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Abstract: Hydrological models often perform poorly in simulating dry years in regions with large
inter-annual variability in rainfall. We calibrated the Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) model
to dry and wet years separately, using the semi-arid Barrett watershed on the west coast of USA as
an example. We used hydrological and meteorological data from 1980–2010 to calibrate the SWAT
model parameters, compared the monthly runoff results simulated by SWAT using a traditional
calibration for the entire runoff series with results using a calibration with the wet and dry year
series, and analyzed differences in the most sensitive parameters between the wet and dry year series.
The results showed that (1) the SWAT model calibrated to the entire runoff series produced significant
differences in simulation efficiency between the wet years and dry years, with lower efficiency during
the dry years; (2) the calibration with separate wet and dry years greatly enhanced the SWAT model’s
simulation efficiency for both wet and dry years; (3) differences in hydrological conditions between
wet and dry years were represented by changes in the values of the six most sensitive parameters,
including baseflow recession rates, channel infiltration rates, Soil Conservation Service (SCS) curve
number, soil evaporation, shallow aquifer flow, and soil water holding capacity. Future work can
attempt to determine the physical processes that underlie these parameter changes and their impact
on the hydrological response of the semi-arid watersheds.
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1. Introduction

Distributed hydrologic models are effective tools for studying complex hydrological phenomena
in watersheds under the influence of climate change and anthropogenic activities [1]. One of the most
important features of a distributed hydrologic model is the spatial heterogeneity of the processes,
which can reflect the effects of the spatial heterogeneity of meteorological factors such as precipitation
and evaporation, and underlying surface factors, such as topography, soil, and land use, on the
hydrological cycle in the watershed [2].

Temporal changes or variability in the watershed condition also affect model performance.
Several studies [3,4] have shown differences in the simulation efficiency between the wet and dry
seasons using the Soil Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) model, which is a typical and widely-used
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semi-distributed hydrologic model [5–8]. Other hydrologic models also show significant differences in
simulation efficiency between wet and dry seasons [9,10]. One of the reasons for this is that some model
assessment indices, such as the correlation coefficient (R2) and the Nash-Sutcliffe efficiency (NSE),
better reflect the hydrological characteristics of wet periods, and the researcher cannot ensure that the
simulations are acceptable in both wet and dry periods when the simulation of entire runoff series
performs well [11]. Therefore, several studies [12–15] have proposed dividing the observed runoff
data into wet and dry seasons for separate calibration. Overall simulation efficiencies were improved
by differing amounts. Zhang et al. [15] also suggested that the improvements are more significant
for the dry periods. Calibration with separate wet and dry seasons results in different values of the
SWAT model parameters between the wet and dry seasons. White et al. altered the code of the SWAT
model and allowed the curve number (CN) to be changed with the growing season and the dormant
season of plants, which improved the model performance by Nash-Sutcliffe coefficient [12]. At the
Little River Experimental Watershed in Georgia, USA, the months were divided into a wet period
(runoff coefficient > 0.1) and a dry period (runoff coefficient < 0.1); several parameters had different
values during the wet and dry periods, including ALPHA_BF for baseflow, CH_K2 for channel routing,
CN2 for curve number, ESCO for soil evaporation, and GWQMN for shallow aquifer flow [13].

Although several studies have suggested that the SWAT model is applicable to semi-arid
regions [16], the simulation results are worse than those in wet regions [17–20]. One of the reasons
for this difference is that the inter-annual variabilities of the runoff in arid and semi-arid regions
are so large that it is difficult to ensure the simulations are acceptable in both wet and dry years.
For example, the simulated monthly runoff of the Sarrath River watershed in Tunisia, Africa [21] used
the SWAT model and showed that the simulated runoff was generally higher than the measurements
when the runoff was less than 4 m3/s. A simulation of the Colorado River in Mexico with SWAT also
overestimated runoff during dry periods [22]. Therefore, for regions with large inter-annual runoff
variability, the questions examined in this study are: Do the values of the SWAT model parameters
differ between the dry and wet years in a semi-arid watershed? Will calibrating the model for wet and
dry years separately significantly improve SWAT’s performance?

This study focused on the Barrett watershed, located in southwestern San Diego, California,
on the west coast of the USA, simulated the monthly runoff based on a sensitivity analysis of the
SWAT model parameters, analyzed the feasibility of dividing the data into wet and dry years for
model calibration, and showed differences in the values of model parameters during wet and dry
years, in order to improve the applicability of SWAT model to watersheds with different climates and
watershed conditions. Although the separation of wet and dry seasons in a year was researched for
SWAT modelling, the separation of wet and dry years for SWAT calibration was rarely reported in
the literature.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Background on the Barrett Watershed

Barrett watershed is part of the Tijuana River watershed along the tributary of the Cottonwood River
in USA (Figure 1). The watershed covers an area of 337 km2 and is located between 116◦25′–116◦48′ W
and 32◦38′–32◦56′ N. Reservoirs in the downstream part of the watershed provide flood control and
help meet the industrial and domestic water needs of San Diego [23,24]. The regional land use types are
mainly unused land with chaparral vegetation cover and exposed rock followed by forest. Grassland and
arable land account for only 3.9% of the total watershed area. Barrett watershed is in a semi-arid climate
zone [25], which is hot and dry during the summer and mild and rainy during the winter, and more
precipitation occurs at higher elevations. The annual runoff in the Barrett watershed varies significantly,
with the coefficient of variation as high as 1.65 during 1901–2010.
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Figure 1. Location and station distribution of the Barrett watershed.

2.2. Establishment of the SWAT Model for the Barrett Watershed

2.2.1. SWAT Model Description

The SWAT model [26] is a free, open source, geographic information system-based distributed
watershed hydrology model that was developed by the Agricultural Research Service, United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA). The water balance in SWAT model is based on following equation:

SWt = SW0 +
t

∑
i=1

(
Rday −Qsur f − Ea −Wseep −Qgw

)
i

(1)

in which SWt is the final soil water content (mm), SW0 is the initial soil water content (mm), t is the
time (days), Rday is the amount of precipitation on day i (mm), Qsur f is the surface runoff on day
i (mm), Ea is the amount of evapotranspiration on day i (mm), Wseep is the amount of percolation and
bypass flow exiting the soil profile bottom on day i (mm), and Qgw is the amount of return flow on day
i (mm).

The runoff simulation of SWAT model is divided into two main stages: land stage of hydrological
cycle and routing stage. The main hydrological processes include surface runoff, interflow (lateral flow),
subsurface runoff (groundwater discharge), and river channel routing and infiltration. The surface
runoff is calculated with the Soil Conservation Service Curve Number (SCS-CN) method [27] or the
Green-Ampt infiltration method [28]; the calculation and re-distribution of the interflow are performed
simultaneously considering the spatial-temporal changes of hydraulic conductivity, slope, and soil
water content. SWAT divides the groundwater into shallow groundwater and deep groundwater.
The shallow groundwater discharges into streams, and the deep groundwater flows outside the
watershed. Channel routing is based on the variable storage coefficient model [29] or the Muskingum
method [30], and includes channel infiltration.

2.2.2. SWAT Data Sources and General Setting

The input data of SWAT model in Barrett watershed and their sources are as follows:
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The topographic 30 m× 30 m DEM data of Barrett watershed were extracted from the Global Digital
Elevation Model (GDEM, 30 m resolution) of NASA, which is based on the Advanced Space borne
Thermal Emission and Reflection Radiometer (ASTER) and downloaded from the International Scientific
Data Service Platform of Chinese Academy of Sciences (Geospatial Data Cloud site, Computer Network
Information Center, Chinese Academy of Sciences, http://www.gscloud.cn). The soil data were from
the State Soil Geographic (STATSGO) Database of the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
of USDA. The land use in 2000 was downloaded from the San Diego Geographic Information Source
(SanGIS). Based on the actual land use characteristics of Barrett watershed, the authors divided the land
use into six types (forest, grassland, arable land, orchard land, construction land, and unused land) and
recoded the land use data based on the codes of urban land use and crop growth database of SWAT model.

The meteorological data included daily maximum temperature, minimum temperature,
precipitation, solar radiation, wind speed, and relative humidity. Most meteorological data of Barrett
watershed were from the 1980–2012 Daymet dataset of the Earth Science Data website of National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) [31]. This dataset was composed of daily 1 × 1 km
gridded data with coverage of all North America and included the daily maximum temperature,
minimum temperature, precipitation, relative humidity, and solar radiation. Although there are more
than 200 grids falling in Barrett watershed, it is not easy to set up the weather database by using all
grids. Thus, 15 grids of Daymet dataset distributed uniformly in the watershed were selected as the
meteorological input, because these 15 grids cover the watershed (Figure 1) and reflect the spatial
distribution of meteorological variables (such as precipitation, temperature, and relative humid) in the
watershed. The wind speed data was generated by the weather generator of SWAT, and the monthly
inflow of the Barrett Reservoir during 1980–2010 was calculated from the reservoir water balance,
which included change in storage, precipitation, evaporation, and seepage losses (unpublished data,
City of San Diego).

The watershed was divided into 31 sub-watersheds based on the DEM data and a threshold area of
6 km2. Areas with the same land use, soil type, and slope within a sub-watershed formed a Hydrologic
Response Unit (HRU). Minimum thresholds of 5%, 15%, and 15% for land use, soil type, and slope
coverage, respectively, were used to define the number of HRUs within any given sub-watershed.
As a result, a total of 141 HRUs have been identified for the watershed. The SCS curve number method
was selected to calculate surface runoff, and the variable storage coefficient method was used to
calculate river routing.

2.2.3. Parameter Sensitivity Analysis

The SWAT model includes numerous parameters. During the model calibration, it is difficult to
adjust each parameter to achieve optimal combination of parameters. A sensitivity analysis can be
used to select the parameters that are important to the simulation results.

We used the sensitivity analysis module in SWAT2009, which used the Latin Hypercube-One factor
At a Time (LH-OAT) sensitivity analysis method [32]. LH-OAT sensitivity analysis, a global sensitivity
analysis method, was proposed by Grienseven with a combination of LH sampling method [33] and
OAT sensitivity analysis method [34]. It had the advantages of both the LH sampling method and
OAT sensitivity analysis, which ensured that all parameters were sampled within the specified ranges;
it could clearly identify parameters that led to changes in the model results. The method operates
by loops, and each loop starts with a Latin Hypercube point. Around each Latin Hypercube point j,
the average of sensitivity index for each parameter ei is calculated as (in percentage):

Si =
1
N ∑N

j=1

∣∣∣∣∣100

(
M
[
e1j, · · · .eij(1 + fi), · · · epj

]
−
[
e1j, · · · , eij, · · · , epj

]
M
[
e1j , · · · .eij(1 + fi), · · · epj

]
+
[
e1j , · · · , eij , · · · , epj

]
/2

)/
fi

∣∣∣∣∣ (2)

in which M( ) refers to the model objective functions, fi is the fraction by which the parameter ei is
changed (a predefined constant), and j refers to a LH point (j ∈ [1, N]).

http://www.gscloud.cn
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SWAT’s 26 parameters related to the hydrological processes were selected to do a sensitivity
analysis. To make the sensitivities of model parameters comparable, the sensitivity index was divided
into four ranks: very high, high, medium, and small to negligible (Table 1), with higher sensitivity
values indicating higher sensitivity of the parameter [35].

Table 1. Sensitivity ranking.

Rank Index Sensitivity

I 0 ≤ Si < 0.0.5 Small to negligible
II 0.05 ≤ Si < 0.20 Medium
III 0.2 ≤ Si < 1 High
IV Si ≥ 1 Very high

2.2.4. Model Calibration and Validation

SWAT model (SWAT 2009 version) was run on monthly time steps for the period of January 1980
to December 2010 for calibration and validation. After the warm-up year (1980), streamflow records
from 1981 to 1995 were used for the calibration period, while the records from 1996 to 2010 were used
for the validation period.

Based on the sensitivity analysis, the parameters that had a significant impact on the stream
flow were selected to calibrate the model by adjusting the parameters manually and automatically.
Sequential Uncertainty Fitting (SUFI-2) [36] was selected as the automatic calibration method,
which was used by SWAT-CUP software provided by the official SWAT website.

Nash-Sutcliffe coefficient (NSE), coefficient of determination (R2), and relative error (RE) were
used to evaluate the performance of the model. The NSE quantifies the goodness-of-fit of the simulated
values relative to the observed values and usually falls in the range of 0–1. The closer the NSE is to 1,
the better the goodness-of-fit. NSE < 0 indicates low simulation reliability. R2 reflects the correlation
between observed and simulated values and has a range of 0–1. RE is used to measure the average
tendency of the simulated values to be larger or smaller than the observed counterparts. The closer
RE is to 0, the more accurate the simulated result. RE > 0 means that the simulated value is larger
than the observed value, whereas RE < 0 means that the observed value is greater than the simulated
value. It has been suggested that simulation results are acceptable when NSE > 0.5, R2 > 0.6, and RE is
between ±25% [37].

2.3. Calibration and Validation for Wet and Dry Years

Annual runoff data of Barrett watershed were divided into wet and dry years, and then SWAT
was calibrated and validated with the wet-year series and the dry-year series separately.

In the Standard for Hydrological Information and Hydrological Forecasting of China
(GB/T 22482-2008), a method of “relative deviation percentage” ((annual runoff−mean runoff)/(mean
runoff) × 100%) was used to divide wet and dry years with which annual runoff was categorized
into five grades (very high flow year, high flow year, normal flow year, low flow year, and very low
flow year). Because of large variability of runoff between wet and dry years in Barrett watershed,
the five grades were simplified to only two grades of wet yeas and dry years. There is no broadly
accepted criterion to judge a wet or dry year, and the separation is relative. For purposes of simplicity
and easy application, the long-term mean annual runoff was used as a threshold for this study.
Years whose annual runoff was greater than the mean annual runoff over 1981–2010 were identified
as wet years, while those that were less than the mean annual runoff were identified as dry years.
The whole period included 7 wet years and 23 dry years (Figure 2). Dry years accounted for about
two thirds of all years.
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Figure 2. Distribution of the wet and dry years in Barrett watershed (1981–2010).

In the model calibration process (1981–1995) with separated wet and dry years (Figure 3),
the SWAT- simulated streamflow time series was first divided into wet year series and dry year
series after running SWAT.exe. All the objective functions, including R2, RE, and NSE, were calculated
for the wet and dry year series separately. Then, the sensitive parameters of wet and dry year series
were adjusted separately according to the calculated results of the objective functions, and SWAT
model was re-run. These procedures were repeated until both the wet year series and dry year series
satisfied the predetermined acceptable conditions of the objective function. The simulated results
of wet and dry year series were outputted and combined into a complete series in chronological
order. Finally, this process ended when the whole series was checked and seen to conform to the
calibration criteria.
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At the validation process, for wet years, adjusted parameters of wet year series were inputted
into SWAT for simulating runoff in validation period (1996–2010). The simulated runoff in wet years
was extracted and used to calculate objective function. If the results were accepted, it showed that the
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adjusted parameters of wet years were correct. If not, the calibration process was carried out again.
The validation process in dry years was the same as that in wet years.

3. Results

3.1. Sensitive Parameters

The results of parameter sensitivity analysis are shown in Figure 4. The LH-OAT sensitivities
of most of the 26 hydrological parameters were less than 0.2, corresponding to rank II (medium) or
rank I (small to negligible). Eight parameters had sensitivities greater than 0.2, including the baseflow
alpha factor (ALPHA_BF), the effective hydraulic conductivity in the channel alluvium (CH_K2),
the initial SCS runoff curve number for moisture condition II (CN2), the soil evaporation compensation
factor (ESCO), the threshold depth of water in the shallow aquifer required for return flow to occur
(GWQMN), the available water capacity of the soil layer (SOL_AWC), the soil saturated hydrologic
conductivity (SOL_K), and the depth of soil layer (SOL_Z). The sensitivity of ALPHA_BF, which was
greater than 1, is the most sensitive as rank IV (very high). The sensitivities of CH_K2, CN2, ESCO,
GWQMN, SOL_AWC, SOL_K, and SOL_Z were between 0.2 and 1, corresponding to rank III (high).
These eight parameters played an important role in SWAT simulation for Barrett watershed, including
processes of surface water, groundwater, soil evaporation, lateral flow, and channel routing.
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Figure 4. Results of the sensitivity analysis in Barrett watershed.

3.2. Calibration and Validation of SWAT without Separating the Data

The monthly runoff simulated by SWAT performed well during both the calibration and validation
periods, giving NSE, R2, and RE values of 0.86, 0.90, and −7.48% respectively for the calibration,
and 0.71, 0.78, and 32.44%, respectively, for the validation (Table 2). They met the goodness criteria
(NSE > 0.5, R2 < 0.6, −25% < RE < 25%) only when the RE of validation period was greater than 25%.

Using the parameters obtained from the model calibrated to all years, the NSE, R2, and RE values
of the wet years during both the calibration and validation periods were similar to those of the entire
series: 0.84, 0.89, and −17.87% and 0.66, 0.80, and −12.86%, respectively. However, the NSE, R2,
and RE values of the dry years during the calibration period were reduced to 0.56, 0.64, and 41.57%,
respectively. During the validation period, the model performance was even worse: NSE became
only 0.34, R2 became 0.60, and RE became 108.42%. Therefore, when the traditional model calibration
method was used, SWAT model performed well with the entire series in simulating the monthly runoff
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but performed poorly during the dry years. According to the standard of [37], the simulated results in
the dry years were unacceptable.

3.3. Calibration and Validation of SWAT with Separated Wet and Dry Years

In comparison with the calibrated SWAT using the entire series, R2 values of the SWAT model
calibrated with separated wet and dry years in calibration, and validation increased by 0.02 and
0.07 in the wet years and 0.17 and 0.08 in the dry years, respectively (Table 2). The improvement of
model performance during the dry years was larger than during wet years. The NSE values increased
slightly by 0.06 (calibration) and 0.19 (validation) in the wet years and significantly by 0.24 and 0.26 in
the dry years. The RE values decreased with 8.23% (calibration) and 10.10% (validation) in the wet
years and 39.79% and 42.13% in the dry years, respectively. The decrease of RE in the dry years
was most obvious. These differences showed that the model calibration by separating wet and dry
years produced measurable improvements of SWAT performance for the wet years and significant
improvements for the dry years and the entire series.

Table 2. Comparison of NSE, R2, and RE between the calibration with separated and unseparated method.

Model Series Duration R2 RE (%) NSE

Unseparated

Wet series
Calibration 0.89 −17.87 0.84
Validation 0.80 −12.86 0.66

Dry series Calibration 0.64 41.57 0.56
Validation 0.60 108.42 0.34

Entire series
Calibration 0.90 −7.48 0.86
Validation 0.78 32.44 0.71

Separated

Wet series
Calibration 0.91 −9.64 0.90
Validation 0.87 −2.76 0.85

Dry series Calibration 0.81 1.78 0.80
Validation 0.68 66.29 0.60

Entire series
Calibration 0.92 −7.65 0.91
Validation 0.88 23.13 0.86

The simulation results of SWAT model with separated calibration were slightly better than those
from the unseparated calibration for the wet years, and the hydrograph patterns and peak flows of
simulated and observed runoff were generally similar between two calibration methods (Figure 5).
In contrast, for the dry years, the goodness-of-fit of the simulated results with separated calibrations
was significantly higher than that with the unseparated calibration (Figure 6).
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4. Discussion

4.1. Comparison of Sensitive Parameters

There were 8 sensitive parameters in Barrett watershed identified by sensitivity analysis
(Figure 4, Table 3). The sensitive parameters of SWAT model in other watersheds of semi-arid regions
were also listed in Table 3. They were generally consistent among studies, including CN2, ALPHA_BF,
GWQMN, ESCO, and SOL_AWC. CN2 (SCS curve number) and GWQMN (threshold for return
flow) were in the top 4 for all studies, and ALPHA_BF (baseflow recession coefficient) and ESCO
(soil evaporation) were in the top 4 for all but one study. Parameters relating to soil storage capacity and
depth were categorized as sensitive parameters, but the four parameters regulating runoff generation
(CN2, GWQMN, ALPHA_BF, and ESCO) were more important in changing model output.

Table 3. Sensitivity ranking of SWAT parameters for 4 studies in different semi-arid watersheds.

Sensitive
Parameters

Barrett Sarrath Santa Cruz Saurashtra Rank
(4 Studies)

Rank
(3 Studies)(America) (Algeria) [21] (Mexico) [22] (India) [16]

ALPHA_BF 1 - 4 1 - 1 (sum = 6)
CN2 3 1 1 3 1 (sum = 8) 2 (sum = 7)

CH_K2 8 - 5 4 - 5 (sum = 17)
CH_N2 - - - 5 - -
ESCO 2 2 2 7 3 (sum = 13) 4 (sum = 11)

GWQMN - - - 6 - -
GWQMN 4 3 3 2 2 (sum = 12) 3 (sum = 9)

SLSUBBSN - 4 - - - -
SOL_AWC 7 - 6 8 - 6 (sum = 21)

SOL_K 5 - - 9 - -
SOL_Z 6 - 7 10 - -

Note: Rank (4 studies) is based on the sum of ranks for all four studies, and Rank (3 studies) is the sum of ranks
excluding Sarrath.

4.2. Formatting of Mathematical Components

Similar to the simulation results of other watersheds with large intra-annual runoff variability [15],
SWAT under traditional calibration method did not perform well for both wet and dry periods at
Barrett watershed (Table 2), because objective functions such as NSE were sensitive to high flow.
To ensure that the objective functions reached acceptable standards for the entire series during the
calibration and validation periods, the parameters were adjusted towards a satisfied simulation for the
wet years, which lead to poor performance in the dry years.

Six of the eight sensitive parameters (ALPHA_BF, ESCO, CN2, GWQMN, SOL_AWC, and CH_K2)
have different values when calibrated to the wet and dry series separately (Table 4). With the traditional
method of unseparated wet and dry years, 6 parameters (ALPHA_BF, ESCO, CN2, GWQMN,
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SOL_AWC, and CH_K2) had values falling between those of the separate wet and dry series, and other
two parameters (SOL_K and SOL_Z) were the same between the two methods.

Table 4. Values of the parameters determined in the calibration.

Parameter Process Unit Default Range Unseparated Separated

Wet Years Dry Years

ALPHA_BF.gw Groundwater days 0–1 0.17 0.20 0.08
ESCO.hru Evaporation - 0–1 0.20 0.37 0.18
CN2.mgt Surface runoff - 35-98 41.89–65.32 43.37–67.62 38.35–59.80

GWQMN.gw Groundwater mm 0–5000 30.00 20.00 200.00
SOL_K.sol Soil water mm/h 0–2000 0–4.00 0–4.00 0–4.00
SOL_Z.sol Soil water mm 0–3500 0.55 0.55 0.55

SOL_AWC.sol Soil water mm/mm 0–1 0.17–0.27 0.17–0.27 0.18–0.28
CH_K2.rte Channel water mm/h −0.01–500 70.00 80.00 22.00

ALPHA_BF was the baseflow alpha factor, which was also known as the baseflow recession
constant; it indicates the response of groundwater runoff to supply variation [38] and ranges from
0 to 1. This parameter ranges from 0.1 to 0.3 in regions with slow groundwater response and from 0.9 to
1 in regions with rapid response [39]. Barrett watershed is located in a semi-arid region with low annual
precipitation, low vegetation coverage, and poor water conservation capacity, which resulted in slow
response of runoff to groundwater . Therefore, the values of ALPHA_BF were less than 0.3 in both the
wet and dry years. However, ALPHA_BF was higher in wet years than in dry years, likely because
the precipitation in the watershed was higher in wet years than in dry years and resulted in higher
groundwater runoff in wet years.

ESCO [40] reflected the evaporation availability of the soil water and had a range of 0–1.
This parameter reflects the impact of the soil capillary effect, crust, and cracking on soil water. ESCO
modifies the depth distribution of the water content that meets soil evaporation demand. With a decrease
in ESCO, the model gains more water that is required by evaporation from the underlying layers,
which leads to increased soil evaporation and decreased lateral flow and total runoff. Therefore, the fact
that the ESCO value in the dry years was lower than in the wet years was reasonable.

CN2, which has a theoretical range of 35–98, determines the amount of direct surface runoff; the
higher the value, the greater the direct runoff. CN2 is a combined function of soil permeability, land
use, and antecedent soil moisture conditions [27,41]. The antecedent soil moisture content before rain
events was higher in wet years. In addition, the soil infiltration rate decreased with increasing soil
water content, and so was higher in dry years than in wet years. In summary, the CN2 value in wet
years was higher than that in dry years at Barrett watershed. SWAT adjusts the CN2 for moisture,
but our results suggest that the soil adjustment parameter in SWAT did not adequately capture the
impact of moisture on the curve number.

GWQMN is the threshold water level of shallow aquifer required for the occurrence of return
flow. When the depth of water in the aquifer is greater than or equal to GWQMN, the shallow aquifer
will start to transport the groundwater to the main river channel of sub-watershed. GWQMN reflects
the sensitivity of the shallow groundwater runoff to precipitation, and the value can greatly impact the
discharge from shallow groundwater. The GWQMN value in Barrett watershed was smaller (or easier
to produce the return flow) in wet years than in dry years, which was likely due to the fact that the
level of groundwater was lower in dry years than in wet years, and it was more difficult to generate
groundwater runoff. The large depth of groundwater required to produce runoff from the shallow
aquifer in the dry year (200 mm) suggests that SWAT produces little runoff from the shallow aquifer in
dry years, and that most runoff in SWAT originates from the direct runoff.

SOL_AWC is the soil effective water content, which indicates the available water for vegetation
and reflects the soil’s capacity for water storage [42]. The value of this parameter was higher in dry
years than in wet years, which may be caused by the fact that the soil vadose zone was thicker in
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dry years than in wet years due to the lower water table in dry years, which led to higher water
retention capacity.

CH_K2 is the effective hydraulic conductivity of the main channel alluvium [43] and reflects the
differences in the characteristics of river beds of different watersheds. The value of this parameter was
lower in dry years than in wet years, which indicated that the river channel surface water infiltration
capability was lower in dry years than in wet years, though field measurements would be required to
validate this conclusion.

SOL_K and SOL_Z remain the same in the wet and dry years. SOL_K is the soil’s saturated
hydraulic conductivity [44], which is related to the soil water discharge and hydraulic gradient and
can be used to measure the difficulty of water movement in the soil. SOL_Z is the depth between the
soil surface and the bottom layer [45].

5. Conclusions

This study analyzed the sensitivity of SWAT model’s process parameters, simulated the monthly
runoff by the traditional calibration using the entire data series and the calibration by separating wet
and dry years of the watershed, and discussed the differences of the main sensitive parameters of the
hydrological processes in the wet and dry years.

(1) When there was a large inter-annual variability of runoff, the SWAT model with the
traditional calibration had low simulation efficiency during the dry years and did not meet the
performance requirements.

(2) Calibration by separating wet and dry years greatly improved the SWAT model’s simulation
efficiency of monthly runoff in the dry years and also improved the simulation results for the wet
years and the entire series. This calibration method is worthy of further study and application.

(3) Six main sensitive parameters of SWAT model (ALPHA_BF, CH_K2, CN2, ESCO, GWQMN,
and SOL_AWC) were different between the wet and dry years, which indicated that the hydrological
conditions or responses in this watershed were different between the wet and dry years. The adjustment
highlighted that SWAT does not fully account for the impact of antecedent soil moisture on runoff
production and baseflow recession rates in this semi-arid region. SWAT over-predicted direct runoff
production from storms that occurred during dry periods, even after adjusting for soil antecedent
moisture conditions. This suggests that there are non-linearities in the rainfall-runoff response that are
not adequately represented in SWAT, and that SWAT may be capable of simulating discharge during
dry years in semi-arid regions, but only after adjusting parameters to greatly reduce runoff generation
under conditions of low catchment moisture storage.
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