource management, agriculture products,
monitoring environmental changes, and the health of the ecosystem [12]. No global strat-
egy can outperform all models in all fields of study; thus, it is required to examine each
case individually, analyzing the performance of each technique or the combination of
many techniques in each research field [13]. Due to the complexity and non-linearity of
the drought process, simulations using non-linear time series data are necessary. Conse-
quently, machine learning (ML) systems for drought forecasting have attracted considerable
interest [14,15]. In addition, several types of research have shown that Al algorithms out-
perform conventional approaches [16-19], such as artificial neural network (ANN) [20],
support vector machines (SVMs) [21], random forests [22], and the adaptive neuro-fuzzy
inference system (ANFIS) [23], which are examples of these ML systems. In recent decades,
different developed types of ML approaches have been widely used for drought modeling
tasks; for example, Inoubli et al. [24] investigated the ability of the LSTM model for SPEI
forecasting in East Azerbaijan province in Iran. They resulted in R? = 0.91 and RMSE = 0.03
for SPEI-3 and SPEI-6 forecasting [24]. Xu et al. [25] coupled an autoregressive integrated
moving average (ARIMA) with the LSTM model for SPEI forecasting in China. They also
compared the ability of a coupled ARIMA-LSTM model with support vector machine
regression (SVR), ARIMA coupled with SVR, standalone ARIMA, and standalone LSTM
models. They also used 1-month and 2-month lag times for forecasting SPEI-1, SPEI-3,
SPEI-6, SPEI-12, and SPEI-24, and the proposed approach (ARIMA-LSTM) reported a
range of RMSE between 0.037 and 0.479 and from 1.652 to 1.896 for drought forecasting
in different time scales for 1-month and 2-month lag times, respectively [25]. The LSTM
model was used for SPEI1 and SPEI3 forecasting in the New South Wales region (Australia).
The result proved R? = 0.99 for the LSTM model in drought forecasting; also, the LTM
model was compared with other types of machine learning-based models such as artificial
neural network (ANN) and random forest (RF) approaches [26].

Given the significance of a drought’s impact on water resource management, human
life, and the environment, previous studies have been conducted to improve the precision
of drought simulation approaches. To this end, the performance of various ML models,
including ANN (e.g., [27-30]), support vector machine (SVM; e.g., [31,32]), RF (e.g., [33])
and long short-term memory (LSTM,; e.g., [34]). In the most recent research, hybrid ML
models coupled with optimization algorithms have been built and applied successfully to
address drought prediction issues (e.g., [35-37]). This combined method benefits from one
or multiple optimization algorithms during the training phase; therefore, they train with a
boosting optimization approach, which leads to error reduction. These coupled models also
can find all possible solutions for an issue and, therefore, they can choose the solution with
minimum cost function (minimum error) to have a high accuracy time series prediction.

The coupled ML techniques have been developed by merging optimization algorithms
with ML models to train ML models based on an optimized strategy. Previous studies have
proved that coupled ML models with meta-heuristic optimization algorithms are more capa-
ble than standalone ML models in hydrological forecasting [38—40]. Therefore, using an op-
timization algorithm to boost the ability of ML models is a beneficial approach for drought
forecasting. Firefly optimization algorithm (FA) as one of the nature-inspired algorithms has
been successfully contributed to drought forecasting [41], flood studies [42,43], reference
evapotranspiration estimation [44,45], rainfall pattern prediction [46], and groundwater
studies [47,48]. Previous research has proven the performance of coupled ML techniques
for drought modeling, however, the usage of hybrid models based on ANN coupled with
the firefly algorithm (ANN-FA) has not yet been explored. On the other hand, the majority
of ML models have complex structure construction issues that have not been well inves-
tigated in earlier research. This paper explores the topic of drought prediction using the
ANN-FA method, with an applied example via code-based demonstration in the MATLAB
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environment. The ANN-FA model uses the multi-station strategy of the SPI employing ten
meteorological stations dispersed across Peru.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

In this study, the precipitation of ten meteorological stations in Peru at a monthly time
scale is considered for drought analysis. Peru is located between 0° and 18° S latitude and
69° and 81° N longitude in the South American continent (Figure 1). There are fifty-four
hydrological watersheds in Peru, fifty-two of which are open watersheds that drain to the
Pacific Ocean and two that flow to the Atlantic Ocean through the Amazons. According
to the Koppen-Geiger climatic classification map (Figure 1), there are four main climate
classifications and fifteen minor ones in the study areas (Peru).
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Figure 1. The climate types in Peru according to the Képpen—Geiger climate classification (based on
Kottek et al. [49], Beck et al. [50], and Mohammadi et al. [51]).

2.2. Data Used

This study was implemented based on meteorological datasets which were obtained
from the Republic of Peru’s National Service of Meteorology and Hydrology (SENAMHI)
from 10 meteorological stations from January 1990 to 2015. The observed precipitation
dataset on a monthly scale was used for calculating drought in 3-month, 6-month, 18-month,
and 24-month time steps. Table 1 displays the statistical features of precipitation time series
data for the specified station. The locations of the stations are given in Figure 2a. In
addition, Figure 2 shows the locations of the chosen stations as well as the monthly total of
the precipitation. According to Figure 2b, the quantity of monthly precipitation steadily
rises from southwest to northeast. Consistent with the findings of Viale and Nunez [52], it
is evident that the hilly terrain of the Andes has a significant impact on precipitation.

The standardized precipitation index (SPI) was calculated for all studied regions based
on precipitation data in 3-month (SPI3), 6-month (SP16), 18-month (SPI18), and 24-month
(SPI24) time windows. It was proposed by Mckee et al. [8]. The gamma probability
distribution was used to calculate SPI [53] and the gamma distribution was fitted to the
monthly precipitation data for this aim (for more information about SPI calculation, see [54]).
Table 2 lists the SPI thresholds based on each drought phase used in the current study.
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Table 1. Information of the meteorological stations and statistical characteristics of measured precipi-
tation (from 1990 to October).

Code Station Department LAT (DMS) %]?1\1}; UTM-Zone Kop-Geig Mean (mm) St((rimlz)e v
TMB El salto Tumbes 03°48' S 80°30' W 17M Bsh 14 8.92
CUS Granja kcayra Cusco 13°33' S 71°52' W 19L Cwb 2.11 4.89
ANC Recuay Ancash 09°08' S 77°44 W 18L Cwb 2.26 448
AQP Imata Arequipa 16°20' S 72°09' W 18K Bwk 1.44 3.99
LIM Matucana Lima 11°50" S 76°22' W 18L Et 0.87 245
LSR San ramon Loreto 03°53' S 73°41' W 18M Af 6.17 13.72
TAC Sama grande Tacna 17°47' S 70°29' W 19K Bwh 0.07 0.43
UCA El maronal Ucayali 09°50" S 73°04 W 18L Am 5.02 13.12
SAM Lamas San martin 06°30" S 76°28' W 18M Af 3.67 8.84
LAM Cayalti Lambayeque 06°48' S 79°36' W 17M Bwh 0.21 1.88

LAN

Figure 2. The projection of the data in the selected stations (a,b) the monthly total of the precipitation.

Table 2. SPI classification according to the drought phase [55].

Drought Phase SPI Range
Extremely Wet >2.0
Very Wet 1.50 to 1.99
Moderately Wet 1.00 to 1.49
Near Normal —0.99 to 0.99
Moderately Dry —1.00 to —1.49
Severely Dry —1.50to —1.99
Extremely Dry <-2.0

2.3. Merged Artificial Neural Network with Firefly Algorithm (ANN-FA)

The ANN idea was initially established by McCulloch and Pits in 1943 and the back-
propagation technique for feed-forward ANN applications in research domains was de-
veloped in 1986 [56]. Each layer of an ANN comprises a number of neurons that may be
parameterized. Neurons are weight-adjustable activation functions based on a priori and
domain knowledge. ANNSs consist of numerous layers; all models share fundamental layers
(i.e., input layer and output layer) and additional hidden layers may be required (placed
between the algorithm’s input and output) [57]. The current study used an ANN with
Levenberg-Marquardt as the learning approach for developing the ANN model structure
for drought prediction. Figure 3 illustrates the schematic structure of the used ANN model
for multi-station drought prediction.
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Figure 3. Schematic structure of used ANN model in the current study.

Yang [58] proposed FA for the first time and its central concept was inspired by the
actual behavior of fireflies. The optical communication between fireflies inspires the main
idea of the firefly algorithm. This algorithm can be considered as a manifestation of swarm
intelligence, in which a higher level of intelligence is created from the co-operation of
simple and low-intelligence members, which certainly cannot be achieved by any of the
components. The FA algorithm is a meta-heuristic algorithm inspired by the behavior
of artificial fireflies. This algorithm is formulated with the following hypothesis: (1) all
fireflies have sexual desire, so that one firefly attracts all other fireflies. (2) Attraction is
proportional to its brightness, and for both fireflies, the less bright one will be attracted;
however, the brightness can increase or decrease as their distance. (3) If there is a firefly
brighter than the given firefly, it will move it randomly. The FA may be seen as a novel
expression of swarm intelligence, which is commonly used as a technique for enhancing
hydrological modeling [59]. In addition, researchers have discovered that fireflies employ
flashing lights as a defensive technique to communicate environmental warnings to other
fireflies. Different components of the worm communication system comprised the rhythm
or frequency of the flashing light, the pace at which the light flashes, and the length of the
firefly light blinking [58]. Since the attractiveness of a firefly is proportional to the light
intensity seen by nearby (neighboring) fireflies, the following equation may be used to
determine the attractiveness parameter (when r = 0 the attractiveness of the brighter insect
can be defined as f-):

B(r) = pee™" M)

Finding the optimized weight and bias in ANN model is an important task during the
training phase. In the current study, FA technique which applies an optimization approach
helps to overcome this difficulty to tune the ANN via an optimal way. The methodology of
the current study is based on proposing an ANN-FA approach for multi-station drought
prediction, which can be explained as follows (based on the provided source code in the
“Supplementary Materials” section): the “ANN_FA.m" is the file that should be run for the
implementation of ANN-FA; this function helps with data splitting, managing the network
size, and ANN details. The “TrainUsing FA_Fcn” function is responsible for training the
neural network using the firefly algorithm. Using the firefly, the weights and biases of the
neural network are adjusted. Using firefly, the best configuration for the neural network is
estimated. The “Cost_ANN_FA” function has the task of first creating a neural network
with the member of the firefly population, then, using the created network, the value of the
function is estimated. Finally, the difference between the estimated value and the actual
value is returned as an error (cost). The “ConsNet_Fcn” function creates a neural network
with firefly population members. In other words, it values the weights and biases with the
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cream value. The “PlotResults.m” is for visualization of the results. The robustness of the
firefly algorithm was evaluated based on cost changes per iteration; also, the performance
of ANN-FA was analyzed based on the capability of its training and testing phase according
to several statistical metrics (Table 3, Section 2.4).

Table 3. Parameter setting of firefly algorithm.

Parameter Description Value
MaxIt Maximum number of iterations 500
nPop Number of fireflies (swarm size) 30
gamma Light absorption coefficient 1
beta Attraction coefficient base value 2
alpha Mutation coefficient 0.2
alpha_damp Mutation coefficient damping ratio 0.98
VarMin Lower bound of variables -1
VarMax Upper bound of variables 1
delta Uniform mutation range 0.05 x (VarMax — VarMin)

2.4. Performance Criteria

The data’s time series is divided into training (75% of the whole dataset) and testing
(25% of the whole dataset) sections. Five statistical metrics were used for evaluating ANN-
FA model performance, including: mean absolute error (MAE [60]), root mean square error
(RMSE [60]), the ratio of RMSE to the standard deviation of the observations (RSR [61]),
Pearson correlation coefficient (r), and index of agreement (d [62-64]). The evaluation
criteria are according to Equations (2) to (6).

1 N
MAE = 21’ (SPIi(A) - SPIi(p)) ‘ )
i=
" (SPL/ay — SPLp)?
RMSE — \/21_1( i(A) i(p)) 3
N
RMSE
RSR = STDEV, @

i (SPhia - WW) (sPlp) — SPIp))
\/zz 1 (SPIa) — SPI \/z, (8P SPI<p))
P i (SPIi(A) — SPIp))? : ©)
w1 (| (SPLpy = SPTay ) | + | (8PLia) — SPTa) ) |)

where, N is the number of datasets, SPI;4) and SPI;p) are the actual SPI values and

predicted SPI values, respectively, and SPI( 4) and SPI(p) are the mean actual SPI and mean
predicted SPI values, respectively; also, STDEV is standard deviation of actual SPI.

©)

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Generation of Multi-station Scenarios

Predicting drought in Lima using drought in other neighboring cities is the main aim
of the current study. Therefore, the SPI values of Tumbes, Cusco, Ancash, Arequipa, Loreto,
Tacna, Ucayali, San Martin, and Lambayeque were considered as input features of ANN-FA
for predicting drought in Lima in short (3-month and 6-month) and long (18-month and
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24-month) time steps. The suggested structures for Lima drought prediction are according
to the below.

Time scale 3-month : (SPI3); ;31 = f { (SPI3)oser stations )

Time scale 6-month : (SPI16); ;0 = f { (SPI6) ouer stations t

Time scale 18-month : (SPI18); ;5 = f { (SPI18)ser stationst
Time scale 24-month : (SPI24); ;as = f { (SPI124) o4er stations )

3.2. The SPI Prediction Results via Proposed ANN-FA

Based on suggested scenarios (neighbors’ stations as input of ANN-FA model), the SPI
time series data in each station was split into two stages: the training stage (75% of the whole
dataset) and the testing stage (25% of whole data). The hyperbolic tangent sigmoid and
a linear function were applied as transfer functions for transferring information from the
input layer to the hidden layer and from the hidden layer to the output layer, respectively.
The performance of the ANN-FA model for drought prediction analyzed underframe of
four different time steps and at the training and testing stages is listed in Table 4. The
ANN-FA predicted the SPI3, SP16, SPI18, and SP124 with RMSE values equal to 0.29 to 0.31,
0.60, and 0.81 for the testing section, respectively. Considering the results of the ANN-FA,
the SPI3 is superior to SP16, SPI18, and SPI24 at both training and testing phases. Table 4
indicates that the ANN-FA simulated SPI24 with lower accuracy than SPEI3, SP16, and
SPI24. This may be owing to the greater time accumulation in SPI24, which can have a
smoother time series; also, it can be due to lower correlation between Lima station and
other neighbors’ stations in SPI24. Danandeh Mehr et al. [1] used a neighbors’ station
strategy to predict SPIin Ankara (in Turkey) using a coupled model based on the Elman
neural network with simulated annealing (ENN-SA). They reported RMSE for the best
scenario equal to 0.39 and 0.34 for training and testing periods of SPI3, respectively, and 0.37
and 0.35 for training and testing periods of SPI6, respectively. They also used the support
vector machine as a feature selection algorithm to determine the most effective neighbor
stations for drought prediction, while the current study used nine stations in the whole of
Peru for the prediction of drought in Lima station. Pande et al. [28] used ANN and M5P
tree models for SPI3 and SPI6 prediction in Angangaon and Dahalewadi stations (in India).
They reported RMSE from 0.794 to 0.828 for SPI3 prediction and from 0.715 to 0.754 for SP16
prediction in the testing phases using an ANN model and they reported RMSE = 0.551 and
0.530 for SPI3 and SPI6 predictions in the testing phases using an M5P tree model. Yaseen
etal. [65] predicted SPI in different time scales (SPI1, SPI3, SPI6, and SPI12) using an M5 tree,
extreme learning machine (ELM), random forest (RF), online sequential-ELM (OSELM),
and minimum probability machine regression (MPMR) in four meteorological stations in
Bangladesh. They used the lag times of SPI as input for machine learning models. The
results showed that the RF model has a better performance for SPI1 prediction and the ELM
model showed a better performance for SPI3, SP16, and SPI12 prediction. The best results of
SPI3 and SPI6 prediction were reported with an RMSE equal to 0.203 (for SPI3) and 0.09 (for
SPI16). Regarding comparing optimization algorithms’ abilities, Adnan et al. [37] coupled
six optimization algorithms with a random vector functional link (RFVL) for SPI prediction
in Bangladesh. They used the social spider optimization, particle swarm optimization, the
salp swarm algorithm, the genetic algorithm, the hunger games search algorithm, and the
grey wolf optimization as boosting tools during the training of RFVL. The results showed
that optimization algorithms can improve the ability of ordinary RFVL in drought (SPI)
prediction. Gorgij et al. [66] employed a long short-term memory (LSTM) model for SPI
prediction in a semi-arid climate in Iran. They found the LSTM model’s performance was
superior to the multivariate adaptive regression spline, compared with extra trees and
vector autoregressive techniques for SPI prediction in different time steps. In this study, the
FFA approach was used as an optimization technique to tune the ANN weights and biases.
This type of optimization-based hybridization is a time-consuming method; this finding is
in the same direction as Piri et al. [67].
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Table 4. Performance of proposed ANN-FA for drought modeling in 3 months, 6 months, 18 months,
and 24 months (for both training and testing phases).

SPI3 SPI6 SPI18 SPI24
Metrics Training Testing Training Testing Training Testing Training Testing
MAE 0.20 0.22 0.25 0.25 0.36 0.49 0.42 0.70
RMSE 0.26 0.29 0.32 0.31 0.48 0.60 0.54 0.81
RSR 0.29 0.37 0.31 0.35 0.45 0.74 0.49 1.36
r 0.96 0.94 0.95 0.94 0.89 0.88 0.87 0.69
d 0.98 0.97 0.97 0.97 0.94 0.87 0.92 0.75

The scatter plots between the actual and predicted drought for all SPI time scales by
the ANN-FA model during the training and testing stages are showed in Figure 4. As it
can be seen from this figure, the regression lines of predicted drought in short time step
(SPI3 and SPI9) were quite near the 1:1 line which indicates the excellent performance of
the proposed ANN-FA for drought prediction in short time steps (3-month and 5-month)
during both training and testing phases. The result of drought prediction for long-term
droughts (SPI 18 and SPI24) indicated a weaker performance compared with SPI3 and SPI6
in both training and testing stages. This issue can be due to the low effect of neighbors’
stations on SPI18 and SPI24; this means that in short-term drought predictions, neighboring
stations demonstrated similar behavior, but in long-term drought predictions, the stations’
references were slightly different from each other. Overall, Figure 4 proved the ANN-FA
approach as a capable model for drought prediction and that it can be used as a reliable
technique, especially for short-time drought prediction. Applying decomposed signals of
time series data as inputs of ANN-FA could enhance performance of drought prediction
using ANN-FA model. Future potential studies might consider this issue and apply any
kind of signal decomposition approach on drought time series. Because of the advantage of
meta-heuristic optimization algorithms (e.g., FA), these methods have been popular to use
during training of artificial neural network models. They are independent from the type of
problem and they can be implemented without objective function-derived information [68]
and, also, they are efficient methods in non-linear problems such as hydrological modeling.
Therefore, the current study used FA to overcome the complexity of ordinary ANN and
find the optimal weight and bias of ANN during the training phase.

Table 5 presents the results of the linear correlation between predicted SPI values with
proposed ANN-FA and actual SPI values for training and testing sections. These values
show how the model considers a relationship between actual SPI and target SPI (SPI in
LIMA station). It can be seen that the ANN-FA mode provided better results in the training
phase in all scales and the ANN-FA model predicted drought in the testing periods with a
lower correlation than the training periods.

The time series graphs of actual drought vs predicted drought using ANN-FA are
shown in Figure 5. To confirm the capability of the proposed ANN-FA model for SPI time
series prediction (SPI3, SP16, SPI18, and SPI24), the results of both training and testing
phases via their error series were compared together in Figure 5. It can be noticed that the
predicted time series data in most of time steps follow the natural behavior of drought and
the predicted drought is the close to the actual data. However, the model had a challenge
during the training phase of SPI24 and ANN-FA could not detect well natural drought
behavior, which can be due to the low correlation between actual drought in neighbors’
stations with Lima station and irregular time series during the training phase for SPI24.
The drought durations and peak values of drought were detected by the ANN-FA model
during the training and testing phases of SPI3, SPI6, and SPI18 prediction. Furthermore, the
ANN-FA had on over-estimation during the testing phase of SPI18. The error time series
(blue graphs) showed that the biggest error occurred during SPI24 prediction, however, this
error ranged between SPI 2 and -2 during training phases, and between SPI 1 and -1 during
the testing phase. It was observed that extreme drought events and wetness periods were
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simulated accurately with proposed ANN-FA during the short time scale (SPI3 and SPI6);
also, ANN-FA simulated SPI18 in training and testing phases more accurately than SPI124.
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Figure 4. The actual SPI at different time scales vs. the predicted SPI via ANN-FA.
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Table 5. Explainable equations of predicted SPIs via proposed ANN-FA vs their correlation between
actual drought and predicted drought.

Scale Train Phase Equation r (Training) Test Phase Equation r (Testing)
SPI311m 0.92 x Target + 0.0081 0.957 Target — 0.055 0.939
SPI6Lm 0.89 x Target + 0.003 0.950 0.99 x Target + 0.045 0.942
SPI1811m 0.79 x Target + 0.0025 0.893 0.85 x Target + 0.45 0.877
SPI241 v 0.71 x Target + 0.0061 0.874 1.3 x Target + 0.014 0.694
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Figure 5. Time series plots of the actual and predicted SPI by proposed ANN-FA at different time scales.
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4. Conclusions

Short-term and long-term drought prediction is essential for water resource man-
agement, climate studies, agriculture product management, and human life. Due to the
non-linear nature of hydrological variables and the intrinsic complexity of climatic condi-
tion, drought prediction has been a challenging task in hydrological studies. In the relevant
literature, hybrid ML approaches with variable efficiency were proposed as a solution to
these challenges. A newly coupled artificial neural network model for drought prediction
in Peru was proposed and evaluated in this study. The ANN-FA was implemented for
3 months, 6 months, 18 months, and 24 months for drought prediction in Lima using other
neighbors’ stations drought time series. Utilizing five performance metrics and graphical
evaluations, the ANN-FA indicated an acceptable accuracy for drought prediction. Regard-
ing the RMSE values of the test section, the proposed ANN-FA model demonstrated 0.29,
0.31, 0.60, and 0.81 for drought prediction in 3-month, 6-month, 18-month, and 24-month
time scales. The r values between the actual SPI and predicted SPI reported as 0.94, 0.94,
0.88, and 0.69 for SPI3, SPI6, SPI18, and SPI24 prediction in the testing phase. The best
result was related to the SPI3 prediction and the weaker performance was related to SP124
prediction; also, in all scenarios, the training phase had a better performance compared
with the testing phase. In the long-term period drought prediction (SPI24), however, the
accuracy of drought predictions was shown to be weaker than other scenarios, therefore, it
is recommended to use some data pre-processing approaches such as variational mode de-
composition and wavelet transform to overcome this limitation. To improve the capability
of the ANN approach, the coupled ANN-FA model was proposed by which the optimal
weights of the ANN model were updated and selected via the firefly algorithm. Regarding
the structure of ANN-based models, determining the different training algorithms or dif-
ferent activation functions may have an effect on the result of drought prediction. In this
study, the firefly algorithm was effectively optimized in the training phase of the traditional
ANN model. Current research also showed that FA may be used effectively for boosting the
ability of ML approach, e.g., [59,69-71]. To the best of the author’s knowledge, this was the
first study to use FA as a hybrid with ANN for drought prediction tasks. The current study
focused on meteorological drought prediction; consequently, therefore, it is recommended
that future studies consider an ANN-FA model to predict other types of drought such as
agricultural and hydrological drought. Since the input dataset can play an important role in
the result of the ANN-FA model, when ground data are not available, satellite data may be
used as alternative sources for the input of ANN-FA. In addition, future potential studies
can use the leg times of drought (e.g., t — 1, — 2, — 3, etc.) to predict drought in time .
The proposed ANN-FA approach might be used to develop a boosted Al-based framework
for drought prediction at various climates and to evaluate the water resources systems.

Supplementary Materials: The source code of ANN-FA can be downloaded at: https:/ /github.com/
babakmohammadi/ANN-merged-with-the-firefly-algorithm (accessed on 23 February 2023).
Funding: This research received no external funding.

Data Availability Statement: Data available upon request.
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