
Research Journal of Applied Sciences, Engineering and Technology 7(18): 3797-3802, 2014 
DOI:10.19026/rjaset.7.736 
ISSN: 2040-7459; e-ISSN: 2040-7467 
© 2014 Maxwell Scientific Publication Corp.
Submitted: October 31, 2013 Accepted: November 08, 2013 Published: May 10, 2014 

 
Corresponding Author: Rajesh Vijaykumar Kherde, Symbiosis Institute of Technology, Lavale, Pune, India, Tel.:

+919922460820 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (URL: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

3797 

 
Research Article 

A GIS Based Variable Source Area Model for Large-scale Basin Hydrology 
 

1Rajesh Vijaykumar Kherde and 2Priyadarshi H. Sawant 

1Symbiosis Institute of Technology, Lavale, Pune, India 
2Sardar Patel College of Engineering Andheri, Mumbai, India 

 
Abstract: A geographic information system-based rainfall runoff model that simulate variable source area runoff 
using topographic features of the basin is presented. The model simulate the flow processes on daily time step basis 
and has four non linear stores viz. Interception store, soil moisture store, channel store and ground water store. 
Source area fraction is modelled as a function of antecedent soil moisture, net rainfall and pore capacity raised to the 
power of areal average topographic index (ሻ. Source area fraction is used in conjuction with topographic index to 
develop linear relations for runoff, Infiltration and interflow. An exponential relation is developed for lower zone 
evapotranspiration and non-linear exponential relations to model macropore flow and base flow are proposed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Hewlett (1961a, b) put forward the variable source 
area concept of stream flow and storm flow mechanism. 
He concluded that the basin area contributing to stream 
flow changes with time and that the subsurface flow is 
the main source of base flow in vegetated basins. It has 
been observed that return flow (Hewlett and Hibbert, 
1967) and Saturation excess overland flow (Dunne and 
Black, 1970) are the two important storm flow 
mechanisms in hill slope areas. Accumulation of 
interflow during rainy season at the bootom of hill 
slope is reported by scientiests (Frankenberger et al., 
1999; Mehta et al., 2004). Spatial and temporal 
distribution of runoff producing source area’s will be 
key to the future rainfall-runoff modelling (Maidment, 
1993). Beven and Kirkby (1979) presented the most 
popular model amoung the hydrologist (TOPMODEL) 
with capablity to identify saturated source area’s and 
simulate the basin discharge. Topography plays an 
important role in runoff genration and is central to 
TOPMODEL. Topogrphic index predicts sarface 
saturated source area’s and help simulate the runoff 
during wet period when moisture distribution is 
predominantly driven by topography (Andrew and 
Günter, 1999). Use of DEMs and GIS for hydrological 
analysis and topograpic index based distributed rainfall 
runoff modelling has been investigated in recent 
studies. 
 

MODEL DESCRIPTION 
 
Interception model: In proposed VSA model we 
assumed the maximum interception storage (CEPMAX) 

as one of the model parameters. The daily interception 
(if any) is assumed to be based on current day rainfall, 
current day evaporation and previous day interception 
storage state: 
Part (1) 
 

ܧܲ ܶ  ;ܺܣܯܲܧܥ ܸܧ ܲ௫ ൌ ܺܣܯܲܧܥ	
ܧܲ ܶ ൏ ;ܺܣܯܲܧܥ ܸܧ ܲ௫ ൌ ܧܲ ܶ

ൠ         (1) 

 
Part (1) determines the possible evaporation from 

interception store if the store is full and used in Part (2) 
of the interception model: 
Part (2)  
 

	0			,݂ܫ  ିଵ݁ݎݐݏݐ݊݅  	݀݊ܽ	ܺܣܯܲܧܥ	
,݂ܫ	ሺ1ሻ݁ݏܽܥ ݈݈݂ܽ݊݅ܽݎ 		

ሺܺܣܯܲܧܥ	– ିଵሻ݁ݎݐݏݐ݊݅	
݁ܿݐ݊݅ 	ൌ ݈݈݂ܽ݊݅ܽݎ

ݒ݁ ൌ 	minሼሺ݅݊݁ݎݐݏݐିଵ 	݈݈݂ܽ݊݅ܽݎሻ,
ܸܧ ܲ௫ሽ

,݂ܫ	ሺ2ሻ	݁ݏܽܥ ݈݈݂ܽ݊݅ܽݎ 		

ሺܺܣܯܲܧܥ	–	݁ݎݐݏݐ݊݅ିଵሻ

݁ܿݐ݊݅ 	ൌ 	 ሺܺܣܯܲܧܥ	–	݁ݎݐݏݎ݁ݐ݊݅ିଵሻ
ݒ݁ ൌ ܸܧ	 ܲ௫ ۙ

ۖ
ۖ
ۖ
ۖ
ۘ

ۖ
ۖ
ۖ
ۖ
ۗ

      (2) 

 
Part (2) determines value of actual evaporation 

from interception store based on rainfall, maximum 
capacity of interception store and the status of previous 
day interception store: 
Part (3) 
 

intstoren = intstoren-1 + intceptn - evpn                       (3) 



 
 

Res. J. App. Sci. Eng. Technol., 7(18): 3797-3802, 2014 
 

3798 

Part (3) of interception model updates interception 
store based on values of daily interception and 
evaporation from interception store. 
where, 
evpn  = The evaporation depth from interception 

store (mm) 
intcepn = The interception depth on nth day (mm) 
rainfalln  = The rainfall depth on nth day (mm) 
intstoren = The interception store depth on nth day 

(mm)  
CEPMAX =  The maximum interception capacity (mm) 
EVPmax  = Maximum value of evaporation from 

interception store (mm)  

PETn  = Potential evapotranspiration on nth day 
(mm) 

 
Net rainfall: The net rainfall is assumed to be the 
portion of rainfall that reaches soil matrix after 
subtracting losses due to interception. The Net rainfall 
is thus distributed as source area runoff and infiltration. 
It is known that if the rainfall intensity is lower than 
infiltration rate, the entire amount of net rainfall gets 
infiltrated. The net rainfall is thus calculated as follows: 
 

rainnetn = (rainfalln - intcepn) * canopy +  
rainfalln * (1 - canopy)               (4) 

 
where, 
rainnetn = The net rainfall (mm), on nth day 
canopy = Fraction of catchment area covered with 

vegetation 
 
Variable source area and source area runoff: Source 
area is formed due to saturation of soil and its variation 
depends upon antecedent moisture conditions, rainfall 
and duration of input. Volume of moisture that occupies 
pore spaces and saturate the soil matrix can be a part of 
antecedent soil moisture and rainfall.  
Variable source area fraction is thus modelled as: 
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                                                                                     (5) 
where, 
SAFn  = The fractional source area on nth day, % of 

the total catchment area 
szwc1n  = The soil moisture content on (n - 1)th day 

after losses (mm) 
SZPC  = The soil zone pore capacity (parameter) 
  = The mean topographic index (approximated 

by a weighted average over the areas with 
the same hydrological similarity) 

chstoren = Runoff storage in channel on nth day (mm) 
saron  = Source area runoff on nth day (mm) 
LAG  = Lag coefficient for source area runoff to 

occur in stream 

Infiltration model: The amount of moisture already 
available in soil governs the rate of infiltration. An 
infiltration thus specify infiltration rate and is well 
linked with soil moisture model. A simple equation 
denoting the infiltration as rainfall falling on 
unsaturated area is proposed. This treats the infiltration 
and soil moisture interactively: 

 
݂݈݅݊݅ ൌ ሺ1 െ ሻܨܣܵ ∗                (6)ݐ݁݊݅ܽݎ	

 
where, 
infiln = The infiltration in mm on nth day 
 
Actual evapotranspiration: 
 
Part (1) 
EVP from interception model given by Eq. (2)          (7) 
 
Part (2) 
Case (1) if, SZWP≤SZWCn<SZFC 
EVP from Eq. (2): 
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Case (2) if, SZFC≤SZWCn 
EVP from Eq. (2): 
 

ݐ݁ݖݑ ൌ ሺݐ݁ െ	݁ݒሻ
ݐ݁ݖ݈ ൌ ሺݐ݁ െ	݁ݒ െ	ݐ݁ݖݑሻ ∗ ݁ି

ൠ      (9)  

 
Part (3): 
 

ݐ݁ܽ ൌ ݒ݁ 	ݐ݁ݖݑ 	              (10)ݐ݁ݖ݈
 
where, 
uzetn = The evapotranspiration (mm), from upper soil 

zone 
lzetn =  The evapotranspiration (mm) from ground 

water store 
LZC  = The constant governing evapotranspiration 

from lower zone (parameter) 
aetn  = Actual evapotranspiration on nth day (mm) 
 
Soil moisture storage: The proposed VSA model 
applies mass balance equation at each time step (i.e., 
daily) Soil moisture content is updated by following 
equation: 
 
ܥܹܼܵ ൌ ିଵܥܹܼܵ 	ݐ݁݊݅ܽݎሺ	1 െ ሻܨܣܵ െ
ିଵݐ݁ݖݑ െ	ݓ݈݂ିଵ െ ିଵ݊݅ܽݎ݀ 	െ  ିଵ        (11)ݎܽݏ
 

1ܥܹܼܵ ൌ ିଵܥܹܼܵ െ	ݐ݁ݖݑିଵ െ	ݓ݈݂ିଵ െ
ିଵ݊݅ܽݎ݀ െ  ିଵ                                         (12)ݎܽݏ

 
where, 
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SZWCn = Soil zone water content (mm) 
SZWCn-1 = The previous day soil zone water content 

(mm) 
uzetn-1 = The previous day evapotranspiration from 

upper soil zone in mm 
pflown-1 = The macro pore flow in mm 
drainn-1 = The drainage in mm 
szron-1 = The interflow in mm 
 
Interflow: For determination of interflow a linear 
relationship between the soil moisture properties such 
as Soil Moisture Content (SZWC), field capacity 
(SZFC), wilting point (SZWP) is assumed as interflow 
depends on moisture contents of the soil moisture 
zones. The interflow eventually merges with runoff. 
The model allows the interflow to occur till soil 
moisture content is above field capacity: 
 

ݓ݈݂ݎ݁ݐ݊ܫ ൌ ݎݖݏ ൌ 	 ሺܼܹܵܥ െ ሻܥܨܼܵ ∗
	ቄ
ሺௌௐିௌௐሻ

ௌௐ
ቅ                           (13) 

 
Macro-pore flow: The soil forming factors such as 
non-capillary cracks or channels within soil matrix are 
responsible for macro-pore flow to occur. It depends 
upon various factors like rainfall intensity, pipe 
network, soil moisture condition, macro-pore size, 
catchment profile etc. The data regarding the pipe 
network, density of pipes, surface crack etc., is 
generally not available. In absence of such data a 
simple non-linear macro-pore flow model is assumed as 
follows: 
 

ݓ݈݂	݁ݎݎܿܽܯ ൌ ݓ݈݂ ൌ ሺܼܹܵܥ െ
	∗ܥܨܼܵ 	−݁∗݊ܥܹܼܹܼܵܲܵ−݊ܥܹܼܵ                          
(14) 
               

where, 
pflown = The macro pore runoff in mm 
szwcn = The soil moisture in mm 
SZFC = The field capacity in mm 
ത = The average value of Ln (a/tanβ) distribution 
 
Base flow: The ground water store is recharged by a 
part of water in excess of field capacity. The base flow 
is derived from ground water storage and sustains 
stream flow during dry period. The model assumes 
some initial Ground Water storage (GZWCn) which 
serves as initial value for warm up period. A linear 
function of Ground Water Content (GZWCn) and 
parameter GZK is assumed for base flow 
determination: 
 

ݓ݈ܨ	݁ݏܽܤ ൌ ݎݓ݃ ൌ 	 ݁ି ∗ 	݁
ቀ
ೢ
ಸೋ಼ ቁ          (15) 

ܭܼܩ ൌ
ଵ

.ଵሺିଵሻ
  

 
Inflow to ground water store is drainage from 

upper  soil   layer.  Out  flow  is  mainly  base  flow and 

 
 
Fig. 1:  DEM derivatives, (a) flow direction map, (b) flow 

accumulation map, (c) flow length map, (d) 
topographic index map 

 
lower zone evapotranspiration. For daily updating of 
ground water store following equation is used: 
 

ܿݓݖ݃ ൌ ିଵܿݓݖ݃  ݊݅ܽݎ݀ െ ିଵݐ݁ݖ݈ െ
 ିଵ                                                       (16)ݎݓ݃

 
where, 
gwron = The ground water runoff in mm 
gzwcn = The ground water store in mm 
GZK = The ground water coefficient 
 

APPLICATION TO WARDHA WATERSHED 
 

Wardha is one of the right bank tributary of 
Pranhita river, which flows through Maharashtra and 
Andhra Pradesh states of India. The Wardha sub basin 
lies between latitude 19°18’N and 21°58’N and 
longitudes 77°20’E and 79°45’E. The major left bank 
tributaries of the Wardha are the Kar, the Wena, the 
Jam and the Erai and the right bank tributaries are the 
Madu, the Bembla and the Penganga. The drainage area 
of the Wardha River is 47985 km2 upstream of gauge 
discharge station ‘Dhaba’ and throughout its course, the 
river flows through dense forests. The average annual 
rainfall for the entire sub-basin is 1,000 mm 
approximately.  
 
Input data collection:  
Topographic data: A high definition (30 m) digital 
elevation model is obtained via ASTER GDEM. Every 
pixel of DEM represents the average elevation of 
30×30 m area. A GIS software was then used to 
interpret these elevations for producing various 
derivatives, one of which is to delineate watersheds. 
Figure 1 shows various DEM derivatives used for GIS 
based rainfall runoff modelling and calculation of 
topographic indices and Fig. 2 Shows delineated 
wardha watershed. 
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Fig. 2: Delineated wardha watershed  
 

 
 

Fig. 3: Fractional contributing area AC/A v/s Ln (a/tan/β) 
distribution 

 
Mean area rainfall: The precipitation and evaporation 
data (2002 to 2010) collected for the fifteen weather 
stations of Wardha stream were obtained from 
Hydrological Data User Group (HDUG) Nashik, 
Maharashtra, India.  
 
Observed stream flow: The stream flow data (from 
2002 to 2008) for the basin outlet (Dhaba) was obtained 
from the HDUG. The observed stream flow is 
converted to units of depth, i.e., mm. 
 
Potential Evapotranspiration (PET): In the present 
study air temperature based Hargreaves equation is 
used to calculate the potential evapotranspiration: 
 

PET ൌ 0.0023 ∗ Rୣ୶୲ ∗ ൫Tୟ୴  17.8൯ ∗
ሺT୫ୟ୶ െ T୫୧୬ሻ.ହ                                                (17) 

where, 
PET = The potential evapotranspiration (mm/day) 
Rext = The daily extra-terrestrial radiation (MJ/m2/day)  
Tmax = The daily maximum temperature (C) 
Tmin = The daily minimum temperature (C) 
Tavg = The daily average temperature (C) 
 
Note: Radiation 1 MJ/m2/day = 0.408 mm/day. 
 
Model calibration: Topographic indices: Digital 
Elevation Model (DEM) of the study area was 
processed to obtain the various derivatives required for 
computing  and distribution of ln (a/tanβ), with area, 
for each sub basin. The sinks in the DEM were filled 
and the filled DEM was then used to obtain flow 
direction map which is in turn used to obtain flow 
accumulation map. The spatial distribution of slope 
values and flow length map were then derived. Raster 
based calculations were performed to calculate tangent 
of slope radians and the distribution of ln (a/tanβ) with 
area. The data thus obtained was reclassified and 
processed for calculation of fractional area and thus 
areal mean topographic index (). Figure 3 Shows 
variation of contributing area with topographic index.  
 
Soil hydraulic parameters: Soil Hydraulic parameters 
are in principle, physically based and can be determined 
from knowledge of the catchment characteristics. For 
estimation of the soil hydraulic parameters (SZFC, 
SZPC and SZWP) onsite measurement of soil depth and 
saturated hydraulic conductivity can be preferred. Soil-
survey data can also be used for estimation of these 
parameters. 
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Fig. 4: Observed and simulated hydrographs of wardha 
watershed during calibration and validation period 

 
HYDROGRAPH SIMULATION 

 
The period from 2002 to 2004 was used for 

calibrating model parameters and the period from 2005 
to 2008 was used for validation of daily stream flow 
simulation. For simulation of stream flow only the 
precipitation, evaporation and discharge data observed 
from June to October every year is used in the study, 
since other months are mostly dry. Nash-Sutcliffe 
efficiency is calculated to evaluate the performance of 
the proposed model, which express as: 

 
NSE ൌ 1 െ ∑ ሺQ୧ െ q୧ሻଶ୧ /∑ ሺQ୧ െ Qሻଶ୧             (18) 

 
where, 
Qi = The measured stream flow 
qi  = The simulated stream flow  
Q  = The average measured stream flow 
 

For calibration the model parameter ‘SZWC’ was 
varied keeping the value of parameter GZWC at initial 
value. The value of parameter ‘SZWC’ is set at one 
which yields the highest efficiency. Next the value of 
SZWC was varied to further enhance the efficiency. For 

best fit the other three criterions should move close to 
zero. These criterions are: 

 
Sum of squared errors, SSE ൌ 	∑ ሺQ୧ െ q୧ሻଶ

୬
୧ୀଵ  

 
Sum of squared log error, SLE ൌ 	∑ ሼlog	ሺQ୧ሻ െ

୬
୧ୀଵ

log	 ሺqiሻ2 
 
Sum of absolute error, SAE ൌ 	∑ |ሺQ୧ െ q୧ሻ|

୬
୧ୀଵ  

 
The hydrographs thus obtained for the basin are 

shown in Fig. 4.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

An alternative to curve number method for 
continuous simulation of variable source area based on 
concept of topographic index is proposed. The silent 
points about the efficacy of the model are: 

 
 The model requires very few (6) parameters to be 

determined. The soil hydraulic parameters can be 
easily determined from catchment characteristics 
and topographic parameters can be calculated from 
the DEM analysis. 

 The time marching model structure updates the 
source area fraction on daily basis.  

 The model accounts for convective delay 
associated with source area runoff in flow routing 
algorithm. 

 The model requires minimum data and can be used 
for ungagged catchments. 
 
It is clear from Fig. 4 that, in terms of model 

efficiency (Nash-Sutcliffe) the model performs 
reasonably well as a continuous hydrograph simulator. 
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