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Abstract: Ecological water replenishment (EWR) has been increasingly applied to the restoration
and maintenance of wetland hydrological conditions across China since the beginning of the 21st
century. However, little is known about whether EWR projects help protect and/or restore wetland
ecohydrology. As one of the earliest and longest-running EWR projects in China, water has been
released from the Nenjiang River into the Zhalong wetland since 2001. It is important to examine
the ecohydrological effects of this EWR project. In this study, long time series remote sensing data
were used to extract the water area, inundation frequency, and normalized difference vegetation
index (NDVI) to explore how eco-hydrological conditions changed during the pre- (1984-2000) and
post-EWR (2001-2018) periods in the Zhalong wetland. Results show that the inundation area
decreased due to the reduced surface water inflow during the pre-EWR period. Similarly, monthly
vegetation NDVI in the growing season generally exhibited a decreasing and an increasing trend
during the pre- and post-EWR periods, respectively. In the post-EWR period, NDVI increased
by 19%, 73%, 45%, 28%, 13% for the months of May through September, respectively. Due to
EWR, vegetation growth in areas with low inundation frequency was better than in areas with high
inundation frequency. We found that the EWR project, runoff, and precipitation contributed 25%, 11%,
and 64% to changes in the NDVI, respectively, and 46%, 37%, and 17% to changes in inundation area,
respectively. These results indicate that the EWR project has improved hydrological conditions in the
Zhalong wetland. For further maximum benefits of EWR in the Zhalong wetlands, we suggest that
implementing similar eco-hydrological projects in the future should focus on flood pulse management
to increase the inundation area, improve hydrological connectivity, and create new habitats.

Keywords: eco-hydrological restoration; ecological water replenishment; wetland inundation
frequency; wetland NDVI; remote sensing; Zhalong wetland
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1. Introduction

The hydrological regime is the key factor in wetland development, affecting vegetation and
pedological dynamics [1-4]. Changes in hydrological conditions of a wetland ecosystem caused
by climate change and human activities are likely to lead to habitat and ecosystem degradation [5].
Over the past century, land use change due to intensive agriculture and urban development has led to
changes in wetland hydrological mechanisms [6,7]. Interactions between the inundation frequency
and ecophysiological performance of vegetation may result in the diversification of plant traits and
functional attributes along inundation gradients [8]. Unfortunately, water resource shortages and
inundation regime changes lead to habitat change and vegetation degradation [9-11]. Simultaneously,
the changes have caused a serious reduction in the frequency, extent, and duration of wetland
inundation, resulting in considerable wetland loss and ecological function degradation [12]. It is
necessary to restore a wetland’s hydrological regime to promote wetland vegetation health, functional
services, and ecosystem integrity.

In the past decade, ecological water replenishment (EWR) has gained increasing attention from
the wetland protection and restoration field. The goal of the concept is to help mitigate water shortages
for natural wetland ecosystems and maintain the dynamic balance of wetland habitats. EWR is an
important and well-recognized way to restore hydrological regimes, solving water shortage issues,
and maintaining the stability and health of wetland ecosystems. For instance, large-scale flow diversion
has increased flood frequency and volume, and stimulated greening of the riparian river in the Murray
Darling Basin, Australia [13]. High flow replenishment played an important role in restoring the
ecological integrity of wetlands in the Colorado River, United States [14,15]. In China, numerous
EWR projects have been carried out—Hengshui Lake, Baiyangdian, Yellow River Delta, Nansihu
Lake, and Wuliangsuhai Wetland—to recharge water resources and improve the ecological status
and functions of wetlands [16-18]. The Zhalong wetland, recognized as an internationally important
wetland, is the largest existing national nature reserve of rare birds and wetland ecological types famed
for its cranes and other large waterfowl species. With climate change and the large-scale conversion of
wetlands into agricultural cropland, the Zhalong wetland faced severe drought, water shortage and
habitat loss for endangered waterbirds, including red-crowned cranes Grus japonensis [19,20]. In 2001,
an EWR project was initiated to introduce water from the Nenjiang River into the Zhalong wetland
with the aim being to restore the hydrological conditions in the area.

A major concern of EWR projects is to examine if and to what extent they could enhance
ecohydrology conditions in wetlands, such as vegetation growth, inundation regime, and hydroperiod.
However, there is a lack of long-term monitoring and effective evaluation for judging the ecological
effectiveness of EWR projects. To address the problem, a few studies have been conducted to obtain
the spatiotemporal distribution of wetland vegetation using remote sensing images. The normalized
difference vegetation index (NDVI) has been frequently applied in characterizing changes in vegetation
conditions of wetlands associated with EWR [21]. Based on NDVI, Wang et al. (2012) explored the
relationship between the functional characteristics of wetland vegetation and the disturbance of water
levels [22]; and Wan et al. (2018) described spatial patterns of major vegetation types and related the
response of vegetation to changing hydrological conditions [23]. Shen et al. (2019) investigated the
spatial degradation pattern of wetlands in the Zoige Plateau to discern how vegetation conditions
respond to EWR in wetlands [24]. In addition, inundation frequency has been used to characterize
the hydrological changes of wetlands to EWR. Wu et al. (2019) found that integrating LiDAR
(Light Detection and Ranging) data and multi-temporal aerial imagery can accurately describe the
current inundation state of wetlands [25]. Thomas et al. (2015) mapped inundation in the heterogeneous
floodplain wetlands of the Macquarie Marshes and quantified the hydrological dynamics across the
wetland [26]. To date, NDVI and inundation frequency have not been combined to analyze the
changing characteristics of wetland ecohydrological conditions, especially the ecohydrological effects
of EWR.
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This study aims to investigate the long-term effect of the implementation of an ecological water
replenishment project on ecohydrological conditions for a large wetland area. The overarching research
question is whether an EWR project can help protect and/or restore wetland hydrology, and if so,
to what extent. In 2001, using the Zhalong wetland in China as a case study, we investigated the
vegetation and inundation frequency to evaluate the effects of EWR. The specific objectives of this
study were to (1) determine the change trend of NDVI as influenced by inundation frequency during
the pre- (1984-2000) and post- (2001-2018) implementation period of EWR; (2) to quantify the response
of vegetation to inundation frequency; and (3) to analyze key factors affecting spatial and seasonal
variation in wetland vegetation including inundation frequency, volume of EWR, precipitation and
runoff. Findings from this study can be useful for assessing the effectiveness of ecohydrological
projects for wetland protection and restoration, not only for the Zhalong wetland but also for other
wetlands worldwide.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The Zhalong wetland is located in the lower reaches of the Wuyuer River, Northeast China,
extending between 46°52'N and 47°32’'N, and 123°47E and 124°37’E (Figure 1). It has a total area of
2100 km? and is the largest national nature reserve in Northeast China. The wetland is important for a
number of wildlife species, especially several endangered cranes (e.g., red-crowned crane and Siberian
white-naped crane Antigone vipio) and waterfowl species (e.g., herons) [27,28]. The wetland can be
characterized by a temperate continental monsoon climate with an average annual temperature of
2-4 °C and an average annual precipitation of 426 mm [29]. Inflow from the upper Wuyuer River
presents the main water source for the wetland area. In the lower reaches, the Wuyuer River loses its
obvious channel and overflows to form a large area of permanent and seasonal freshwater marshes,
which are mainly characterized by numerous small shallow lakes, vast reed marshes, and meadow
steppe. Wetland reeds flourish and become a habitat for rare birds, such as red-crowned cranes.
Reed marsh is the dominant vegetation type, covering 70% to 80% of the wetland.
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Figure 1. Geographical location of the Zhalong wetland in northeast China and ecological water
replenishment project.



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 3449 40f 16

After the flood in the Nenjiang River basin in 1998, the Wuyuer River suffered severe drought for
three consecutive years [30]. The severe drought led to a continuous decline in the water level and
water area in the Zhalong wetland. Most of the water area fragmented into smaller areas and bogs,
or even dried out. Consequently, the area of reed decreased and fires were frequent, and the habitat
suitable for cranes was largely lost.

To prevent the ecological environment from further deterioration in the Zhalong wetland, EWR
began in 2001. Water was released from the Nenjiang River into Dong Sheng reservoir and was then
allocate into the Zhalong wetland. By 2018, a total of 27.86 X 108 m® of water had been replenished to
Zhalong Wetland, with an annual maximum of 3.43 X 10® m® and an annual average of 1.55 X 108 mS3.

2.2. Data Collection

In this study, a total of 420 scenes of global surface water (GSW) [31] from the European
Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC) Monthly Water History v1.1 were downloaded from Google
Earth Engine (GEE) (https://code.earthengine.google.com/) for the period 1984-2018 and analyzed
before V.1.2 was released. GSW has a 30 m spatial resolution with a global coverage. When mapping
GSW, a total of 40,124 control points were used globally for accuracy verification during GSW mapping,
confirming that the classifier produced less than 1% of false water detections, and missed less than 5%
of water. Inundation frequency products have also been produced. GSW has been used to estimate
the volume of lakes and reservoirs [32,33] and to evaluate areas inundated by surface water [34].
This product corresponds to the frequency with which water is found in a specific location from
year-to-year, and is derived from all the Landsat scenes between 1984 and 2019.

Landsat 5/7/8 data were collected for 1984-2018 to calculate monthly NDVI based GEE. Yearly
precipitation data from two meteorological stations were download from China Meteorological Data
Network (http://data.cma.cn/) for the 1984-2018 period. Yearly runoff data were obtained for the
Long’angiao gauge station for 1984-2018 and EWR water volume replenishment for the Zhalong
wetland data were collected for 2001-2018 from the Zhalong National Nature Reserve in Heilongjiang
Province to analyze the cause of dynamic changes of the water surface area in the Zhalong wetland.

2.3. Characterizing Inundation Frequency

A time series of monthly images for 1984-2018 were used to calculate the water appearance
frequency (WAF), adapted from Borro et al. (2014), Wu et al. (2016), and Inman et al. (2020) to represent
the average inundation state of seasonal wetlands. The index can be expressed as follows [35-37]

YN I
WAF; = ’T“ +100% 1)

where WAF; is the water presence frequency of jy pixels in a time period, N is the number of total
time series of water surface area maps, i is the corresponding iy, water map, I; is the corresponding
pixel value of the iy, water map. This WAF ranges from 0 to 100%. A WAF value close to 100%
indicates a high frequency water body with a greater regularity of appearance, whereas a WAF value
near 0% indicates a low frequency water body with highly irregular appearance. To characterize the
spatiotemporal appearance of the wetland, the inundation frequency during the pre- and post-EWR
periods in the Zhalong wetland were calculated. We classified the inundation events into five categories
(i.e., WAF): 0-10%, 10-20%, 20-30%, 30-50%, 50-100% to investigate the distribution of flood events.
We then conducted a statistical test, which showed a significant difference (p < 0.01) among categories.
The inundation frequency categories of 0-20%, 20-50%, and 50-100% were classified as low inundation,
medium inundation, and high inundation areas, respectively.

To analyze the change of inundation frequency during the pre- and post-EWR period in the Zhalong
wetland, we determined the inundation frequency of five categories (0-10%, 10-20%, and 20-30%,
30-50%, and 50-100%) with corresponding values of 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. The inundation frequency in
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the post-EWR period minus the inundation frequency in the pre-EWR period was then calculated.
The lowest possible value was that the inundation frequency in zone 5 changed to a zone with no
inundation (0), with a corresponding conversion value of 0—5 =—5. The maximum possible value
would be obtained when a zone with no inundation changed to a region of inundation frequency 5,
with the corresponding conversion value of 5-0 = 5. In this way, the difference value is -5, 5, where -5 to
-1 indicates that the inundation frequency decreased and values from 1-5 indicate that the inundation
frequency increased. We reclassified values from —5 to —1 and 1-5 in to three categories, respectively,
the corresponding A, B, C, and D, E, F. The corresponding values of A, B, C, are from (-5-4), (-3-2),
and —1, respectively. The corresponding values of D, E, F, are 1, (2-3), (4-5), respectively. A, Band C
indicate different degrees of inundation frequency, namely, high, medium and low. The categories D, E
and F indicate different degrees from low inundation frequency transfer to high inundation frequency,
which are low, medium, and high.

2.4. Trend Analysis of NDVI and Climatic Factors

The least squares method [38,39] was applied at the pixel scale over the period 1984-2018.
The NDVI of each month from May to September was used to calculate the change trend from
1984 to 2018. A Student’s T test was operated to examine the significance of NDVI change trend.
The results were classified into five classes [38] (Table 1). The NDVI trend patterns demonstrated
spatial heterogeneity from 1984 to 2018 in the Zhalong wetland.

Table 1. Division of the degrees of variation of the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI)
change trend.

SNDVI NDVI Trend Description T-Test
>0.001 Significant improvement p<0.01
0.0001-0.001 Slight improvement p <0.05
—0.0001-0.0001 Stable or non-vegetated

-0.001-0.0001 Slight degradation p <0.05
-0.001 < Significant degradation p<0.01

Relative Abundance

We used relative abundance (RA) [2] to quantitatively analyze the vegetation growth response to
inundation frequency. The RA is given by
VEG;
= — % 1 00 2
WAE, 00% 2)
where RA is the relative proportion of vegetation growth at different inundation frequencies, VEG;
is the area of iy, vegetation growth classes, WAF; is the area of jy, inundation frequency. VEG is
represented by the mean of NDVI for each month from 2001 to 2018, minus those from 1984 to 2000
during the growing season (May-September). Based on the Otsu algorithm [40], we divided the VEG
into five classes, namely, <-0.05, -0.05-0, 0-0.05, 0.05-0.1, and >0.1, with the corresponding levels of
level V (very poor), level IV (poor), level III (fair), level II (good), and level I (excellent) [41].

3. Result
3.1. Inundation Regime Changes

3.1.1. Characteristics of Water Surface Area Dynamics

The water surface area of the Zhalong wetland was lower during the post-EWR period (2001-2018)
than that during the pre-EWR period (1984-2000). However, the change trend of the water surface
area during the two periods differed, as there was a downward trend during the former period and an
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upward trend afterwards (Figure 2). The water area varied from 446 to 744 km? and from 290 to 602
km? during the early and late periods, respectively.

Yearly water surface arca (km?)

800 y=-2.82x +639.98
R?=0.016 Post-Ecological Water __

200 Replenishment Project

600+ y=92x 38002 R T
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Dates 1984 to 2018

Figure 2. Time series (1984-2018) of annual water surface area. The red and green boxplots illustrate

the median and inter-quartile range and the whiskers indicate minimum and maximum values.

3.1.2. Changes of Inundation Frequency

Most water bodies of the Zhalong wetland were located in the central and southern area. During
the pre-EWR period, most inundations occurred in the 10-20% WAF category. During the post-EWR
period, most inundations occurred in the 0-10% WAF category (Figures 3 and 4). The high inundation
frequency area was large lakes and ponds. It can be seen from Figure 3 that the variation of inundation
frequency differed among regions: Lakes and ponds presented no change, while the inundation
frequency in the central area of the wetland changed a lot.
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Spatial distribution of variation of inundation frequency during the (a) pre- and
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Figure 4. Percentage of the five categories of inundation frequency in the pre- and post-ecological
water replenishment.

During the pre-EWR period, areas with inundation frequency in the 10-20% and 20-30% classes
accounted for 41% and 19% of the total inundation area, respectively. During the post-EWR period,
areas with an inundation frequency of 0-10% and 10-30% accounted for 33% and 22% of the total
inundation area, respectively (Figure 4). By transfer matrix analysis (Table 2), the areas with inundation
frequency in the 0-10% class during the post-EWR had mostly changed from an inundation frequency
of 10-20% to 20-30% in the pre-EWR period. However, the inundation frequency area with medium
inundation frequency (30-50%) showed little change. The area of high inundation frequency (50-100%)
increased by 4%. These results indicated that the EWR had no significant improvement effect on the
low-inundated frequency area, but did maintain and restore the water area with higher inundation
frequencies in the Zhalong wetland.

Table 2. Area transfer matrix of inundation frequency (%). Vertically, the table is a classification of
inundation frequency during the pre-ecological water replenishment period; horizontally, the table
shows the classification of inundation frequency during the post-ecological water replenishment period.

w Non-Water 0-10  10-20  20-30  30-50  50-100  Total (km?)
Pre-EWR

Non-water 1560.08 25.34 19.08 8.36 4.88 0.89 1618.62
0-10 3.15 28.63 30.17 9.16 3.69 1.95 76.75
10-20 15.29 52.13 35.72 45.28 10.04 2.20 160.66
20-30 12.00 53.08 20.26 50.20 13.94 3.42 152.91
30-50 417 20.88 8.55 11.34 10.92 7.11 62.98
50-100 0.39 2.68 2.76 3.49 7.40 75.51 92.22
Total (km?) 1595.09 18275 11654  127.82 50.87 91.08 2164.15

3.2. Changes of Vegetation Pre- and Post-Ecological Water Replenishment

According to the least squares method, the variation trend of NDVI in each month of the growing
season in the Zhalong wetland during the pre-and post-ecological water replenishment were analyzed
(Figure 5). The NDVI of the Zhalong wetland in May, June, and July showed a significant decreasing
trend in the pre-EWR (Figure 5, left panel). The proportion of pixels with a decreasing trend was
higher than that with an increasing trend. Here, “proportion” is the relative abundance of pixels
with increasing or decreasing trends. There was no clear trend either way in August and September.
On the contrary, in the post-EWR period, the NDVI in each month mainly showed an increasing
trend. Specifically, during the pre-EWR period, the most obvious decreasing trend was in May, and the
proportion of pixels with a significant decrease was the largest, at 26%. The proportion of significant
increases in each month was less than that of significant decreases, and the smallest proportion of pixels
showing an increase was in May, with a value of 2%. During the post-EWR period, the proportion of
pixels that showed a significant increase in each month was relatively large, and the highest proportion
was found in June (73%). However, the proportion that showed a significant decrease was relatively
low in each month. The NDVI results indicate that EWR played an important role in vegetation
restoration in most areas of the Zhalong wetland during the growing season.
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Figure 5. Cont.
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Figure 5. Spatial distribution of averaged NDVI in the growing season pre- (left panel) and post-
(right panel) ecological water replenishment period.

The implementation of EWR since 2001 for the Zhalong wetland has increased vegetation growth.
The NDVI of the Zhalong wetland in the post-EWR was significantly greater (p < 0.01) than during
the pre-EWR period in May, June and September. The area of the NDVI difference >0.1 between the
two periods accounted for most of the study area. As can be clearly seen from Figure 6 and Figure §,
the area of inundation frequency transformed from high to low overall exhibited a better vegetation
condition, which accounts for more than 60% of the area with inundation frequency transformed from
high to low. In contrast, areas where the inundation frequency transformed from low to high exhibited
a poorer vegetation condition.
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Figure 6. Spatial distribution of vegetation growth from May to September (a—e). (f) The inundation
frequency transformation from the pre- to post-ecological water replenishment period.

3.3. Relative Contribution of Hydrological Factors to Changes in Vegetation NDVI and Water Area

Runoff into the Zhalong wetland through Long’angiao has decreased significantly since the
early 1980s (Figure 7a). Specifically, the annual runoff reduced to less than 6 X 108 m? in the 1980s,
rapidly decreased to less than 5 x 108 m? at the beginning of 1990s and decreased further to less than
3 x 108 m> over recent years. The corresponding trend of precipitation in the Zhalong wetland basically
remained unchanged.

A multiple regression model was used to determine the contribution of water volume of EWR,
runoff, and precipitation to the variability in vegetation NDVI and water area [42,43]. The multiple
regression models were as follows:

Y; = 0.025X; + 0.011X, + 0.06X3, R2 = 0.52, and F = 0.04 3)

Y, = 0.29X; + 0.23X, + 0.11X3, R? = 0.48, and F = 0.04 4)

In these two models, Y7 is the maximum NDVI value from 2001 to 2018, and X, X5, and X3 are
the annual volume of EWR, annual runoff and annual precipitation from 2001 to 2018, respectively.
Y, represented the annual water area from 2001 to 2018. Then, the individual contributions of these
three factors to vegetation NDVI and water area change were quantified by calculating the ratio of the
absolute value of the coefficient value of each factor to its sum. Based on the analysis, the volume of
EWR, runoff and precipitation contributed 25%, 11%, and 64% to vegetation NDVI change and 46%,
37%, 17% to water area change, respectively.
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Figure 7. Time series of annual (a) runoff, precipitation, and (b) replenishment volume in the
Zhalong wetland.

4. Discussion

4.1. Eco-Hydrological Response of Wetlands to Ecological Water Replenishment

We found that the water area of the Zhalong wetland increased during the post-EWR period,
and EWR could maintain the area with a high inundation frequency. However, EWR did not improve
areas with low inundation frequency. This result may be due to changes in the water source of the
Zhalong wetland. Upstream runoff accounted for 60% of water resources, and this plays an important
role in maintaining the ecosystem health of the Zhalong wetland [30]. The main reason for the significant
decrease in runoff is that a large area of reed marsh wetland was developed into agriculture in the
lower reaches of the Wuyuer River [44]. The water intake from the Wuyuer River used for agricultural
irrigation directly induced runoff into the Zhalong wetland, leading to long-term water shortages and
drought, and eventually to a rapid degradation of wetland functions [45]. These results indicate that
the drought and water shortage of the Zhalong wetland was mainly caused by the sharp decline of
upstream inflow of water. Although the runoff and precipitation showed an increasing trend during the
post-EWR period, their relative contribution to the water area accounted for 37% and 17%, respectively;
this was significantly lower than the contribution from EWR (47%). This finding demonstrates that
EWR has been the key factor for the increase in water area in the Zhalong wetland over the past two
decades. EWR for the Zhalong wetland preserved a high stability of the high-inundation frequency
areas and relieved the intensity of dry periods in low-inundation areas to some extent. Therefore,
EWR efficiently curbed degradation of the Zhalong wetland by providing the most basic ecological
water requirement. However, the current replenishment plan is far from sufficient to further improve
eco-hydrological conditions in the Zhalong wetland.

4.2. Vegetation Response to Inundation Frequency Variation

We found that vegetation dynamics in the Zhalong wetland exhibited great spatiotemporal
heterogeneity in both the pre- and post-EWR periods. In addition, most of the areas with excellent
and good vegetation growth were located in areas with lower inundation frequency (Figure 8).
Simultaneously, a small number of areas were located in places with inundation frequencies that
were transformed from low to high (low degree of transfer) inundation frequency. It was generally
recognized that the role of the inundation regime—its extent, frequency and duration—is critical
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to the pattern of vegetation processes [26]. The tolerance and sensitivity of vegetation growth to
inundation frequency differed. Other studies also showed roughly similar results, that is, that changes
of the inundation regime, and differences in inundation regulate vegetation and extend into low
inundation frequency areas [46,47]. As the main vegetation type of Zhalong wetland, reed is mainly
distributed in the area with relatively low inundation frequency, and the most suitable inundation
frequency for this habitat is 5-25% [48]. Vegetation dynamics in the Zhalong wetland were partially
driven by changes in inundation frequency associated with EWR. Mauchamp et al. believed that the
increased biomass of reed plants under partial flooding was a response to moderate environmental
stress [49]. Engloner et al. also found that the plant height of reeds in a wet environment was
significantly higher than in a dry environment [50]. The rise of the water level and the increased
distribution of flooded areas caused by water replenishment significantly promoted the growth of reeds
in the Zhalong wetland, similar to previous research results [30]. Dynamic variation of inundation
frequency significantly enhanced biomass accumulation and growth, whereas persistent inundation
largely decreased biomass production and growth [49]. These findings correspond with the process of
eco-hydrological restoration in Zhalong wetland because manmade hydrological regimes are important
factors affecting flora. Based on this, we conclude that there were two reasons for the improvement
of NDVI in the Zhalong wetland: (i) Vegetation further expanded to the area with low inundation
frequency; and (ii) alleviating drought conditions through EWR and increasing alternation of drying
and wetting promoted vegetation growth.
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Figure 8. Relative abundance of vegetation growth, namely, the percentage of NDVI difference at
different levels in different inundation frequency transfer regions.

4.3. Strategies for Scientific Ecological Water Replenishment

Surface water sources in the Zhalong wetland mainly come from the inflow of the upper Wuyuer
River, the EWR project, and direct atmospheric water input to the wetland area. However, we found
that there was no significant change in the amount of yearly precipitation, and an obvious decreasing
trend of upstream inflow. An effective solution to further improve the current eco-hydrological
condition of the Zhalong wetland is to make a scientific and reasonable decision on EWR. Although
the current EWR successfully improved and alleviated the severe ecosystem degradation, based on
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the above results in the Zhalong wetland, several problems still occur and some have worsened.
In the post-EWR period, the inundation frequency of a large area transformed from medium to low.
This means that managers should focus on the actual alteration of flood pulse patterns, which are
responsible for sustaining floodplain wetlands, as water only reaches floodplain wetlands when the
flow levels increase above the embankment or embankment breaching happens (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Conceptual representation of high and low inundation frequency areas of wetlands under
high and low flood pulse conditions.

The Zhalong wetland provides an ideal habitat and breeding ground for many birds and rare
waterfowl, and it is also a posting station for transnational migratory birds such as red-crowned
cranes. However, the number of red-crowned cranes and other waterbirds in the Zhalong wetland
is declining due to frequent droughts. Wetland loss in the area is the major factor affecting habitat
change for endangered species [19]. To protect the cranes, management should focus on improving
the hydrological regime in different periods to maintain suitable habitats for waterbirds. This can be
achieved by increasing the inundation frequency and water levels during the breeding period. In a
study on habitat requirements for red-crowned cranes in the breeding period, Na et al. [29] highlighted
several key requirements including potential nest sites (emergent marsh), habitat composition (the area
percentage of emergent marsh in species home range), water depth, vegetation cover, and distance to
human disturbance. Future studies are needed to elucidate how optimum habitats at the landscape
scale can be created through an ecological water replenishment project.

5. Conclusions

This study assessed the long-term effectiveness of the implementation of an eco-hydrological
project on wetland conditions in the 2100 km? Zhalong Nature Reserve, China. The project, locally
known as an ecological water replenishment (EWR) project, has being implemented since 2001 by
introducing water from a river into the large wetland area. Here, we analyzed changes in water surface
area, inundation frequency, and NDVI of the wetland to examine whether the EWR project could
help protect and/or restore wetland hydrology, and if so, to what extent. We found that during the
pre-EWR period from 1984 to 2000, a significant decrease in surface water inflow caused the inundation
area in the Zhalong wetland to shrink, and this was accompanied with continuous degradation of
wetland vegetation growth. In the post-EWP period from 2001 to 2018, the inundation area showed
an increasing trend and vegetation NDVI in the Zhalong wetland increased by 19%, 73%, 66%, 28%,
and 13% for the months May through October, respectively. The increase was significant during the
summer months (i.e., from June to August), which is especially important for creating breeding habitats
for endangered red-crowned cranes in East Asia. The EWR project seemed to have no significant
improvement on areas with lower inundation frequency (<50%), but had a strong effect on areas
with higher inundation frequency (>50%). We found that the EWR project, runoff, and precipitation
contributed 25%, 11%, and 64% to the observed NDVI change and 46%, 37%, and 17% to the observed
inundation area change, respectively. Based on these findings, we conclude that the EWR project
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has improved hydrological conditions in the Zhalong wetland, and that using inundation frequency
combined with NDVI is a useful approach to evaluate the effectiveness of an eco-hydrological project
for restoring wetland hydrology. Therefore, we suggest that implementing similar eco-hydrological
projects in the future should focus on flood pulse management to increase the inundation area, improve
hydrological connectivity, and create habitats for wetland species, in order to achieve the ecological
benefits of water replenishment.
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