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Abstract

Reanalysis meteorological datasets have been widely used for hydrological simulation research in areas where meteorological
stations are scarce. However, most of them focus on the applicability of datasets to basin or hydrological model and pay
little attention to the influence of meteorological elements of dataset on hydrological modeling. In this study, the precipitation,
temperature and solar radiation from three meteorological datasets, gauge dataset (GD), the China Meteorological Assimilation
Driving Datasets for the Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) model (CMADS), and Climate Forecast System Reanalysis
(CFSR), were cross-combined with multiple scenarios to drive SWAT models in Yellow River Source Region (YRSR). After a
comprehensive comparison of all the scenarios, the main conclusions are as follows: (1) replacing precipitation data has a large
impact on streamflow simulation of SWAT model, and using observed precipitation from sparse stations consistently yielded
better performance than using precipitation from CMADS and CFSR. (2) In the scenarios adopting observed precipitation as
input, using temperature from CMADS and CFSR datasets yielded better performance than using observed temperature. (3)
replacing solar radiation has slight impact on the streamflow simulation, and the solar radiation of CFSR is more suitable for
hydrological simulation than that of CMADS in YRSR. (4) the SWAT model driven by different meteorological datasets shows
that the runoff simulation of GD with CFSR solar radiation data (S6) is optimal with “very good” performance, while the sim-
ulation performance of CMADS and CFSR are poor with clearly underestimation for CMADS and significantly overestimation
for CFSR, especially in the dry season. These result indicated that the element combination method of the meteorological
dataset has been proven to be useful in YRSR, which provides a new insight for hydrological simulation research in areas where
meteorological stations are scarce.

Introduction

Hydrological simulation is an important water resources management method (Awange et al., 2019; Bhattarai
et al., 2019). Meteorological data are necessary to drive hydrological models, and the spatial and temporal
accuracy of data directly affects the model simulation quality (Eini et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2020). Ideally,
the meteorological data driving the hydrological model exhibits a reasonable spatial and temporal accuracy
and can effectively reflect the weather conditions in the area. Unfortunately, in reality, meteorological
stations are sparse and point-based monitoring ranges are limited (Duan et al., 2019), especially in Alpine
catchment with complex topographies and harsh climate (Bhatta et al., 2019). The Yellow River Source
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Region (YRSR) is located in the northeast of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau (Fig. 1) which is also called the
“Roof of the World” and “Asian Water Tower” (Tang et al., 2019). It is a typical frigid plateau region
and is characterized by high mountains and deep valleys with strong radiation levels, low temperatures,
and low oxygen contents. The Yellow River is the mother river of China, and it nurtures 30% of the
Chinese population, irrigates 13% of arable land in China (Zheng et al., 2009), and plays an important role
in Chinese water security. The YRSR is the ”water tower” of the Yellow River, and it only accounts for
15% of the entire basin (Yuan et al., 2018) but contributes 35% of the water volume in the basin (Hu et
al., 2011). Unfortunately, due to the extreme environmental and climatic conditions, the construction and
operation costs of meteorological stations are high in YRSR, and the gauge data are scarce. Most available
meteorological stations are located at low elevations, which probably leads to an underestimation of measured
data, especially in Alpine catchment (Isotta et al., 2014). There are only 12 meteorological stations in the
basin, and their distribution is extremely uneven (Fig. 1). The density is far from meeting the requirements
of the International Meteorological Organization (WMO, 1994) for gauge station networks (100–250 km2 per
station for mountainous regions), and it greatly hinders the application of hydrological models (Bhatta et
al., 2019). Therefore, it is clear that the YSRS must increase the network density of meteorological stations
(financial permitting) or explore other alternative meteorological data sources.

With the development of remote sensing technology, satellite climate products retrieved from remote sensing
data provide abundant and valuable observation information and multi-temporal scale meteorological data
for hydrological research (Awange et al., 2019; Famiglietti et al., 2015; Schmugge et al., 2002). This provide
an opportunity for hydrological model research in catchment with scarce meteorological stations (Famiglietti
et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2018). Many scholars have also conducted relevant research using such an approach
(Jiang et al., 2012; Worqlul et al., 2017; Xue et al., 2013), but most of these focus on the influence of precip-
itation meteorological elements on hydrological models (Beck et al., 2017; Fang et al., 2019; Li et al., 2018).
However, insufficient literature focus on the influence of temperature and solar radiation meteorological fac-
tors on hydrological models in frigid plateau regions with strong radiation levels and low temperatures. The
Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) model has an open source code and is widely used in hydrological
model applications (Duan et al., 2019; Eini et al., 2019; Song et al., 2011). The application of the SWAT
model in YRSR has also been recognized (Liu et al., 2018). The CFSR dataset recommended by the official
SWAT website is highly accurate, sufficiently applicable, user-friendly, and convenient in hydrological model
applications. For example, from humid cold to hot semi-arid climate basins in the United States (Hobart,
NY; Palm Springs, CA; Santa Fe, NM; and Cross River, NY), the streamflow simulated by CFSR data-driven
SWAT models are superior to those driven by gauge data (Fuka et al., 2014). These result has also been
demonstrated in the tropical rain forest basin of Puerto Rico (Auerbach et al., 2016). The CFSR dataset can
also perform poorly by overestimating the simulation results (Yang et al., 2014). These differences in CFSR
dataset performance between different basins and models has attracted the attention of many researchers
(Duan et al., 2019; Worqlul et al., 2017). However, these poor performances can be effectively improved
by replacing the precipitation meteorological elements. For example, in the upper Gilgel Abay Basin in
Ethiopia (Duan et al., 2019), the hydrologic model driven by CFSR data produced unsatisfactory results,
but satisfactory results were obtained by replacing the precipitation data. This raises the following question:
if other meteorological elements of the dataset are replaced, can the results of the model simulation also be
improved? This study aims to answer this research question.

The CMADS dataset developed by Meng et al (2018) for remote areas in China that lack meteorological
stations and cannot meet the requirements for large-scale hydrological simulations. The CMADS dataset
contains all the meteorological elements required to drive the SWAT model, and it is organized according
to the input format of the SWAT model meteorological dataset, which greatly facilitates hydrological and
meteorological research. The CMADS dataset has attracted the attention of many researchers due to its high
resolution, complete meteorological elements, and calling convenience (Guo et al., 2019; Hao et al., 2019;
Xu et al., 2019). The dataset performs well in driving the SWAT model (Guo et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2018).
Similarly, the research on the CMADS dataset is predominately concentrated in certain basins and models
(Cao et al., 2018; Guo et al., 2019), and there is little research on the various meteorological elements of the
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CMADS dataset.

In this study, the YRSR, where meteorological stations are scarce, is the research region. The SWAT model
is driven under multiple scenarios (Table 4) that cross-combine precipitation (GD, CFSR, and CMADS),
temperature (GD, CFSR, and CMADS), and solar radiation (GD and CMADS). The aim is to analyze the
performance of meteorological element combination-driven SWAT model based on meteorological datasets,
and provide a new insight for hydrological simulation research where meteorological stations are scarce.

2. Research area

The YRSR (95°30’ E–103deg30’ E, 32deg30’ N–36deg20’ N) is the basin above the Tangnaihai Hydrological
Station (C. Gao et al., 2018). The topography of the basin is complex with an altitude of 2675–6253 m
that decreases from the southwest to the northeast (Fig. 1). The YRSR belongs to a typical Qinghai-Tibet
Plateau climate (Xu and He, 2006; Yuan et al., 2018), with only cold and warm seasons. The rainfall
predominately concentrates in the flood season (June–October), accounting for approximately 75% of the
annual precipitation, and the snowfall is primarily concentrated from September to May (Hu et al., 2011).
The mean basin annual precipitation for many years (2008-2012) is approximately 566.96 mm (Table 3).
Rainfall runoff is the predominate runoff pattern in YRSR, accounting for 95.9% of the total runoff (Liu
and Chang, 2005). Base on measured temperature from gauge stations for the period 2008-2012, the annual
average daily maximum temperature is 9.53 and minimum temperature is -4.99 (Table 3).

Fig. 1 Map of the YRSR

3. Data and methods

3.1 Data

3.1.1 Climate data and virtual weather station

Fig. 1 displays that the meteorological data of 12 weather stations in the basin were derived from the China
Meteorological Data Network (http://data.cma.cn/ ). Because the sparse and uneven distribution of weather
stations in the basin, there is only one Maduo station in the northwest of the basin (Fig. 1). Therefore, 2
weather stations (Nuomuhong (NMH) and Qumalai (QML) ) located outside the catchment were selected,
which were used as weather stations in the 7 th and 8 th sub-basins (distance: D(NMH-7) < D(MD-7)),
D(QML-8) < D(MD-8)), respectively.

The CFSR dataset is a global meteorological reanalysis dataset provided by the United States National
Environmental Forecasting Center (https://globalweather.tamu.edu/) . It is an interpolation dataset on a
38x38 km2 grid, that integrates surface meteorological gauge data and satellite remote sensing data using
assimilation technology and advanced atmospheric, oceanic, and land components (Saha et al., 2014). A
total of 122 sites were selected within the research area.

The CMADS dataset is established using the China Meteorological Administration atmospheric assimilation
system technology and multiple scientific methods, and cover all of east Asia (0deg N–65deg N, 60deg E–
160deg E) (Meng et al., 2018). This study adopts version 1.1 of CMADS dataset at a spatial resolution of
25 kmx25 km (http://westdc.westgis.ac.cn/) , and a total of 198 sites were selected based on the research
area.

Currently, the method of representing weather data in the SWAT model is simplistic, since it only uses data
from one weather station that is nearest to the centroid of sub-basin (Galvan et al., 2014). This leads in
general to inaccurate representation of sub-basin weather input data, particularly in Alpine catchment with
complex topography (Tuo et al., 2016a). In this study, virtual weather stations were constructed for each

3



P
os

te
d

on
A

ut
ho

re
a

21
Se

p
20

20
|T

he
co

py
ri

gh
t

ho
ld

er
is

th
e

au
th

or
/f

un
de

r.
A

ll
ri

gh
ts

re
se

rv
ed

.
N

o
re

us
e

w
it

ho
ut

pe
rm

is
si

on
.

|h
tt

ps
:/

/d
oi

.o
rg

/1
0.

22
54

1/
au

.1
60

07
12

99
.9

47
25

02
5

|T
hi

s
a

pr
ep

ri
nt

an
d

ha
s

no
t

be
en

pe
er

re
vi

ew
ed

.
D

at
a

m
ay

be
pr

el
im

in
ar

y.

sub-basin that adopts the mean weather element of the site within each sub-basin; all sites data could be
utilized to build virtual stations on a sub-basin scale. Detail information on the establishment of Virtual
weather station can refer to Ruan et al. (2017)

3.1.2 Other data

In addition to meteorological data, the SWAT model requires digital elevation model (DEM), land use,
and soil data. The DEM data in this study were derived from SRTM_DEM data with a 90 m spatial
resolution that was provided by the Geospatial Data Cloud (http://www.gscloud.cn/ ). Land use and soil
data (Harmonized World Soil Database version 1.1) with a resolution of 1 km x 1 km were derived from the
Cold and Arid Region Scientific Data Center. To ensure coordinate consistency and spatial data projections,
we set the coordinate projection system of the DEM, land use, and soil data to that of WGS_1984_Albers,
with a central longitude of 100deg E and standard latitude (north latitude) of∅1=33.5deg, ∅2=38deg.

3.2 Method

3.2.1 SWAT Model

The SWAT is a semi-distributed, process-based, and time-continuous river basin model (Arnold et al., 1998)
that can simulate the basin water cycle process (Duan et al., 2019), soil erosion (Song et al., 2011) and
nutrient transportation (Wang et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2013). We used ArcGIS 10.4 and its corresponding
SWAT version to construct SWAT model. In SWAT, the researched basin is divided into various sub-
basins according to the drainage area threshold, and then further subdivided into Hydrologic Response
Units (HRUs) which are composed of land portions with same land use, soil and slope characteristics. Our
studied catchment was divided into 25 sub-basins and 1276 HRUs. The HRUs of water balance components,
such as precipitation, evapotranspiration, water yield, surface flow, lateral flow, and groundwater flow, were
calculated (Neitsch et al., 2011). The water balance equation is as follows:

SWti = SWoi +
∑t

i (Pi −Qsurfi − Ei −Wseepi −Qgwi)(1)

Where SWti is the final soil water content (mm), SWoi is the initial soil water content on time i (mm), t is
the time (days), Pi is the amount of precipitation on time i (mm), Qsurfi is the surface runoff amount on
time i (mm), Ei is the amount of evapotranspiration on time i (mm), Wseepi is the amount of water that
enters the vadose zone from the soil profile on time i (mm), and Qgwiis the return flow amount on day i
(mm).

The simulation period is 2008–2012, with one-year (2008) warm-up period, two-year (2009-2010) calibration
period and two-year (2011-2012) validation period.

3.2.2 Parameter calibration and model evaluation

Calibration and uncertainty analysis of the simulation results from the model were performed using the SUFI2
(Sequential Uncertainty Fitting version 2) algorithm in the SWAT- CUP (calibration uncertainty program)
software (Abbaspour et al., 2015), because it is highly efficient when used for large basins (Faramarzi et
al., 2009; Maringanti et al., 2011). The calibration parameters that greatly influence the model runoff
were selected, such as CN2 (Meng et al., 2018; Nerantzaki et al., 2020), and they were combined with the
hydrological modeling results for the alpine regions (Bhatta et al.,2019). A total of 18 parameters were
selected (Table 1). Runoff data were used for calibration and validation of the SWAT model in runoff
simulation. We selected the daily runoff data of Tangnaihai streamflow station, which is located at the
YRSR outlet (Fig. 1). According to Abbaspour (2015), three iterations of the calibration procedures were
performed with 400 simulations for each iteration (a total of 1200 simulations during calibration). The Nash–
Sutcliffe Efficiency (NSE) was used as the evaluation index (Nash and Sutcliffe, 1970). The parameter range
of each iteration (except for the first iteration) adopts the parameter range (NEW_PAR) provided by the
SWAT-CUP of the last iteration as the initial range of the current iteration (Tuo et al., 2016). In addition
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to NSE, we also used R2 and percent bias (PBIAS) to evaluate the model. The calculation equations, units,
ranges, and optimal values of the above evaluation indicators are shown in Table 2. The criteria proposed
by D. N. Moriasi et al. (2007) was adopted to classify the performance of model to the respective categories,
“very good” (NSE > 0.75; PBIAS < +-10%), “good” (0.65 < NSE [?] 0.75; +-10% [?] PBIAS < +-15%),
“satisfactory” (0.50 < NSE [?] 0.65; +-15% [?] PBIAS < +-25%), and “unsatisfactory” (NSE [?] 0.50; PBIAS
[?] +-25%).

Table 1 Model calibration parameters and initial bound

3.2.3 Accuracy evaluation method for re-analysis datasets

To quantitatively evaluate the accuracy of precipitation and temperature from re-analysis datasets, 3 sta-
tistical metrics, including the root mean square error (RMSE), percentage bias (PBIAS) and correlation
coefficient (CC), were selected at two temporal scales of month and year. The RMSE was used to measure
the deviation of the evaluated data compared to that of the gauged data (Eini et al., 2019). The PBIAS
denotes the absolute error between the evaluated and gauged data (Yuan et al., 2018). Positive (negative)
values indicate that the evaluated data is overestimated (underestimated). The CC exhibited the linear cor-
relation between the evaluated and gauged data (Eini et al., 2019). The detailed information of evaluation
indicators can be see Table 2.

Table 2 Evaluation indicators of reanalysis meteorological dataset and SWAT model

3.2.4 Technical framework

There are two main parts of this study. The aim of the first part (precipitation, temperature and solar radia-
tion data evaluation) is to evaluate the applicability of reanalysis-based (CMADS and CFSR) precipitation,
temperature and solar radiation data evaluation and then construct the virtual weather station. The second
part (streamflow simulation) is that using the meteorological elements of precipitation, temperature and
solar radiation were cross-combine drive SWAT models to evaluate the accuracy and application potential in
streamflow simulation. In addition, to evaluate the CMADS and CFSR dataset performance for the YRSR,
the S19 and S20 scenarios, where the SWAT model is completely driven by the CMADS and CFSR datasets,
were utilized. There were 20 scenarios in total (Table 4). The analysis process used in this study is shown
in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2 Flow chart of analytical process

4. Results and discussion

4.1 Evaluation of reanalysis meteorological dataset

Table 3 shows the average values of meteorological elements from multi-stations (i.e. precipitation, maximum
temperature, minimum temperature and solar radiation) of GD, CMADS and CFSR at monthly and yearly
timescales. According to Table 3, the precipitation, maximum temperature and minimum temperature of
CMADS are clearly underestimated on monthly scale, while the precipitation of CFSR is significantly over-
estimated, and the maximum temperature and minimum temperature of CFSR is obviously underestimated.
On the annual scale, compared with gauge data, the deviation of average annual precipitation, maximum
temperature and minimum temperature in CMADS is 157.02mm, 3.35 and 2.38, respectively, and those in
CFSR is 226.5mm, 6.03 and 0.92, respectively. On the monthly scale, except in March, the solar radiation
data of CMADS are higher than those of CFSR, and the average annual solar radiation deviation of CFSR
is 598.8 MJ/m2against with CMADS. Base on Fig. 3, it is obvious that the solar radiation follows a pattern
of higher level in the northwest areas and lower level in the Southeast region of YRSR. In addition, in the
same region, the annual average total solar radiation of CMADS are obviously higher than CFSR.
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Table 3 The average values of meteorological elements (precipitation, maximum temperature, minimum
temperature and solar radiation) from multi-stations at various time scales (monthly and yearly) for different
meteorological datasets

Fig. 3 Spatial distributions of annual average total solar radiation from (a) CMADS and (b) CFSR during
the January 1, 2008 to December 31, 2012 in YRSR

To further reflect the difference between the precipitation and temperature of reanalysis datasets and the
GD, the PBIAS, CC and RMES of the reanalysis datasets and the GD were counted at monthly and yearly
timescales. Base on Fig. 4 (a1) and (a2), the deviation of precipitation between reanalysis datasets and GD
is generally lower during the wet season (May to November) than during the dry season, and the deviation
degree of CFSR is obviously greater than that of CMADS by contrast. The RMSE from reanalysis datasets
during the wet season are greater than those from the dry season. The correlation between CFSR and GD is
significantly larger than that between CMADS and GD at the monthly scale, and the CMADS is negatively
correlated with observed data in most months. As seen in Fig. 4 (b1) and (b2), the maximum temperature
of CMADS and CFSR has been underestimated except in January, and the PBIAS value in January is
extremely higher compared with other months. The RMSE values of the maximum temperature range from
2.99 to 3.62 for CMDAS and from 3.58 to 8.36 for CFSR at the monthly scale. The minimum temperature
of CMADS and CFSR are underestimated at rainy season (May to September), especially in May (Fig. 4
(c1) and (c2)). At the monthly scale, the CC values of the two datasets varies greatly from month to month
in terms of maximum and minimum temperature, and the CC values in rainy season are larger than those in
other months. At the annual scale, the statistical metrics demonstrates that the maximum temperature from
CMADS are of higher quality than that from CFSR, while the minimum temperature from CFSR is better
than that from CMADS. Overall, the temperature data of the CFSR and CMADS are weakly correlated
with the gauge data. The reason for this phenomenon may be due to the fact that most weather stations
are located at low altitudes, which cannot effectively reflect the temperature characteristics in YRSR. Li et
al. (2003) reported that elevation is a key factor affecting the temperature interpolation algorithm in the
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. Regarding the above analysis, the quality of precipitation and temperature of the
CMADS and CFSR in rainy season is obviously higher than that in other months.

Fig. 4 The metrics of multi-station average (a) precipitation, (b) maximum temperature and (c) minimum
temperature comparing the gauge data with the (1) CMADS and (2) CFSR at various time scales in YRSR

4.2 Streamflow simulation results of different meteorological element combina-
tion scenarios

Table 4 summarizes model evaluation statistics for all 20 scenarios at the daily timescales. Fig. 5 displays the
simulation results for different input scenarios of meteorological elements (i.e. precipitation, temperature and
solar radiation) from the three datasets (GD, CMADS, and CFSR) at the daily timescales. It can be found
that the precipitation datasets greatly influence the simulation results of the model, while the datasets of
temperature and solar radiation impose slight impact on the streamflow simulation. After a comprehensive
comparison of all the scenarios, S4, where the temperature and solar radiation are derived from CFSR
dataset, shows the best performance and yielded “very good” performance according to the guideline by (D.
N. Moriasi et al., 2007).

Table 4 Summary of the combined scenarios of precipitation, temperature, and solar radiation and simulation
results of SWAT model driven by each scenario at the daily scales

Fig. 5 Statistical figures of the simulation results at the daily scale for (a) precipitation, (b) temperature,
and (c) solar radiation data input scenarios of the three datasets (GD, CMADS, and CFSR).
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4.2.1 Streamflow simulation results of different precipitation as input

According to Fig. 5(a), the average NSE values of the scenarios inputted with the gauge precipitation
(S1∼S6) in the calibration/validation period are 0.83/0.80, followed by CFSR (S13∼S18) at 0.65/0.54, and
the worst is CMADS (S7∼S12) at 0.18/0.45, indicating that the accuracy of the precipitation data greatly
influenced the simulation results, which is one of the reasons why many scholars are committed to studying
the impact of precipitation datasets on hydrological models (Eini et al., 2019; Worqlul et al., 2017). Using
gauge precipitation (even though with sparse coverage) performed best in daily streamflow simulations
for both the calibration ( NSE of 0.79∼0.87, PBIAS of -2.3%∼12.1%) and validation (NSE of 0.65∼0.85
PBIAS of 0.3%∼48.8%) periods. This translates into “good” and “very good” performance according to the
guideline by D. N. Moriasi et al. (2007), which may be due to the less human activities in YRSR, so the
sparse observation stations for the YRSR can reflect the change of runoff (Mingxing et al., 2018). Scenarios
(S13∼S18) inputted with CFSR precipitation performed second best in the daily streamflow simulation with
obviously overestimation for the calibration (average NSE = 0.65, PBIAS = -9.78%) and validation (average
NSE = 0.54, PBIAS = -20.4%) periods. In previous studies, scholars reported that the runoff simulation by
SWAT model driven by precipitation of CFSR was overestimated (Roth and Lemann, 2016; Worqlul et al.,
2017). However, scenarios S14, S16, S17 and S18 yielded satisfactory performance with NES of 0.55∼0.8
and “very good” performace in terms of S17 and S18 in the calibration periods, while the other scenarios
performed poorly (NSE < 0.5). Using CMADS precipitation resulted in unsatisfactory performance with
NSE of 0.0.9∼0.54, and PBIAS of 42%∼55%, but the NSE in the validation period were very close to 0.50,
the threshold value of being satisfactory, and obviously better than the calibration period.

To further analyze the impact of three different precipitation data on the SWAT model streamflow simulation,
we used the control variable method to choose the comparison scenarios. Except for the comparison data,
the remainder of the data were derived from the GD, and the solar radiation data of CFSR is adopted
uniformly, because the solar radiation data of CFSR are closer to the measured data than those of CMADS
(Yan et al., 2019). Therefore, S6 (GD_P + G_T + CF_S), S7 (CM_P + GD_T + CF_S), and S16
(CF_P + GD_T + CF_S) were selected for comparison. Base on Fig. 6, the best performance of model
with observed precipitation, followed by CFSR and CMADS. The precipitation input into SWAT model by
GD, CMADS and CFSR were 519.24 mm,412.51 mm and 768.07 mm (Fig. 6(d)), respectively. Among them,
the gauge precipitation is the closest to the actual precipitation in YRSR (Hu et al., 2011), explaining the
reason why the scenarios of input with gauge precipitation show better simulation result than others (Table
4 and Fig. 5(a)). This finding is consistent with previous studies that point out better performance using
measured precipitation or interpolation of measured precipitation than other grided products or re-analysis
datasets (Tuo et al., 2016a; Worqlul et al., 2014). S6, the model using gauge precipitation, yielded “very
good” performance with NSE of 0.79∼0.80 and PBIAS of 5.1%∼8.6%. However, from February to May in
each year, the simulation results would be underestimated (Fig. 6(a)), which may be due to the spring runoff
recharge of the YRSR was primarily derived from the snowmelt water (Liu et al., 2020), and the snowmelt
calculated by the model was small (Fig. 6(d)). Using CMADS precipitation (S12) resulted in “unsatisfactory”
simulated daily streamflow with substantial underestimation (PBIAS = 50.6% / 46.4%) in both calibration
and validation periods. More seriously, the simulated streamflow was 0 m3/s for a certain period of the dry
season (around April every year). This is mainly due to the underestimation in precipitation by CMADS
(Table 3 and Fig. 4(a)), and the value of SNOW, PERC and GW_Q calculated by the model were small
(Fig. 6(d)). The scenarios (S18) inputted with the CFSR precipitation yielded “very good” performance
for the calibration period as good as using gauge precipitation, but the performance was slightly worse
for the validation period. This is a good phenomenon, because the CFSR product tended to overestimate
precipitation and resulted in “unsatisfactory” runoff simulation using hydrological model (Chen et al., 2018;
Hu et al., 2017; Meng et al., 2016; Pomeon et al., 2017; Tan et al., 2018a; Zhu et al., 2016). It can be
proved that the performance of hydrological model can be improved by construct virtual weather station
and meteorological element combination using CFSR.

Fig. 6 Comparison of daily measured and simulated streamflow from models using three different precipita-
tions (a: GD, b: CMADS, c: CFSR) for the calibration period from 2008–2010 and validation period from
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2011–2012, and (d) output analysis of water balance for models.

Note: PREC means the total precipitation on basin (mm); SNOW means the amount of snow or ice melting
(mm); ET means the amount of water removed by evaportranspiration (mm); PERC means the amount
of water percolating out of the root zone (mm); SURQ means the surface runoff (mm); GW_Q means the
groundwater discharge into reach (mm);WYLD means the net amount of water contributed by the HRU to
the reach(mm H2O); LAT_Q means the lateral flow contribution to reach(mm).

4.2.2 Streamflow simulation results of different temperature and solar radiation as input

According to Section 4.2.1, S2 (GD_P + CM_T + CF_S), S4 (CA_P + CF_T + CF_S) and S6 (GD_P
+ GD_T + CF_S) were selected for comparison to analyze the influence of three different temperature
data on the simulation results. By combining the results of Fig. 7, the temperature has slighter influence on
the model simulation results than precipitation. The average NSE values of the scenarios inputted with the
GD, CMADS, and CFSR temperature for the calibration/validation periods are 0.58/0.60, 0.53/0.61, and
0.54/0.59, respectively (Fig. 5(b)). Base on Fig. 7, scenarios using CFSR temperature as input perform
best, followed by those using CMADS and GD. This was inconsistent with previous results that if the same
precipitation was used ,using gauge and CFSR temperature had almost identical performance (Duan et
al., 2019). This is mainly because the temperature of CMADS and CFSR are underestimated (Table 3,
Fig. 4(b1), Fig. 4(c1), Fig. 4(b2) and Fig. 4(c2)), resulting in the low evaporation and high streamflow
calculated by the SWAT model (Fig. 7(d)). The WYLD values of the scenarios inputted as gauge, CMADS,
and CFSR temperature were 149.83mm, 160.64mm and 184.44mm, respectively (Fig. 7(d)). This shows that
the favorable accuracy of CMADS and CFSR temperature to be used for hydrological modelling in YRSR,
which is a good news for the local hydrometeorological department as the quality of observed temperature
is often worse than that of precipitation (Duan et al., 2019). One existing study by Tan et al. (2017) found
that adopting CFSR temperature can yield good streamflow simulation when using SWAT in two basins in
Malaysia.

Fig. 7 Comparison of daily measured and simulated streamflow using three different temperature (a: GD,
b: CMADS, c: CFSR) for the calibration period from 2008–2010 and validation period from 2011–2012, and
(d) output analysis of water balance from models.

Similarly, S5 (GD_P + CA_T + CM_S) and S6 (GD_P + GD_T + CF_S) were selected to evaluate
the influence of solar radiation on the daily runoff simulation. According to Fig. 8, we found that the solar
radiation has slight influence on the model simulation results in terms of NSE and R2. The average NSE
values of the scenarios inputted with CMADS and CFSR solar radiation data for the calibration/validation
periods are 0.53/0.54 and 0.57/0.65, respectively (Fig. 5(c)). However, the PBIAS values of S5 and S6 are
quite different. S6 results in “very good” performance with PBIAS less than 10%, while S5 yielded “good”
performance for the calibration periods (PBIAS = 12.1%) and “satisfactory” performance for the validation
periods (PBIAS = 20.1%). This is primarily because the solar radiation data of the CMADS are greater
than those of CFSR (Table 3 and Fig. 3), resulting in large evaporation and small runoff for S5 as calculated
by the SWAT model (Fig. 8(c)). This conclusion was verified through the unselected scenarios except the
scenarios using CFSR precipitation as inputted in validation periods (Table 4). Regarding to the above
analysis, the solar radiation from CFSR is more suitable for hydrological simulation in YRSR than that from
CMADS, which is a good news for hydrometeorological model researchers.

Fig. 8 Comparison of daily measured and simulated streamflow using two different solar radiation datasets
(a: CMADS and b: CFSR) for the calibration period from 2008–2010 and validation period 2011–2012, and
(c) output analysis of water balance from models.

4.2.3 Streamflow simulation results of different datasets

To evaluate the applicability of the SWAT model driven by GD (S6), CMADS (S19), and CFSR (S20) for
the YRSR, the SWAT model was directly driven without replacing any dataset meteorological elements.
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Apparently, using GD (even though with sparse coverage) as input to driven SWAT were still the one
that result in the best daily streamflow simulation in YRSR (Fig.8(b)), followed by CFSR (Fig. 9(b1))
and CMADS (Fig. 9(a1)). The findings of this study are different from those of previous studies, which
reported that SWAT model driven by CMADS have a better performance in the research basin (X. Gao
et al., 2018; Zhou et al., 2019). Base on Fig. 9 (a1) and (b1), the performance of CMADS and CFSR
dataset were poor with clearly underestimation ( PBIAS ≥ 52.3%) for CMADS and overestimation (PBIAS
≤ -18%) for CFSR, especially in the dry season. Similarly, Yu and Mu (2015) reported that the runoff
simulated by SWAT model driven by the CFSR dataset in alpine regions was overestimated, and Wang et
al. (2020) found that the runoff simulation result driven by CMADS was severely underestimated. This may
because the CMADS (Meng et al., 2018) and CFSR (Radcliffe and Mukundan, 2017; Saha et al., 2014) are
generated by interpolation methods based on the observation and satellite remote sensing data, of which the
interpolation accuracy is greatly affected by the density of the regional stations and topography (Dodson
and Marks, 1997). The elevation of the meteorological stations for the YRSR and surrounding area are lower
than the average elevation, and the observatory density is low and uneven (Fig. 1). (Zhang and Tang, 2015)
reported that the accuracy of the remote sensing data is poor in this area.

Interestingly, after careful comparison, we found that the simulation result of S19 and S20 could be effectively
improved by replacing the meteorological element (Fig. 9 (a2), (a3), (b2) and (b3)), especially for CFSR.
S18, the model using CFSR precipitation, gauge temperature and CFSR solar radiation as input, has “very
good” performance for the calibration period and “good” performance for the validation period (Fig. 9 (b2)).
Similarly, the model of S17 using CFSR precipitation, gauge temperature and CMADS solar radiation as
input yielded “very good” performance for the calibration periods and satisfactory performance for the
validation periods (Fig. 9 (b3)). Base on Fig. 9 (b4), it is clear that the evaporation of S17 and S18 is
greater than that of S20, and the values of SNOW, PERC and GW_Q of S20 are greater than those of S17
and S18, so S20 translated more precipitation into runoff than S17 and S18. This is because the temperature
from CFSR is underestimated (Table 3 and Fig. 4), and the solar radiation from CMADS is greater than
that from CFSR (Table 3 and Fig. 3), resulting in the large evaporation and small streamflow calculated by
the SWAT model. These results indicate that the improvement of hydrological model accuracy is not only
helpful in seeking precipitation products with high spatio-temporal accuracy (Guo et al., 2019; Tan et al.,
2018b; Yuan et al., 2018) and correcting precipitation data (Deng et al., 2019; Hu et al., 2017; Wang et al.,
2020), but also in improving the model accuracy through the combination of meteorological input.

Fig. 9 Comparison of the measured and simulated streamflow daily hydrographs using CMADS (a1, a2 and
a3) and CFSR (b1, b2 and b3) precipitation in the calibration period from 2008–2010 and validation period
from 2011–2012, and (a4: CMADS, b4: CFSR) output analysis of water balance from models.

4.3 Discussion with existing studies in the same study area and recommendations
for future study

To date, literature search showed that several studies have been carried out to evaluate the performance
of different weather datasets or precipitation datasets in driving hydrological models (particularly SWAT
model) to simulate runoff in YRSR. We discussed our results with the most relevant previous studies which
considered the same weather datasets (GD, CMADS and CFSR) with our study.

Liu et al. (2018) has been carried out to evaluate the performance of different weather datasets, including GD,
CMADS and CFSR, in driving SWAT model in runoff simulation in the same basin. The authors reported
that SWAT driven by CMADS and CFSR were better than that driven by GD overall. The evaluation
statistics showed that the NSE values of CMADS at the daily scale were 0.63 and 0.59 for calibration
periods and validation periods, respectively, while the those of GD were -0.72 and -0.91. This is completely
contrary to our results that GD-driven SWAT has the best result with NSE of 0.79∼0.80 in YRSR, followed
by CFSR with NSE of 0.27∼0.41 and CMADS with 0.12∼0.39 (Table 4). This could be mainly due to
three reasons: (1) Mostly importantly, Liu et al. (2018) used old version of CMADS (1.0) dataset, while
our study used CMADS dataset of version 1.1. Although existing studies showed that the new version
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performed better than the old one and had reasonably good agreement with measured runoff, most of them
are concentrated on basins in northern China, such as Heihe River Basin (Meng et al., 2019), Manas River
Basin (Meng et al., 2017), Jing and Bortala River Basin (Li et al., 2019), Northeast basin (Zhang et al.,
2020) and Lijiang River Basin (Cao et al., 2018). In the Jinsha River Basin, Guo et al. (2019) reported that
the simulated runoff drived by CMADS only resulted in satisfactory performance with NSE of 0.5, which is
not as good as previous studies (Li et al., 2019; Meng et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2020). More seriously, in
the Xihe River Basin which is located at Qinling Mountains, Wang et al. (2020) found that the monthly
streamflow simulation by SWAT driven by CMADS precipitation (1.1) has poorly performance with NSE of
-0.43 and PBIAS of 95.22%. These results indicate that the regional heterogeneity of CMADS is significant
and that it is necessary to evaluate the accuracy of CMADS before use. (2) Liu et al. (2018) only used 11
meteorological stations in the study area, while our study used 14. Previous study showed that the accuracy
of meteorological data directly affects the simulation results of hydrological model (Laiti et al., 2018; Tuo et
al., 2016; Wagner et al., 2012). In addition, many scholars (Shuai et al., 2019; Wei et al., 2016) reported that
the runoff simulation by SWAT model driven by GD yielded “good” performance in YRSR according to the
guideline by D. N. Moriasi et al. (2007), and Yuan et al. (2018) found that using gauge precipitation to drive
Xinanjiang model has a slightly better quality than using IMERG (Integrated Multi-satellite Retrievals for
Global Precipitation Measurement Mission) Final Run version 05 precipitation products in the same regions.
Similarly, in Ethiopia, the data-scare regions of the upper Blue Nile Basin, Duan et al. (2019) and Worqlul
et al. (2017) reported that the hydrological model driven by sparse observed precipitation data is better
than that driven by high-precision precipitation data. (3) Besides the difference in weather datasets input
for SWAT model, the calibration strategies used by Liu et al. (2018) might not be able to find the optimal
values for each dataset, although they did not explicitly detail the calibration procedures rather just simply
mentioned that 12 sensitive parameters are selected to be calibrated. Our study used more parameters
(Table 1) and more objective calibration with the same starting parameter boundary in a sufficient number
of iterations, which increases the possibility of finding optimal parameter values for each model.

Snow is an important hydrological reservoir within the water cycle, particularly in alpine catchment, such
as Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. As global warming intensifies, the impact of snowmelt on streamflow in frigid
plateau regions will be more prominent. Unfortunately, the snowmelt module of SWAT model in YRSR
was not ideal as it could not reflect the changes of temperature and solar radiation well (Fig. 7(d) and
Fig. 8(d)), and spring runoff was underestimated (Fig. 6(a)). Many literatures reported that snowmelt has
great impact on runoff simulation of hydrological model (Abbas et al., 2019; Ficklin and Barnhart, 2014;
Kim et al., 2015), especially spring runoff in alpine watershed (Abbas et al., 2019). To date, the metheds to
improve the snowmelt runoff of SWAT model include uncertainty evaluation of SWAT model for snowmelt
runoff (Abbas et al., 2019; Ficklin and Barnhart, 2014), improvement of SWAT model (Luo et al., 2013) and
simulations of snowpack conditions (Pradhanang et al., 2011). Additionally, the scarcity of meteorological
stations in alpine basin is common, and it is difficult to improve in a short time. Exploring alternative
meteorological datasets which are more feasible, such as satellite meteorological data with high spatial and
temporal resolution (Deng et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2020; Yuan et al., 2018), is a good way to improve
hydrological model simulation. Therefore, we can optimize hydrological model research for alpine watershed
from the above mentioned aspects.

5. Conclusions

In this study, the quality of precipitation, temperature, and solar radiation data of the CMADS and CFSR
datasets over the YRSR were first evaluated. Then, the three meteorological elements of precipitation,
temperature and solar radiation were combined. A total of 20 scenarios were used to drive the SWAT model,
and the applicability of each scenario in YRSR was evaluated. The main research conclusions are as follows.

(1) In YRSR, compared with GD, the precipitation, maximum temperature and minimum temperature of
CFSR are overestimated, underestimated and underestimated, respectively, while those of CMADS are all
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underestimated. And the quality of precipitation and temperature of the CMADS and CFSR in rainy season
is obviously higher than that in other months.

(2) Replacing precipitation data has a large impact on streamflow simulation results of hydrological models.
Using gauge precipitation from sparse stations consistently yielded better performance in runoff simulation
than using precipitation from CMADS and CFSR. The average NSE values of the scenarios inputted with the
gauge precipitation (S1∼S6) in the calibration/validation period is 0.83/0.80, followed by CFSR (S13∼S18)
at 0.65/0.54, and the worst is CMADS (S7∼S12) at 0.18/0.45.

(3) Replacing temperature has slight influence on the model simulation results than replacing the precipi-
tation. The average NSE values of the scenarios inputted with the GD, CMADS, and CFSR temperature
for the calibration/validation periods are 0.58/0.60, 0.53/0.61, and 0.54/0.59, respectively. In the scenarios
with observed precipitation as input, using CMADS and CFSR temperature yielded better performance
than using observed temperature. This shows that the favorable accuracy of temperature from CMADS and
CFSR to be used for hydrological modelling in YRSR, which is a good news for the local hydrometeorological
department as the quality of observed temperature is often worse that of precipitation.

(4) Replacing solar radiation has slight impact on the streamflow simulation. The average NSE values of
the scenarios inputted with CMADS and CFSR solar radiation data for the calibration/validation periods
are 0.53/0.54 and 0.57/0.65, respectively. By contrast, the solar radiation of CFSR is more suitable for
hydrological simulation in YRSR than CMADS.

(5) The SWAT model driven by different meteorological datasets showed that the runoff simulation of GD
with CFSR solar radiation data (S6) is optimal with “very good” performance (NSE ≥ 0.79, 5.1%≤PBIAS≤
8.6%),while the simulation performance of CMADS and CFSR dataset are poor with clearly underestimation
( PBIAS ≥52.3%) for CMADS and overestimation (PBIAS ≤ -18%) for CFSR, especially in the dry season.

In summary, in YRSR, using gauge data from sparse stations consistently yielded better performance in
runoff simulation by SWAT model than using CMADS and CFSR. Replacing the meteorological elements
of the meteorological datasets has a certain influence on the simulation results, especially the precipitation
element. These results indicated that the element combination method of the meteorological dataset has
been proven to be useful in YRSR, which provides a new insight for hydrological simulation research in areas
where meteorological stations are scarce.
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