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Abstract: The Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) model is recognized as one of the top
hydrological models applied for addressing hydrologic and environmental issues. This is the first
review on the SWAT model studies in Southeast Asia, with an emphasis on its applications, current
challenges and future research directions. A total of 126 articles were identified since 2006; roughly 50%
of these studies were conducted in Vietnam or Thailand. About 16% of the studies were performed at
a transnational scale, which included Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Vietnam. Model capability
assessment, land use, and climate change assessment are the main SWAT applications that have been
reported for the region. Most of the SWAT calibration and validation results for these studies were
classified as satisfactory to very good results based on widely recognized performance indicators.
However, the parameterization, calibration and validation procedures are not well reported in some
articles. Availability of reliable data is one of the main problems that SWAT users are confronted
with, as these data are either not freely available or restricted from public access in some countries.
Hence, future studies should be considered on identification and development of reliable input data
for SWAT modeling. SWAT model modification based on the SEA climate, geographical and land
use conditions is another research direction to be considered in the future. Moreover, application of
SWAT for extreme events simulation requires more attention in this region.

Keywords: SWAT model; review; Southeast Asia; applications; research directions; Mekong River;
tropical; challenges

1. Introduction

Southeast Asia (SEA) currently hosts about 669 million people, which is equivalent to 8.6% of
the total world population based on the United Nations estimates [1]. The SEA region is located
in a humid tropical zone, which is further partitioned into Tropical Forest and Tropical Monsoon
climates [2]. Thus, abundant annual precipitation amounts occur, although the amount of precipitation
can vary considerably both spatially and temporally. Typical precipitation amounts in the SEA region
range from 2000 to 3000 mm but can differ greatly in mountainous areas, where rainfall levels can be
>6000 mm or <1000 mm for conditions defined by windward maritime slopes versus tropical leeward
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slopes, respectively [3]. Other factors can affect seasonal and annual precipitation levels in this region.
For example, inter-annual variation can greatly impact the length of the monsoon season [4] in affected
countries including Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Malaysia, Myanmar,
and Thailand.

The SEA region further features some of the longest and most productive inland fisheries in the
world, including the Irrawaddy (Ayeyarwady), Salween, Chao Phraya, Mekong, and Lancang River [5].
These rivers are characterized by extremely diverse fish faunas that represent more than 100 families,
which inhabit a broad spectrum of river channel and floodplain habitats [5]. Hydropower output is
another important product of SEA inland waterways, which has more than doubled from 18.9 GW
in 2007 to 44.1 GW in 2016 [6]. SEA rice production is also a key usage of water resources, which
includes five of the top ten rice producing countries (Indonesia, Myanmar, Philippines, Thailand, and
Vietnam), which currently produce a combined 182 million MT of raw rice [7]. Over 50% of the rice
grown in this region is produced using either flooded rainfed lowland rice systems or upland rain-fed
rice systems [8]. However, irrigated lowland rice systems account for 64% to 83% of the irrigated
cropland area in the SEA region [9].

A complex matrix of severe stresses threatens these and other SEA related water resources. A key
fundamental issue is the increasing risk of droughts and flooding in the region, which damage rice
and other crop production, adversely affect water flows in streams and other uses of water resources,
and negatively impact other resources including damage to infrastructure in both rural and urban
contexts [10-13]. Extensive threats to inland fisheries also exist via disruptions of flow due to dams,
pollution from a variety of sources, and diversions of water for irrigation and other uses [5]. Despite
the problems caused by dams for fisheries and other riparian uses, pressure to create more sources of
hydropower are resulting in construction of additional dams. This is an especially acute issue for the
Mekong River system, where existing and planned dams have huge transnational implications that
could result in severe degradation of available water resources [14-16]. Conversion of SEA tropical
forested areas, due to land use shifts such as extensive logging or expansion of oil palm or rubber tree
plantations pose additional environmental threats, including potential degradation of water resources,
reduction of biodiversity and reduced total carbon biomass [17-20]. Additional studies confirm that
runoff from oil palm plantations can result in detrimental effects on aquatic life if mitigating measures
such as forested riparian reserves are not implemented [21,22].

The intricacies and interwoven nature of SEA water resources problems points to the need
for innovative methods and tools that can be used to help identify solutions for multi-faceted
issues. Available tools include dozens of eco-hydrological models, which have been developed to
quantify water quantity and water quality indicators for varying ranges of watershed drainage areas,
environmental conditions, and pollutants [14,23-27]. The Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT)
model [28-30] has emerged as one of the most widely used eco-hydrological models worldwide, as
documented by previous review studies [31-37] and an extensive literature collection that now exceeds
3000 studies [38]. To date, most of these reviews have focused on either the global use of SWAT or
as overview articles for special issues, with the only exceptions being reviews of SWAT applications
in the Nile River region [36] and Brazil [37]. Thus, there is a need to perform additional reviews of
SWAT applications for other global sub-regions including the SEA region, where the model has been
increasingly applied over the past decade.

Some of the earliest applications of SWAT in the SEA were for hydrologic analyses of the Mekong
River basin [14,39,40]. Analyses of parts or all of the Mekong system with SWAT have continued to
the present [41-45] along with increasing numbers of studies that have been performed for specific
watersheds located in various SEA countries [46-53]. These SWAT studies have been performed for a
wide range of water resource issues, watershed size, and climatic conditions, but there have been no
analyses to date of the overall implications of these studies for the SEA region. Thus the goal of this
study is to synthesize this existing SWAT-based English peer-reviewed journal literature for the SEA
region, drawing primarily on literature available in the Clarivate Analytics Web of Science database [54]
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and literature compiled by the Center for Agriculture and Rural Development (CARD) [38]. Specifically,
the objectives of this review are: (1) to summarize the key findings of reported SWAT applications in
the broader context of the overall SEA region, (2) to discuss current data and other challenges that limit
the utility of SWAT in the SEA region, and (3) identify future research directions that are needed to
maximize the ability of the model in serving as a critical tool for solving SEA water resource problems.

2. Overview of SWAT in Southeast Asia

SEA is a sub-region of Asia, with a total land area of 4.5 million km? (Figure 1). There are eleven
countries within this region including Brunei, Cambodia, East Timor, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia,
Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. SEA is rich in term of number of rivers.
With a course of 4350 km, the Mekong River is the longest river in SEA and is the 12th longest river in
the world. The river originates from the Tibetan Plateau and flows through the Myanmar, Lao PDR,
Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam to the South China Sea. The mean annual discharge of the Mekong
River is about 14,500 m3/s, which ranks tenth globally [55].
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Figure 1. Number of SWAT studies in Southeast Asia (the totals for each country include transnational
studies that were performed for multiple countries).

The climate system in SEA is mainly tropical with plentiful rainfall. Only the Myanmar Himalaya
and the Northern Vietnam regions are subjected to sub-tropical climate. Generally, SEA is influenced
by the monsoon system that is divided into the southwest monsoon from late May to September (dry
season) and the northeast monsoon from November to March (wet season) [56]. Projected increasing
of surface temperature by the end of 21st century will lead to changes of monsoon precipitation up
to 70% more than normal level [57]. More intense rainfall due to climate change had caused major
flood events in SEA and caused loss of lives and property damage. For instance, Thailand experienced
one of the most severe monsoon floods in 2011 that resulted in the deaths of more than 815 people,
13.6 million people affected (e.g., property damage), and total loss of $45.8 billion USD [58].
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About 2.1 million km? in SEA is forest area, which equals 17% of the global tropical forests [59].
Since the 1700s, forest cover in this region has decreased dramatically due to agriculture expansion
and urbanization [60]. For example, more than 50% of the oil palms in Malaysia and Indonesia in 2005
were forest in 1990 [61]. Such changes will not only pose a serious threat to flora and fauna, but also
modify the local hydrological cycle (e.g., increase in surface runoff) and thus impact on local water
resources [21,22]. Moreover, the use of fertilizers and pesticides is expected to affect the stream water
quality and aquatic life.

2.1. SWAT Studies in Southeast Asia

On 24 February 2019, the final search of the term “SWAT” in the Web of Science database from
1998 to 2018 produced a total of 4370 publications. By contrast, a total of 127 articles were found for the
SEA region by using a search concept of “SWAT + specific country” (e.g., “SWAT Malaysia”, “SWAT
Vietnam”) and “SWAT + Mekong River”. Nevertheless, there were some trans-boundary studies and a
couple of studies did not use the ‘SWAT’ term as a keyword. Thus, the SWAT studies compiled by
CARD [38] was used to further assess the literature, resulting in an overall 239 publications for the
SEA region. However, there are some overlap publications due to their trans-boundary study area;
e.g., the same study appeared under Vietnam, Thailand, and Lao PDR. Some local language articles
and proceedings, and unrelated publications were also excluded from this review. From the combined
search, we identified 126 articles that used SWAT to study water-related issues in the SEA region
(Table 1).

A comparison between the SWAT global and SEA studies in term of the number of publications
from 1998 to 2018 is shown in Figure 2. The number of SWAT global studies was extracted from
CARD [38], resulting in a total of 3622 publications (accessed on 24 February 2019). The number
of global and SEA region publications have increased rapidly since 2009. A key catalyst that has
influenced the increased use of SWAT in the SEA region are several SWAT-SEA or SWAT Asia regional
conferences there were held as follows [62]: Chiang Mai, Thailand (2009); Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam (2011);
Bogor, Indonesia (2013); Tsukuba, Japan (2015) and Selangor, Malaysia (2017). In addition, assorted
SWAT workshops and schools have been held in the region that have also contributed to increasing
use of the model.
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Figure 2. SWAT publications for entire globe and for Southeast Asia.

The two countries with the most documented SEA SWAT studies were Vietnam (28.6%) and
Thailand (22.2%) as shown in Figure 1. In addition, the SWAT model has been applied in a transnational
context for 15.9% of the identified SEA studies, which involved evaluation of stream systems that drain
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portions of two or more countries in the mainland SEA (note that the total number of studies shown
in Figure 1 is >126 because each country is additionally accounted for in the transnational studies).
With the exception of Indonesia, Figure 1 also underscores that the application of SWAT model is
relatively low in the maritime SEA region, including Brunei, East Timor, Philippines, Singapore, and
East Malaysia. Two reasons for the expanded use of the model in Vietnam and Thailand are well
developed higher education systems and the fact that more SWAT workshops and other training
opportunities have been conducted in these two countries.

Table 1. References of the SWAT studies in Southeast Asia reviewed in this paper.

Region Number of Publications Reference
Transnational 20 [39,43-45,63-78]
Cambodia 5 [53,79-82]
Indonesia 12 [83-94]
Lao PDR 5 [95-99]
Malaysia 12 [46,47,100-109]
Myanmar 3 [110-112]
Philippines 5 [52,113-116]
Thailand 28 [49,51,117-142]
Vietnam 36 [48,50,143-176]

Many of the SWAT studies were conducted in watersheds of 1000-5000 km? or 10,001-100,000 km?
in area, which represent 30.5 and 31.3% of the total publications, respectively (Figure 3). In contrast,
only about 21.1% of the studies were performed in small watersheds, which are less <1000 km? in
size. This situation differs in comparison with the SWAT applications that were reported in Brazil,
where about 72% of the studies were conducted in smaller watersheds that were <1000 km? [37].

This underscores the fact that more applications of SWAT are required for small-scale river watershed
systems in SEA.
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Figure 3. Watershed size of SWAT studies in Southeast Asia.

2.2. SWAT Performance in Southeast Asia

A model cannot be applied for scenario analysis and policy development without statistical
analysis of its reliability. In general, the coefficient of determination (R?) and Nash-Sutcliffe Efficiency
(NSE) are the most popular statistics used to evaluate the performance of the SWAT model [31-34,37].
Similarly, most of the SWAT SEA studies reported model performance based on a SWAT rating
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performance table produced by Moriasi et al. [177], which has further been updated with revised
criteria suggested by Moriasi et al. [178]. Based on the comparison of monthly streamflow or water
quality simulations with observed data, the authors suggested that the SWAT model can be considered
as demonstrating “satisfactory” or “very good” performance with NSE values greater than 0.5 and
0.75, respectively.

Table 2 lists the number of monthly and daily streamflow R? and NSE values reported in the
compiled SWAT SEA publications. The total NSE values (i.e., 217 for monthly calibration) is greater
than the referred 126 publications (Table 1) because some SWAT capability or uncertainty assessments
studies reported more than one NSE value. For example, Rossi [39] reported a total number of 232 NSE
values in their SWAT performance assessment in the Lower Mekong River basin. All of the reported
monthly scale evaluations exceeded the “satisfactory” criteria set by Moriasi et al. [177,178], and more
than 60% of the studies showed a “very good” performance. Similar results were also found for the
daily streamflow performance evaluation, but a few studies did report “unsatisfactory” results where
the NSE value <0.5. Basically, the SWAT model performed better in the monthly time scale compared
to daily time scale, which is consistent with previously reported results [31-34,37].

Table 2. Summary of reported SWAT model performance in streamflow simulations in Southeast Asia.

Monthly Daily
Frequency Calibration Validation Calibration Validation
Ranges  "NSE R* NSE R? NSE R NSE R
0.90-1.00 52 32 49 36 14 1 17 3
0.80-0.89 81 45 55 27 20 19 17 16
0.70-0.79 40 11 59 51 31 17 37 19
0.60-0.69 26 6 28 49 22 18 35 13
0.50-0.59 12 1 34 12 27 13 22 14
0.40-0.49 3 0 34 8 17 5 10 5
0.30-0.39 1 0 4 2 9 1 10 0
0.20-0.29 1 0 2 3 3 1 2 1
0.10-0.19 0 0 3 3 1 0 1 0
0.00-0.09 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 1
<0 1 0 4 0 1 0 4 0
Total 217 95 275 191 145 75 155 72

A further analysis of statistical values reported for SWAT streamflow calibration and validation in
each specific SEA country is listed in Table 3. Generally, SWAT performed well for monthly streamflow
simulations that were reported for Vietnam, with NSE values of 0.41 to 0.98 and 0.55 to 0.99 for
calibration and validation periods, respectively. SWAT has also been found to perform well for
Thailand watershed conditions, with the highest reported NSE values of 0.99 and 0.89 for monthly
and daily time scales, respectively. SWAT also showed good performance at both daily and monthly
scales in Malaysia, Indonesia and Myanmar. By contrast, an “unsatisfactory” SWAT performance
for daily streamflow simulation was found in a Philippines study, resulting in NSE and R? values of
—2.87 and 0.1, respectively [52]. As mentioned by the authors, the main reason for the “unsatisfactory”
performance might be due to inadequate reservoir input during the model development. Similarly,
SWAT did not perform well for a monthly streamflow simulation in Cambodia as evidenced by the
reported NSE value of 0.27. The number of reported SWAT Philippines and Cambodia studies is lower
compared to other SEA countries. Hence, more studies need to be carried out in these two countries to
check the SWAT reliability in both countries.
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Table 3. The range of statistical values reported for SWAT streamflow calibration and validation by
specific Southeast Asia countries.

Monthly Daily
Calibration Validation Calibration Validation

NSE R? NSE R? NSE R? NSE R?
Transnational -0.01-0.96 0.68-0.96 0.07-0.95 0.11-0.97 -0.33-0.95 0.54-0.89 -0.4-0.97 0.53-0.89
Cambodia 0.6 - 0.27 - 0.38 - -6.61-0.91 0.8-0.94
Indonesia 0.55-0.88  0.78-0.89  <0-0.88  0.51-0.81 0.4-1 0.49-0.91 0.41-1 0.5-0.92
Lao PDR - - - - 0.6-0.66 0.6-0.66  0.57-0.82 0.66-0.74
Malaysia 0.62-0.88 0.67-0.88  0.41-0.85 0.59-0.91 0.84 0.85 0.66-0.89  0.69-0.9
Myanmar 0.82-0.86  0.81-0.93 0.81 0.82-0.93 0.5-0.73  0.53-0.79  0.5-0.81  0.56-0.82

Philippines 0.84 0.86 0.61-0.7  0.68-0.95 0.22 0.42 -2.87 0.1
Thailand 0.45-0.92 0.57-093 -7.89-0.93 0.23-0.93 0.2-0.83  0.26-0.81 0.16-0.87 0.27-0.81
Vietnam 0.41-0.98 0.61-0.92 0.55-0.99 0.55-0.94 0.53-0.87 0.58-0.84 0.46-0.89 0.45-0.81

2.3. Example SWAT Testing to Support Scenario Analyses

The reliability of SWAT should be evaluated prior to any applications to ensure it is capable of
replicating the dynamics of the simulated system and adequately simulating the scenario analyses of
interest. Therefore, most of the SWAT studies include analyses of calibration and validation performance
results. For example, SWAT model reliability assessments were conducted for the PoKo [162], Cong [148],
and Nam Kim [151] watersheds in Vietnam. These studies reported the model performed well for
overall streamflow simulation but did not match some peaks and base flows accurately. In addition,
SWAT was found to satisfactorily simulate monthly evapotranspiration in the Nam Kim watershed.

Example SWAT model testing in Thailand to support scenario analyses include evaluations for
the Chaophraya River basin [139], the Chi River Sub-basin II [137], the Lam Sonthi basin [135,136],
and Tachin River basin [129]. The model performed well in simulating streamflow for these basins, as
indicated by the strongest NSE values of 0.85 and 0.89 during the calibration and validation periods,
respectively. To improve SWAT modeling in the Mae Sa watershed [124,125], the authors developed a
new calibration method known as A Nash-Sutcliffe Likelihood Match (ANSELM), which allows the
assignment of optimal parameters to different hydrological response units. The ANSELM produced
better streamflow and pesticide transport simulations compared to the Parasol calibration tool in the
SWAT model, and also resulted in improved model efficiency and computation time.

Two other examples of underlying model testing were reported for SWAT applications in
Indonesia. Ridwansyah et al. [91] assessed the performance of SWAT for the Cisadane watershed
in west Java, Indonesia for the period of 2005 to 2010. They found that SWAT performed well for
the simulated watershed, with NSE values for calibration and validation of 0.72 and 0.7, respectively.
Rahayuningtyas et al. [89] improved the streamflow simulation in the upstream Lesti River watershed
by integrating groundwater recharge prediction via the water table fluctuation method. The R? value
of model validation was found to be >0.7. They also reported that better performance was observed in
the wet season versus the dry season.

3. Analysis of SWAT Applications in Southeast Asia

3.1. Foundational SWAT Model Testing for Scenario Assessments

Table 4 lists an overview of the primary SWAT applications that have been reported for each SEA
country, which include scenario analyses such as land use, climate change, climate change and land
use change, and Best Management Practices (BMP) assessments, and other types of analyses such as
comparisons of SWAT with other models and the effects of different climate data. Hydrologic analyses
and model testing are not listed specifically in Table 4 because those are foundational aspects of most
of the reported studies. Additionally, some of the studies relied on interfaces with other models to
conduct the overall reported scenario or other analyses, as reported by CARD [38].
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Table 4. Various types of SWAT applications that have been reported for Southeast Asia.
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Application

Transnational

Cambodia

Indonesia

Lao PDR

Malaysia

Myanmar

Philippines

Thailand

Vietnam

Bioenergy crop impacts
BMP assessment
Climate and land use Change
Climate change
Climate data effects
Critical source area analysis
DEM data resolution effects
Evaporation assessment
Flood analysis
Groundwater analysis
Impoundment effects
Input uncertainty analysis
Irrigation impact
Land use change
Model comparison
Nitrogen cycling and transport
Nutrient cycling and transport
Pathogen fate and transport
Pesticide fate and transport

Regionalization of input parameters

Sediment loss and transport
Soil data resolution effects
Uncertainty analysis
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The broadest range of applications were reported for Vietnam and Thailand which follows
expectations considering that 50% of the studies were performed in those two countries as noted above.
The broad use of the model in Vietnam reflects the reality that the country is one of the world’s richest
agricultural regions and that more than 80% of the water resources in Vietnam are used for agricultural
purposes, which is consistent with the original design of SWAT for agricultural water management.
The types of studies reported for both countries reflect both water quantity and water quality problems,
underscoring that there is a considerable array of water resource issues that need to be addressed in
both Thailand and Vietnam. Some unique types of studies that were performed in the two countries
include critical source area analysis and bioenergy crop impacts in Thailand and irrigation impacts
and regionalization of input parameters in Vietnam.

The most common types of SWAT scenarios reported across the entire SEA region (Table 4) were
climate change, land use change and combined climate change and land use change impacts. Most of
these studies reported just hydrological impacts versus both hydrological and water quality impacts.
The effects of using different sources of climate data was another common type of analysis, which
was reported in a transnational context as well as for Cambodia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, and
Vietnam (Table 4). The impacts of impoundments were analyzed in several transnational studies that
were performed for parts or all of the Mekong River basin, as well as for some tributaries in Cambodia
and Lao PDR (Table 4). These studies and others listed in Table 4 are described in more detail below.

3.2. SWAT Studies on Climate Change

The increasing number and intensity of natural hazards has raised the awareness of the global
community about the fact that the earth’s climate system is changing. Many scientists are trying to
understand the changes of future climate and hydrological systems, which are important to design
useful strategies to adapt and mitigate the impacts. To understand the future hydro-climatic changes,
the future climate projections generated from general circulation models can be incorporated into the
SWAT model. The projected future streamflow is very useful to water resources managers and policy
makers as a reference in their planning.

In the southern region of Vietnam, Khoi, and Suetsugi [165,166] evaluated the impacts and
uncertainties of climate change on water resources in the Be River watershed. They used a multi-model
ensemble approach by incorporating the projections from four different general circulation models
into SWAT. The results show that annual streamflow is projected to decrease between 4% and 6%
under future climate projections. The only drought assessment using the standardized runoff index
and SWAT model was conducted by Vu et al. [150] in the Dakbla river basin in Vietnam. The findings
indicate extreme drought events in this basin normally occurred after a year of strong El Nino events.

The impact of climate change on hydrological cycle was well studied in the Samat watershed [138],
Bangpakong River basin [131] and Chao Phraya River basin [126] of Thailand. The latter study applied
the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) Mark 3.5 (Mk3.5) climate
projections generated by CSIRO Marine and Atmospheric Research in Australia into a calibrated SWAT
model. The authors tried to identify the possible changes of local hydrological cycle under three
greenhouse gas emission scenarios of A2, A1B and B1 that were recommended by Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in their third IPCC report [179]. They found that high greenhouse
gases emission will lead to a significant increase in streamflow of up to 41.9% in the Chao Phraya basin.

In Malaysia, Tan et al. [100,106] and Dlamini et al. [102] incorporated CMIP5 GCM climate
projections into SWAT to study hydro-climatic impacts of the Johor, Kelantan, and Bernam River basin,
respectively. The Johor River basin, located in southern Peninsular Malaysia, supplies fresh water to
both the Malaysia and Singapore populations. Tan et al. [106] examined how climate change may
impact streamflow in this important oil palm growing basin. Eighteen General Circulation Model
(GCMs) were validated with historical rainfall data, and the six GCMs with the best performance
were selected as input into a well calibrated SWAT model (NSE = 0.62 for validation) to assess future
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changes in streamflow. The future streamflow is projected to decrease during dry seasons, but increase
in wet seasons.

Lao PDR is a land-locked country in mainland SEA, but it has rich water resources of good
quality. The SWAT model was used to evaluate the climate change impacts in the Nam Ou basin by
Shrestha et al. [97]. Future downscaled climate from four GCMs and PRECIS were applied into the
calibrated SWAT model. The results indicate the future annual streamflow (-17-66%) and suspended
sediment (—27-160%) changed unevenly.

3.3. SWAT Studies on Land Use Change

Information of the impact of land use change on hydrological cycle within a river basin is very
important to develop an effective Integrated River Basin Management System (IRBM). This is mainly
due to different land use types affecting hydrological components differently. For example, the
infiltration rates for urban areas are lower than forest areas, causing greater surface runoff during
heavy rainfall events. Hence, a good land use plan to manage the development of land within a river
basin could help reduce the risk of flood and drought, as well as ensure sufficient water supply. Land
use change analysis is a common SWAT application because it can be used to evaluate different land
use change scenarios on the hydrological cycle and water quality.

To analyze the sensitivity of model outputs to various land use changes for the Chi River basin
of Thailand, Homdee et al. [132] used five hypothetical scenarios: (1) Deforestation; (2) farmland
expansion; (3) rice paddy field to energy crop; (4) farmland to rice paddy field; and (5) farmland to
sugarcane plantation. Simulations under all different land use scenarios contributed to different effects;
i.e,, the last scenario showed significant impact on seasonal evapotranspiration (ET), but only small
changes on water yield. Wangpimool et al. [130] used the SWAT model to study streamflow changes
under reforestation in the upper Nan River basin, Thailand based on three scenarios: (1) Improved
distributed forest; (2) field crops and range grass; and (3) both distributed forest and field crops.
They found the first and third scenarios could result in decreased streamflow during the wet season and
increased streamflow during the dry season, while the second scenario did not show significant effects.

In Asaham watershed of Indonesia, Sunandar et al. [90] identified the most suitable land use
management system which would minimize suspended sediment without influencing water yield.
The optimization was conducted using a linear program and query method, with several constraint
functions based on the existing land use conditions. They found the ideal situation could be reached
by increasing forest and plantation areas and decreasing dry land farm areas. Tarigan et al. [94]
quantified the minimum forest cover that is essential for watersheds in Jambi province in Indonesia
to provide sufficient ecosystem services to local water resources. They found that at least 30% of the
forest cover needs to be protected so that the watersheds could achieve sustainable ecosystem services.
In Indonesia, the effects of land use change on runoff were also evaluated by Prasena and Shrestha [92]
in the Bedog sub-watershed, Marhaento et al. [83] in the Samin watershed, and Noda et al. [84] in the
upper Citarum watershed. They concluded the land use changes would lead to significant changes in
the hydrological cycle.

Three out of the five Philippines SWAT studies [114-116] focused solely on land use change impact
assessments. The first study was conducted by Alibuyong [115] for subwatersheds in the Manupali
River watershed, focusing on runoff and sediment yield. The SWAT-based land use scenarios analysis
showed that significant changes in sediment yield occurred (200-273%) compared to the runoff volume
(3-14%). Palao et al. [114] conducted a similar study in the Layawan watershed, and found an increase
of sediment yield up to 106% if forest area was converted to agricultural area. Lastly, a land use change
impact assessment on the hydrological cycle in the Calumpang watershed, Batangas, was conducted
by Boongaling et al. [116]. The SWAT modelling showed an increase in surface runoff and sediment
yield by 5% and 6%, respectively, but a decrease in baseflow by 11%.



Water 2019, 11,914 11 of 25

3.4. SWAT Studies on Climate Change and Land Use Change

The simulation of combined climate change and land use change impacts in SWAT was an
innovation that developed from the assessments that focused only on climate change impacts or just
on land use change effects. These combined analyses provide the ability to account for potential
future shifts in climate and land use on the hydrology and/or water quality of a given stream
system. There are 12 studies out of the 126 reviewed articles (Table 1) that reported applications
of combined climate change and land use change impacts on SEA watersheds. These studies were
conducted in Indonesia [87,93], Lao PDR [96], Malaysia [104], Myanmar [112], Thailand [49,117],
Vietnam [147,154,155], and also the 3S river basin [63]. Basically, the SWAT-based combined climate
change and land use change impact assessment can be divided into two main groups: (1) Consider
only the historical climate and land use pattern; and (2) incorporation of future climate and land use
projections into the SWAT model.

The first assessment was conducted by Tan et al. [104] to evaluate the separate and combined
impacts of land use change and climate variability on the hydrological components of the Johor River
basin, Malaysia from 1975 to 2004. They divided climate datasets into two periods (1975-1990 and
1991-2004) and used historical land use maps (1984 and 2002) that represented these two periods.
The modeling results show climate variability imposed a stronger impact on streamflow and evaporation
than land use changes. A similar approach was also applied by Khoi and Suetsugi [155] in the Be River
basin, Vietnam and Setyorini et al. [87] in the Upper Brantas basin in Indonesia. Setyorini et al. [87]
reported that the combined historical climate and land use impact lead to a reduction in surface runoff,
lateral flow, groundwater and streamflow, and a slight increment in evapotranspiration in the Upper
Brantas basin, Indonesia.

Sayasane et al. [96] studied the Nam Xong watershed located in Lao PDR, with consideration
of future land use and climate changes. Future land use was produced by using statistical analysis
of historical land use trends between 1997 and 2008, while future climate was generated from the
PRECIS model [96]. They found that the future streamflow will decrease by 11.7 to 12.2% over the
next 20 years, especially in the middle part of the basin. Shrestha and Htut [112] evaluated the future
combined land use and climate change impacts in the Bago River basin, Myanmar. Projection from
six GCMs under Representative Concentration Pathways (RCP) 4.5 and 8.5 scenarios [180] for the
periods of 2020s, 2050s and 2070s were used as climate inputs. Future land use was projected by
using the Conversion of Land Use Change and its Effects at Small Regional Extent (CLUE-S) models.
Future precipitation and temperature are projected to increase by 30 to 125 mm/year and 0.7 to 3 °C,
respectively. The combined land use and climate change was predicted to result in an increase of the
annual streamflow up to 68%. On the other hand, Trang et al. [63] evaluated the combined climate
change and land use impacts on hydrological cycle and nutrient yield in the 3S river basin. The future
climate projections were extracted from several GCMs, while an assumption approach was used in
the land use projections development as follows: (1) Conversion of forest to grassland with a rate of
1%/year; and (2) conversion of forest to agricultural land at a rate of 1%/year. Their findings show that
annual streamflow and nutrient loads are projected to increase, with increases during the wet season,
but decreases during the dry season.

3.5. SWAT Studies on Best Management Practices

Identifying BMPs for a specific basin is one of the widely applied types of SWAT applications.
Three studies conducted in Thailand report the impacts of a range of BMP scenarios. In the Chi River
Sub-basin Part II, Kheereemangkla et al. [122] evaluated three management practices: (1) Current land
use with conservation practices; (2) land use planning based on watershed classification; and (3) land
use planning based on watershed classification with conservation practices. The authors noted the
third scenario represents the most suitable management practices, based on the findings of a slight
decrease in streamflow and a small increase in suspended sediment. Similarly, Phomcha et al. [181]
found that a combination of deforestation and mulching is the best way to reduce suspended sediment
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in the Lam Sonthi watershed. The study by Pongpetch et al. [127] reports on how BMPs may impact
the sediment and nutrient loads in the Lam Takong River basin. It was found that the BMP effects are
highest in September, while lowest in January and December.

To identify suitable flood management system in the Yang River basin in Thailand,
Kuntiyawichai et al. [134] coupled the SWAT and SOBEKs models. They found the bypass channel
approach is the most appropriate solution because it can reduce up to 10% of flood events per year, with
a reduction of peak flow by 14%. Tarigan et al. [88] investigated the flow regulation function (surface
runoff) in the Merangi Tembesi watershed, a rapidly expanding oil palm production region located in
the southwest part of Sumatra in Indonesia. Two mitigation scenarios were assessed: (1) frond pile
management—mulch made across slope with palm fronds or empty fruit bunches; and (2) frond pile
management and silt pit treatment with a density of 20 units/ha were used. The simulations showed
that scenarios 1 and 2 resulted in decreases of surface runoff by 10% and 31%, respectively.

3.6. SWAT Studies on Water Quality

SWAT has also been used to study water quality problems in SEA. However, application of SWAT
for water quality simulations is relatively low compared to other regions such as China. This might be
due to the lack of water quality monitoring stations that can be used for calibration and validation the
SWAT water quality related outputs. Field collection of water quality parameters is a time-consuming
and costly process, therefore many SWAT users might not be able to perform water quality simulations
without funding support from local government agencies or international organizations.

Xu and Chua [101] coupled the SWAT model with a hydrodynamic model called SUNTANS
to perform a three-dimensional land-based pollutant transport simulation from the Johor River to
Singapore coastal waters. Unfortunately, they only reported the hydrological calibration and validation
results for SWAT based on streamflow data. The SWAT model was used to study soil erosion in Ta
Trach River basin [160] and upper Bo River watershed [161] of Vietnam. Similarly, they only conducted
streamflow calibration and validation due to the lack of sediment observations.

Bannwarth et al. [123] coupled the SWAT and the Mathematical Programming-based Multi-Agent
Systems (MPMAS) models to study the effects of pesticide application rates on farm household income.
The results show that SWAT reproduced the observed dynamics of cypermethrin and chlorothalonil
loads satisfactorily in the calibration periods, with NSE values of 0.7 and 0.67, respectively. However,
the model efficiency dropped to 0.35 for cypermethrin and 0.28 for chlorothalonil in the validation
period. They found a decreasing application rate of chlorothalonil (80%) and cypermethrin (99%)
would reduce farm income by 17.3% and 38.2%, respectively. Interestingly, Kim et al. [95] explored the
ability of SWAT to simulate Fecal Indicator Bacteria (FIB) and suspended sediment simulations in the
Houay Pano watershed in Northern Lao PDR. They found that the original version of the SWAT model
did not correctly simulate small E. coli numbers during the dry season, but the model performance
could be improved by integrating E. coli and suspended sediment inputs.

3.7. SWAT Studies on Hydropower

The use of SWAT in Cambodia is mostly related to hydropower. Arias et al. [81] evaluated the
amount of suspended sediment affected by two different land use management scenarios (forest
conservation and deforestation) and corresponding impacts on hydropower operation in the Pursat
1 watershed. The results show the forest conservation scenario reduced suspended sediment flows
into the reservoir, and thus improved the lifespan of the dam and associated hydropower generation.
To understand the development of dams planned for the Sekong, Sesan and Srepok (3S) rivers in
the Lower Mekong tributaries to the Tonle Sap floodplain in Cambodia, Arias et al. [80] coupled
four numerical models representing surface hydrology, water resources management and flood
plain hydrodynamics to account for the effects of three dams built on the main stem of the Lower
Mekong River and up to 42 more dams in the 3S system. The SWAT model was used to simulate
surface hydrology (runoff), which was then used as input into the water resources management
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models. The simulation results show that the full development of the 3S and Mekong River dams will
lead to significant negative impacts on hydrological processes for the Tonle Sap wetland system in
Cambodia. Chhuon et al. [79] coupled the SWAT and MODSIM models as a decision support system, to
investigate the influence of a future upstream hydropower and a downstream canal irrigation system
on hydrological processes in the Prek Te River basin located in East central Cambodia. The results
show that a hydropower station could produce 13.61 MW of electricity and the reservoir can potentially
reduce the water shortage problem during the dry season.

3.8. SWAT Model Uncertainty Analysis

Uncertainty analysis of SWAT modelling outputs is an essential assessment that is designed
to improve simulation outputs. In general, hydrological model uncertainty can arise from input
data, model parameterization and model structure. Khoi and Thom [152] evaluated four SWAT
model parameter uncertainty analysis approaches in simulating streamflow in the Srepok River
watershed, Vietnam and concluded that the Sequential Uncertainty Fitting (SUFI-2) method had
the best performance. Comparison between SWAT, Recurrent Fuzzy Neural Network (RFNN) and
improved RFNN-Genetic Algorithm (RENN-GA) models in simulating runoff in the Srepok River,
Central Vietnam was conducted by Duong et al. [145]. The findings show that the data-driven based
models (RFNN-GA and RFNN) performed better than the physical-based model (SWAT) for runoff
simulation, due to lack of reliable input data for SWAT modeling.

SWAT input data uncertainty analysis in a tropical region context has been well tested in Malaysia.
For example, Tan et al. [105] evaluated the uncertainties of streamflow outputs by using different
Digital Elevation Model (DEM) resolution, source and resampling technique. They further improved
the SWAT DEM sensitivity analysis framework by integrating the area threshold [109]. The studies
show that streamflow simulation within SWAT is sensitive to DEM inputs, especially for the DEM
resolution parameter. Therefore, SWAT modelers should consider this uncertainty prior to the model
setup. On the other hand, Tan et al. [46] compared three long-term public domain precipitation data for
SWAT modelling in Malaysia. They found that the NCEP-CFSR precipitation product that is available
on the SWAT website is not suitable to be used in tropical regions. They recommended a combination
of Asian Precipitation Highly Resolved Observational Data Integration Towards Evaluation of water
resources (APHRODITE) precipitation and NCEP-CFSR temperature data should be used instead
for SWAT modelling in Malaysia. Vu et al. [167] evaluated the capability of five different gridded
precipitation products in simulating streamflow using SWAT in the Dakbla River basin in Vietnam.
They found that the APHRODITE product performed the best and could be used as rainfall input data
in future studies. The capability of the latest Global Precipitation Mission (GPM) satellite precipitation
products for hydro-meteorological simulations was evaluated by Tan et al. [47] with SWAT for the
Kelantan River basin in Malaysia. The findings indicated that the GPM products are very useful in
simulating streamflow during flood periods.

4. Challenges and Future Recommendations

4.1. Applications

The Mekong River Commission selected SWAT as one of main hydrological models for their
decision framework related to water related issues [43,182]. Besides that, they also coupled SWAT with
other hydrodynamic models to extend the usefulness and effectiveness of the modelling framework.
For example, SWAT has been linked with MIKE11, MIKE HYDROBasin and MIKE 21 models for a
comprehensive integrated water resources modelling framework to understand the water resources of
the Lower Mekong basin [76]. However, capabilities of the SWAT model are still unknown in many
regions in SEA. For example, no SWAT study was reported for East Malaysia, which is separated from
the Peninsular Malaysia by the South China Sea. Similarly, the application of the SWAT is also limited
in the Philippines and in Indonesia, which are comprised of thousands of volcanic islands. Therefore,
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more SWAT studies should be carried out in these “unknown” regions, as such assessment is crucial
for the SWAT modelers to improve the model.

The majority of SWAT model applications in SEA are limited to land use management, climate
change assessment and model capability analysis. More applications should be focused on the
following aspects in the future: (1) ecosystem services—to model the collective benefits of natural
systems to human beings [183]; (2) input uncertainty analysis—to evaluate the sensitivity of various
input data including remote sensing data on SWAT outputs in order to optimize the most suitable data;
(3) specific crop assessment—to understand hydrological processes of specific crops in this region;
i.e,, oil palm plantations in Malaysia and Indonesia; and (4) hydro-meteorological analysis—to study
extreme events, which is very useful for flood and drought management in this region.

Incorporation of SWAT as part of undergraduate and graduate curriculum in the Nong Lam
University (Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam), Hanoi Agricultural University (Hanoi, Vietnam) and the
Asian Institute of Technology (Bangkok, Thailand) has resulted in more SWAT related research and
indirectly increased the number of peer reviewed articles in Vietnam and Thailand. But still the total
number of SWAT publications in SEA from 1998 to 2018 is rather limited compared to some other
countries in Asia; i.e., >500 and >200 SWAT publications from China and India [38], respectively.
A lack of SWAT workshops in SEA is probably one of the main reasons contributing to low numbers
of SWAT studies. Basically, these workshops are organized along with the SWAT conferences, every
two to four years in the SEA. In addition, SWAT workshops have not been held in certain countries in
SEA, thus limiting the model promotion and knowledge distribution. Some limitations of the previous
workshops have also been identified. Generally, the workshop is divided into beginner (SWAT model
setup) and advanced (SWAT calibration and validation) modules. However, the SWAT module on
specific applications is missing, so some users are unable to fully utilize the model. For example, the
“climate change module” that teaches users how to download, downscale, and apply future climate
data in a calibrated SWAT model should be conducted in workshops in the future. This will not only
promote the SWAT model applications in this region, but also ensure the results are generated in
a correct way. This can also lead to better comparisons of the model outputs among studies from
different regions. SEA SWAT researchers who at the same time are also university lecturers could
introduce SWAT in their hydrology or water resources related subjects, so that more students know
about the model.

4.2. Data, Calibration and Validation

In SEA, one of the main difficulties in applying SWAT is poor data reliability and availability.
In addition, this situation is exacerbated with limited access to these data and conversion of them to
SWAT input data, which is quite similar to the Brazilian SWAT databases’ problem [37]. Produced by
various government agencies, most of these data need further processing before inputting to SWAT.
However, some data are not freely available or are restricted at various levels from general public
access including researchers. In addition, climate data in certain SEA countries can usually only be
obtained for a fee, so a student or researcher without research funding is unable to proceed with
their “SWAT objectives”. Tan et al. [46] and Vu et al. [167] started a useful initiative by evaluating the
capability of free precipitation products in SWAT simulations in SEA regions, but their studies are
limited to Malaysia and Vietnam only. Therefore, future studies should be considered in identifying
the utility of potential free input data including climate, topography, land use and soil data for SWAT
modeling in this region. More model testing is also required to validate the performance of freely
available data in SWAT modelling.

Applications of SWAT are typically initiated with calibration and validation using streamflow,
followed by suspended sediment and water quality data at the outlet of a sub-basin or the entire
basin (if such data are available). This review shows that the model has performed at satisfactorily
or stronger levels in SEA, which would indicate that the model is suitable to be used in tropical
regions. However, there is considerable research that still needs to be conducted regarding tropical
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vegetation dynamics in SWAT, as discussed in the following section. However, the applied calibration
and validation approaches and details are unclear and deficient in some reported studies in SEA.
Moreover, in some reported cases the SWAT model performance is nearly perfect [39,87]. These results
might be of uncertain quality as the empirical equations within the model were derived from large
data sets in the USA [36]. The USLE soil loss equations and the curve number approach are some
examples. Future studies should provide more details regarding calibrated model parameters and
model performance.

Many SWAT studies considered the model is reliable if the reported validation statistics such
as NSE values are 0.5 or above at the basin’s outlet. In fact, the reliability of outputs in the other
sub-basins is not necessarily the same as the main outlet [35]. Moreover, such a procedure also does not
guarantee that other variables such as baseflow, surface runoff, and evapotranspiration are simulated
correctly. Therefore, multi-site and multi-variable calibrations are crucial for better results, particularly
for larger basins. For un-gauged basins, certain variables may be calibrated and validated in basins
with similar climate and geographical conditions, or with remote sensing data. “Soft calibration” of
water, sediment, and nutrient budgets could also improve calibration, especially in areas that are
lacking data [184]. For example, the SWAT-simulated evaporation amounts could be compared with
that from the MODIS Global Evapotranspiration Project (MOD16).

4.3. Model Modification

SEA has some of the richest land use types in the world, and agricultural land has become
the dominant landscape. However, many crops in this region are not currently included in the
SWAT plant parameters database. Moreover, the SWAT plant growth algorithm was developed for
temperate regions, thus it may not be fully adequate for simulating tropical region vegetation [185].
Many SWAT studies did not account for the suitability of the model to simulate tropical vegetation
dynamics. To tackle this issue, Strauch and Volk [186] modified the SWAT plant growth submodel to
improve the modeling of perennial vegetation in the Santa Maria/Torto watershed in Central Brazil.
On the other hand, a modified SWAT version for tropical conditions (SWAT-T) has been developed
by Alemayehu et al. [187] to improve the simulation of vegetation variables within SWAT such as
leaf area index (LAI) for tropical ecosystems. Using the Mara basin (Kenya/Tanzania) as a case study,
LAI simulated with the SWAT-T model matched well with the MODIS LAI for savanna grassland,
forest and shrubland. The improved vegetation representation also resulted in a better simulation of
streamflow and evapotranspiration compared to the original SWAT model. These studies show that
modified plant modules result in better performance than the conventional SWAT model. Such SWAT
plant module modifications are still limited for crops in SEA; i.e., improved representation of oil palm
and rubber trees is important for Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand. Hence, there is an urgent need to
expand the plant parameter database for this region to produce better simulations.

Because SWAT was initiated to study the impact of management practices on water supply and
quality in agricultural-based basins [28], the model might be less effective for urban storm water
simulations. Indirectly, this drawback would affect the performance of SWAT in extreme events
such as peak and low flow simulations. In fact, these extreme events are among the conditions that
cause massive damage to human environments and facilities. However, in SEA, there are not many
studies that concentrate solely on the extreme events simulation and thus this requires more attention.
Additionally, modifications of SWAT to better capture the extreme events are essential for the flood or
drought mitigation strategies simulations.

A new SWAT version called SWAT+ [30], was just released recently with improved modular design,
algorithms and subroutines. Besides that, there are many SWAT-related models that are designed for
specific regions or applications, which are often outside the USA. These models include: (1) the Soil
and Water Integrated Model (SWIM)—climate and land use impact assessment [188]; (2) SWAT-G—low
mountain range watersheds in Germany [189]; (3) SWAT-MODFLOW—coupled watershed and
groundwater models [190]; (4) ESWAT—sub-daily simulations [191]; and (5) SWATgrid—grid-based
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version of the SWAT to enhance the spatial representation of hydrological and transport processes [192].
Development of a SWAT model that specifically considers the climate and geographical conditions of
SEA (e.g., SWAT-SEA) should be considered in the near future.

5. Conclusions

SWAT is a well-known reliable ecohydrological model that has been used for multi-disciplinary
studies in different climatic and physiographic conditions. The model is now among the most
widely used models used for environmental studies as it covers a wide range of processes related to
hydrological balance, water quality and erosion elements [193]. Therefore, the application of SWAT in
SEA has grown rapidly in the recent years, as evidenced by the publishing of more than 100 studies.
These studies have generally focused on land use and climate change assessment, and model capability
analysis. Vietnam and Thailand are the leading SWAT application countries in SEA, with a rapidly
increasing trend in Malaysia and Indonesia. Many transnational studies were also found for mainland
SEA, which are mostly focused on parts or all of the Mekong River basin.

The model has been quite reliable in SEA, with most of the studies reporting R? and NSE values
above 0.5. However, the capability of the model is still unknown in many SEA subregions (e.g.,
East Malaysia, Brunei, East Timor and Singapore) where there are no reported studies. Besides that,
descriptions of parameter, calibration, and validation methods is vague in some studies, which prevent
readers from fully understanding the model performance analysis. Therefore, SWAT applications
should be extended to the other parts of SEA, with more detailed information on model capability
evaluation. This could be facilitated by organizing more SWAT workshops, including an emphasis on
specific modules (i.e., SWAT climate change module).

Data availability and reliability are the main problems confronting SWAT users in SEA, which is
similar as those reported in the Brazil [37] and the upper Blue Nile basin countries [36]. This is mainly
due to data that must be purchased or that is restricted for general public use including researchers.
Future studies should focus on the identification of reliable alternative data sources for SWAT modeling
in SEA. As precipitation is the most important input to any hydrological model [194], the reliability of
gridded precipitation products from modeled or satellite sources for SWAT applications should be
further evaluated.

SEA has a variety of land use types. However, rainforests as well as many types of crops have
not been included in the SWAT plant database. For instance, oil palm plantations are essential to the
economy of Malaysia and Indonesia, yet development of oil palm parameters for the SWAT plant
database is still limited. In addition, the SWAT plant growth model was developed based on data
collected in the USA, which may not be fully suitable for tropical regions. Therefore, there is an urgent
need to modify and improve the SWAT plant module based on the vegetation dynamics in SEA.

A new version of SWAT, known as the SWAT+ has been released recently, with better modular
design and algorithms. More studies can be expected that will focus on analyzing the capability
of the new model in SEA. Comparison of SWAT+ with other ecohydrological models including
previous versions of SWAT will assist hydrologists and other users in choosing the most suitable
model. Furthermore, SWAT has been expanded for a variety of land uses or geographical regions, but
this has not yet occurred for SEA. Considering its special climate and geographical conditions, SWAT
extensions specific to SEA should be encouraged.
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