
LETTER • OPEN ACCESS

Streamflow droughts aggravated by human
activities despite management
To cite this article: Anne F Van Loon et al 2022 Environ. Res. Lett. 17 044059

 

View the article online for updates and enhancements.

You may also like
Monitoring of Drought Events in Gorontalo
Regency
S Koem and Rusiyah

-

Forecasting the Future Drought Indices
Due to the Effects of Climate Change in Al
Najaf City, Iraq.
H H Mahdi, T A Musa, Z A A Al-Rammahi
et al.

-

Eco-hydrological responses to recent
droughts in tropical South America
Yelin Jiang, Meijian Yang, Weiguang Liu
et al.

-

This content was downloaded from IP address 137.204.62.179 on 05/05/2022 at 10:15

https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac5def
/article/10.1088/1755-1315/98/1/012053
/article/10.1088/1755-1315/98/1/012053
/article/10.1088/1755-1315/961/1/012040
/article/10.1088/1755-1315/961/1/012040
/article/10.1088/1755-1315/961/1/012040
/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac507a
/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac507a


Environ. Res. Lett. 17 (2022) 044059 https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac5def

OPEN ACCESS

RECEIVED

22 October 2021

REVISED

17 February 2022

ACCEPTED FOR PUBLICATION

15 March 2022

PUBLISHED

4 April 2022

Original content from
this work may be used
under the terms of the
Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 licence.

Any further distribution
of this work must
maintain attribution to
the author(s) and the title
of the work, journal
citation and DOI.

LETTER

Streamflow droughts aggravated by human activities despite
management
Anne F Van Loon1,∗, Sally Rangecroft2, Gemma Coxon3, Micha Werner4, Niko Wanders5,
Giuliano Di Baldassarre6, Erik Tijdeman7, Marianne Bosman8, Tom Gleeson9, Alexandra Nauditt10,
Amir Aghakouchak11,12, Jose Agustin Breña-Naranjo13, Omar Cenobio-Cruz14, Alexandre CunhaCosta15,
Miriam Fendekova16, Graham Jewitt4,17,18, Daniel G Kingston19, Jessie Loft19, Sarah MMager19,
Iman Mallakpour11, Ilyas Masih4, Héctor Maureira-Cortés20, Elena Toth21, Pieter Van Oel22,
Floris Van Ogtrop23, Koen Verbist24, Jean-Philippe Vidal25, Li Wen26, Meixiu Yu27, Xing Yuan28,29,
Miao Zhang28,29 and Henny A J Van Lanen8

1 Institute for Environmental Studies, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
2 School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences, Faculty of Science and Engineering, University of Plymouth, Exeter, United
Kingdom

3 School of Geographical Sciences, University of Bristol, Bristol, United Kingdom
4 IHE Delft Institute for Water Education, Delft, The Netherlands
5 Department of Physical Geography, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands
6 Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden
7 Professorship in Hydrology and Climatology, Institute of Geography, Heidelberg University, Heidelberg, Germany
8 Hydrology and Quantitative Water Management Group, Wageningen University, Wageningen, The Netherlands
9 Department of Civil Engineering, University of Victoria, Victoria, Canada
10 Institute for Technology and Resources Management in the Tropics and Subtropics, Cologne Technical University of Applied Sciences,

Cologne, Germany
11 Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering, and Department of Earth System Science, University of California, Irvine, CA,

United States of America
12 Department of Earth System Science, University of California, Irvine, CA, United States of America
13 Mexican Institute for Water Technology, Jiutepec, Morelos, Mexico
14 Observatori de l’Ebre (OE), Ramon Llull University—CSIC, Barcelona, Spain
15 Institute of Engineering and Sustainable Development, Universidade da Integração Internacional da Lusofonia Afro-Brasileira

(Unilab), Redenção, Brazil
16 Comenius University, Bratislava, Slovakia
17 Centre for Water Resources Research, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa
18 Faculty of Civil Engineering and Geosciences, Technical University Delft, Delft, The Netherlands
19 School of Geography, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand
20 Water Centre for Arid and Semi-Arid Zones for Latin America and the Caribbean, La Serena, Chile
21 Department of Civil, Chemical, Environmental, and Materials Engineering, University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy
22 Water Resources Management group, Wageningen University, Wageningen, The Netherlands
23 School of Life and Environmental Science, The University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia
24 Natural Sciences Sector, UNESCO Regional Office for Southern Africa (ROSA), Harare, Zimbabwe
25 RiverLy, INRAE, Villeurbanne, France
26 Science, Economics and Insights Division, NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment the State Government of New

South Wales, Parramatta, NSW, Australia
27 College of Hydrology and Water Resources, Hohai University, Nanjing, People’s Republic of China
28 Key Laboratory of Hydrometeorological Disaster Mechanism and Warning of Ministry of Water Resources, Nanjing University of

Information Science and Technology, Nanjing, People’s Republic of China
29 School of Hydrology and Water Resources, Nanjing University of Information Science and Technology, Nanjing, China
∗ Author to whom any correspondence should be addressed.

E-mail: anne.van.loon@vu.nl

Keywords: drought, streamflow, reservoirs, abstraction, water management, human activities

Supplementary material for this article is available online

Abstract
Human activities both aggravate and alleviate streamflow drought. Here we show that aggravation
is dominant in contrasting cases around the world analysed with a consistent methodology. Our 28
cases included different combinations of human-water interactions. We found that water
abstraction aggravated all drought characteristics, with increases of 20%–305% in total time in
drought found across the case studies, and increases in total deficit of up to almost 3000%. Water
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transfers reduced drought time and deficit by up to 97%. In cases with both abstraction and water
transfers into the catchment or augmenting streamflow from groundwater, the water inputs could
not compensate for the aggravation of droughts due to abstraction and only shift the effects in
space or time. Reservoir releases for downstream water use alleviated droughts in the dry season,
but also led to deficits in the wet season by changing flow seasonality. This led to minor changes in
average drought duration (−26 to+38%) and moderate changes in average drought deficit
(−86 to+369%). Land use showed a smaller impact on streamflow drought, also with both
increases and decreases observed (−48 to+98%). Sewage return flows and pipe leakage possibly
counteracted the effects of increased imperviousness in urban areas; however, untangling the
effects of land use change on streamflow drought is challenging. This synthesis of diverse global
cases highlights the complexity of the human influence on streamflow drought and the added value
of empirical comparative studies. Results indicate both intended and unintended consequences of
water management and infrastructure on downstream society and ecosystems.

1. Introduction

Human activities increasingly influence river flow
[1]. Over half of the world’s major rivers are regu-
lated by dams [2, 3], while increasing urban popula-
tions and conversion of land to agriculture affect the
hydrological cycle [4, 5] and consumptive water use
decreases river flow worldwide [6, 7]. These effects
are expected to increase in the future, with ground-
water abstraction, river fragmentation, and land use
change strongly impacting future river flow [8]. Most
research on the human influence on hydrological
systems, however, focuses on one type of human
activity, for example effects of groundwater abstrac-
tion [8], reservoirs [9], or land use change [10, 11],
or on one type of water use, for example irriga-
tion [12, 13] or hydropower [14]. In reality, these
effects are often combined and it is of interest also
to investigate their interactions and potential coun-
terbalancing effects. Research also often focuses on
long-term average annual or seasonal flow condi-
tions (e.g. [3, 6]), whilst most impacts are felt dur-
ing extremes, particularly in periods of dry anomalies.
Streamflow drought (defined as below-normal river
flow) has large impacts on various sectors, includ-
ing public water supply, navigation, and river eco-
logy [15]. These streamflow droughts are potentially
affected by upstream human activities [16].

Studies aiming to quantify the human influence
on streamflow drought typically fall into two types:
large-scale modelling exercises [17] or case studies
[18] based on one or two test sites. For a thor-
ough understanding of processes, empirical stud-
ies are essential because observed data encompass
the complexity of the real world whereas large-scale
modelling relies on unavoidable generalisations and
simplifications [19]. Large-sample studies [20] draw
insights from a large collection of observation points.
These have high potential also to be used for the
study of human influences on streamflow drought, as
shown by [21] and [9]. These studies, however, rely
on datasets with good-quality meta-data on human

influences. With the CAMELS datasets [22–24] this
information is becoming increasingly available in
more countries, but still global coverage is limited.
In many regions, local expert knowledge is still cru-
cial to understand the timing, location, scale, and
type of human influences in a catchment. This ana-
lysis is time-consuming and as a results often only
one or a few cases are analysed. A literature review
of 37 peer-reviewed case studies published between
2009 and 2021 (table 1; supplementary material
S1 available online at stacks.iop.org/ERL/17/044059/
mmedia) shows that mostly 1–3 cases are analysed
within one study (maximum n = 12). There is also
a geographical bias with most case studies conducted
in China.

In the reviewed cases in table 1, the effects of
human activities on streamflow drought were ana-
lysed in very different ways and therefore results can-
not easily be compared across studies. Firstly, differ-
ent drought analysis methods were used (table 1—
Method), with as most common approaches stand-
ardised indices and the fixed and variable threshold
level method [25]. Secondly, in the application of a
method many choices need to be made (e.g. choice
of distribution for standardised indices) that can have
large influence on the results [26]. Very important is
the threshold that is used to define the drought. In the
reviewed studies (table 1—Threshold), this ranged
from the long-term average streamflow level (0 for
standardised indices/Q50 for threshold-based meth-
ods) to extremely dry anomalies (Q90). Thirdly, when
analysing the effect of human influences on stream-
flow drought, the reference for calculating the stand-
ardised or threshold-based indices can be determ-
ined from the human-influenced streamflow series
or from the natural benchmark (table 1—Reference).
This was done differently across the reviewed studies
and again could have large influences on the results
[18]. Finally, different drought characteristics were
reported (table 1—Characteristics). In some stud-
ies, the change in drought characteristics due to the
human influence was quantified, while in others only
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a qualitative indication of change was given. In some,
drought characteristics were not reported separately
and only an overall assessment of change in drought
was provided.

This huge diversity in methods and method-
ological choices used to assess the human influ-
ence on streamflow drought makes a generalised
understanding challenging. A systematic and coher-
ent approach across case studies is needed to reli-
ably generalise lessons learned [27]. Here, we aim
to quantify the human influence on streamflow
droughts using a consistent methodology applied
to contrasting observation-based case studies across
the world. From this analysis we aim to obtain
an increased understanding of the role of human
activities on streamflow drought, which is needed
to sustainably manage freshwater resources during
drought and improve streamflow drought modelling
and forecasting [16].

2. Case studies

We collated 28 empirical case studies globally
(figures 1(a) and (b)) that fit the selection criteria
of this study (human influence present, time series
longer than ten years, naturalisation data available).
These cases cover all continents, with the highest
concentration in Europe, and have a large spread
in climate characteristics (figures 1(c) and (d)) and
catchment sizes (figure 1(e) and table S2). Quantit-
ative and qualitative contextual information for these
cases was obtained from local expert knowledge and
reports (summarised in tables S2 and S3).

Based on this information, the cases were grouped
into four categories of human activities (figure 1(f)).
Dominant primary categories of human activity are
abstraction from groundwater and/or surface water
and water storage and release with reservoir infra-
structure. The two other categories, i.e. water transfer
into the river and land use change, are mostly identi-
fied as additional categories. For the abstraction cases,
the abstraction ratio was estimated as annual abstrac-
tion divided by annual discharge (table S2), based on
available data or qualitative information. For some
cases this ratio may be more accurate than for others,
but for all cases it gives an indication of the relative
magnitude of abstraction.

We also looked at the purposes of the abstracted,
transferred or stored water and the way in which land
use had changed. Our cases mostly have agriculture,
water supply, and hydropower as their main purpose
(figure 1(g)), but a range of other additional purposes
are present. Noteworthy are several cases in which
the human activities are aimed at providing water
for use downstream of the gauging station (black
boxes in figure 1(g)). These include cases with reser-
voirs providing water for downstream abstractions

for agriculture, water supply, and environmental or
water quality purposes (table S3).

3. Data andmethods

3.1. Observation data
Observed river discharge (mm/month) was used for
all case studies to represent the human-influenced
river flow situation (Van Loon 2022). Case study time
period lengths varied between 10 and 65 years, with a
mean of 32 years (table S2).

3.2. Naturalisation
For each of the 28 cases, benchmark discharge data
(representing the discharge that would have occurred
without the human influences) were obtained with
one of three approaches (table S2; Van Loon, 2022):
paired catchments (n = 8), upstream-downstream
comparison (n = 6), or naturalisation of observed
flows with a model (n = 14). In paired-catchment
analysis (P-C) observed discharge time series from
a human-influenced catchment are compared with
observations from a catchment without the human
influence under study but with otherwise sim-
ilar catchment characteristics (e.g. hydrogeology,
precipitation) [28]. Upstream-downstream com-
parison (U-D) is a similar approach to paired-
catchment analysis, but instead of using adjacent
or nearby catchments an undisturbed upstream part
of the catchment is used for comparison [29, 30].
Naturalised-observed comparison (N-O) is based on
naturalisation of discharge data using models (e.g.
hydrological modelling, simple statistical modelling,
water balance approach) to simulate the time series
without anthropogenic influences [31]. Variations
in method depend on local data availability and the
best method for the local situation [31]. However, all
case studies had the same time period for the human-
influenced and benchmark discharge time series to
allow for comparison (table S2).

3.3. Drought analysis, comparison and
human-drought types
A consistent drought analysis methodology was then
applied to both human-influenced and benchmark
time series. Drought events were identified as periods
during which the discharge is below the benchmark
Q80 threshold (monthly 80th percentile of bench-
mark discharge, the value exceeded 80% of time)
[32–34]. Only droughts with durations of at least
two months were considered. For all case studies, the
threshold was generated from the benchmark data
based on the longest time period available.

Four different drought characteristics were calcu-
lated: total time in drought over the analysis period,
average duration per drought event, total drought
deficit over the analysis period, average deficit per
drought event. We selected these because these are

5
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Figure 1. Twenty eight case studies, distributed (a) across the globe and (b) Europe, with a diversity of (c) mean annual
temperature, (d) annual precipitation, (e) catchment area, (f) human-influence categories, and (g) water/land use purposes. For
case study names and further information, see figure 3, tables S2 and S3.

reported most in published literature (table 1) and
because they are important indicators in water man-
agement indicating drought duration and severity
[35]. We calculated duration and severity on aver-
age per drought event and over the entire period
of record, because these time intervals show differ-
ent effects, for example when the human influences
would lead to more shorter droughts. The differ-
ence in drought characteristics due to the human
influence was calculated as percentage change as
follows:

% humaninfluence= ((Human−Benchmark)

/Benchmark)× 100.

The human influence can be positive or negative
for different individual events [36] and these might
cancel each other out when calculating average and
total drought characteristics. Therefore, we also ana-
lysed the human-aggravated and human-alleviated
drought events for each case study. For each event
where the human-influenced, benchmark discharge,
or both were below the benchmark Q80, we classified
it into one of four human drought types (figure 2):
(a) 100% human-alleviated drought (i.e. preven-
ted drought); (b) human-alleviated drought; (c)
human-aggravated drought; and (d) 100% human-
aggravated drought (i.e. human-induced drought).

3.4. Regime change
To understand potential mechanisms behind the
changes in drought characteristics, we also analysed
shifts in the river flow regime. We represented this
regime simply as the monthly Q80 flows (same as

used for the threshold), averaged for the full year as
well as for the wet and dry seasons. The interquartile
range of the monthly Q80 provided an indication of
flow variability over the year. These indicators were
calculated both for the human-influenced and natur-
alised flows, with percentage change established using
the naturalised flows as the benchmark. For compar-
ison, we also calculated these indicators of change
of the river flow regime based on the monthly Q50
(median) flows. For each case, we partitioned the year
into a six-month wet (higher flow) season and a six-
month dry (lower flow) season defined by the natur-
alised flows. These generally followed the cool season
in temperate climates (e.g. 1 Candover), the warmer
season in tropical climates (e.g. 10 Komati), and were
non-contiguous in the case of bi-modal climates (e.g.
26 Magdalena).

3.5. Analysis of explanatory variables
Statistical analysis was performed to find poten-
tial explanatory variables of the differences between
the % human influence on drought characterist-
ics. Continuous variables (catchment area, precipit-
ation, temperature, start year of the human influ-
ence, ratio of annual abstraction to annual discharge)
were analysed by linear regression. Categorical vari-
ables (naturalisationmethod& sub-method, category
of human influence, number of categories, purpose
of land/water use, number of purposes, source of
abstraction, combinations of categories) were ana-
lysed using the Kruskal–Wallis H-test [37]. This is a
non-parametric test that can be used ondata that con-
sists of two or more discrete variables and does not
require normality of the data. The analysis was done
with the kruskal.test function in R.
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Figure 2. Schematic outline of human drought types (building on [16, 36]): (a) 100% human-alleviated: the naturalised discharge
shows an event that is not present in the human-influenced time series; (b) human-alleviated drought: both human-influenced
and naturalised discharge are below the threshold and human-induced deficit is lower than climate-induced deficit;
(c) human-aggravated drought: both human-influenced and naturalised discharge are below the threshold and human-induced
deficit is higher than climate-induced deficit; and (d) 100% human-aggravated drought: the human-influenced discharge shows
an event that is not present in the naturalised time series.

4. Results

4.1. Abstractions aggravate and water inflows
alleviate streamflow droughts, but what is their
combined effect?
Abstraction of water, whether it is from the river
directly, from purpose-built surface water reser-
voirs or from groundwater, increased the severity
of streamflow droughts downstream of the abstrac-
tion (figure 3, cases 1–16). Most drought events
in these abstraction cases were human-aggravated
(figure 3(b)). The total time that streamflow was
below the benchmark Q80 increased in all cases (+20
to+240%; figure 3(c)). The average duration of indi-
vidual drought events increased only slightly or even
decreased, indicating that abstractions also led to
more frequent short droughts. Both average and total
deficits increased in all abstraction cases (up to more
than +3500%), except for average deficit in 1 Can-
dover (figure 3(c)). Again, average deficits increased
slightly less due to the increase in the number of short
droughts.

Cases with abstraction for different purposes
show mixed results in figure 3 and in the three
cases with highest human influence on deficits,
water was abstracted for public water supply (16
Svitava), agriculture (15 Humaya) and hydropower

(14 Feather). We found no statistical difference
between cases where water is abstracted for differ-
ent purposes or from different sources (surface water,
groundwater, or both; table S4). The relative amount
of abstraction, however, was crucial, with the estim-
ated ratio of abstraction to average flow having a sig-
nificant influence on the human influence on total
time in drought and total deficit (p= 0.046 and 0.016,
respectively, table S5). Although in wetter catchments
the relative amount of abstraction would be expec-
ted to be lower because of higher average flow, we
found no significant effect of annual precipitation or
temperature (table S5).

In all abstraction cases, the human-influenced
Q80 was lower than the benchmark regime
(figure 4(a)). There was overall much less river flow
when water is abstracted upstream, independent
of the purpose of abstraction. This was the case
both in the dry and wet season (figures 4(b) and
(c)), except for two agricultural cases with higher
human-influenced Q80 in the dry season (2 Myall &
15 Humaya), which is partly related to water being
released for irrigation further downstream of the
gauging station. In almost all abstraction cases flow
variability decreased (figure 4(d)).

Water added to a river via inter-basin trans-
fers alleviated streamflow droughts downstream as
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Figure 5. Specific cases of drought alleviation and aggravation from human activities in selected case studies (see figure S4 for all
case studies). Drought events are identified in the time series plots, and their type is indicated by colour-coded bars underneath.

expected (figure 3, cases 17–18). In the two water
transfer cases, droughts were either alleviated or
removed completely (figure 3(b)), except for two
small human-aggravated events in 18 Blackwater. All
drought characteristics were reduced by water trans-
fers (−25 to −97%; figure 3(c)). The water transfer
cases showed an increase of Q80 on average over the
year and in both seasons, with no significant change
in flow variability (figures 4(a)–(d)).

Many abstraction cases also had water trans-
fers (from another catchment or from groundwa-
ter via an augmentation scheme; WT in figure 3(a)),
downstream water use (DW in figure 3(a)), and/or
sewage return flows (table S3). Although these may
lessen some of the effects of abstraction on drought
they often did not compensate for the aggravation
(figure 3). In 1 Candover, for example, groundwater
is pumped up in the upper part of the catchment to
support downstreamabstractions during extreme low
flows [38]. This alleviated only the lowest low flows
(e.g. around 1990; figure 5) and the higher low flows
were still decreased by abstraction leading to more
severe droughts (figure 3(b)). In 7 Upper-Guadiana,
13 Derwent, and other cases that import water from
a nearby catchment, similar alleviation of extreme
low flows did not compensate for the larger aggrav-
ation of other droughts (figures 2, 4 and S4). Over-
all, abstraction cases that also have water transfer or
downstream water use did not show a significant dif-
ference in human influence on drought compared to
cases that did not have these water inputs (table S4).

4.2. Reservoirs both aggravate and alleviate
streamflow droughts, but aggravation is dominant
Water storage and release structures change the tim-
ing of river flow and consequently showed both
increased and decreased droughts downstream
compared to the benchmark flow (figure 3, cases
19–26). The majority of drought events were human-
aggravated, but also several droughts were alleviated
(figure 3(b)), even in cases with large increases in
drought deficits (figure 3(c)). In 19 Banabuiú all
drought events were human-alleviated and this is
the only case in which total deficit decreased. This
is because the natural regime is highly intermittent
and the comparatively large reservoir has been able to
overcome multi-year droughts (figure 5). In all other
cases, deficits increased (up to +369%; figure 3(c)),
but notably less than in the abstraction cases. Average
drought duration and total time, however, were in
some cases decreased.

The main purpose of most reservoirs in the water
storage and release category was hydropower gener-
ation (6 out of 8 cases), but most reservoirs also had
secondary purposes (table S4). There was no statist-
ical relation between human influence on drought
characteristics and number of purposes, suggesting
thatmulti-purpose reservoirs do not havemore influ-
ence on streamflow drought (table S4). This selection,
however, does not include reservoirs that are built as
water supply reservoirs, whichwere classed as abstrac-
tion cases (i.e. 10 Komati, 13 Derwent, 14 Feather, 15
Humaya).
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Water storage and release cases, on average
throughout the year, had the sameQ80 in the human-
influenced and benchmark situation (figure 4(a),
except 19 Banabuiú, showing a strong increase in
Q80, but not in median flow (figure S1)). How-
ever, there was a clear difference between the sea-
sons: Q80 decreased in the wet season (figure 4(b))
and increased in the dry season (figure 4(c)). Water
storage and release structures decreased flow variab-
ility (figure 4(d)), which is as would be expected [6],
although there are large differences between cases.

Many reservoirs released water for downstream
water use, for agriculture, flood control, and pub-
lic water supply (figure 3(a)), but these cases still
mainly had an aggravation of droughts and defi-
cits (figures 3(b) and (c)), mostly related to regime
changes (figure 4). For example, 21 Sacramento and
23 Huasco show a substantial change in regime, with
higher flows in the dry season and lower flows in
the wet season, leading to (100%) human-alleviated
droughts in the dry season (figure 5). This allevi-
ation was, however, overshadowed by the aggravation
caused by (100%) human-aggravated droughts in the
wet season (figures 5 and 3).

4.3. Possible compensation of urbanisation effects
by sewage return flows, but effects of land use
change are harder to untangle
The two land use cases showed a combination
of alleviation and aggravation of drought events
(figure 3(b), cases 27–28) and a complex mix of
positive and negative influences on drought dura-
tion and deficit (−48 to +98%; figure 3(c)). This
may be related to the mix of activities happening in
land use change case studies, thus making it diffi-
cult to isolate the land use effect. For example, in
27 Lostock the effects of urbanisation are combined
with sewage return flows and in 28 Filobobos defor-
estation for agriculture is combined with abstraction
(figure 3(a)).

These land use change cases had relatively little
change in regime (figures 4(a)–(c)) with only 27
Lostock showing an increase in Q80 during the dry
season (figure 4(c)). Flow variability decreased in
both land use change cases (figure 4(d)).

5. Discussion

5.1. Discussion of findings
Our findings show that in almost all cases analysed,
processes resulting in alleviation of drought did not
compensate for the aggravation of drought due to
abstraction or water storage and release. Only in the
two land use change cases, the expected increase in
drought due to land-surface changes seemed masked
by artificial inputs.

Water abstraction removes water from the sys-
tem, lowers the river flow regime, and aggravates

streamflow drought. This is not unexpected and con-
firms other studies on the effects of abstraction on
streamflow drought, e.g. observation-based work in
the UK [21] and global modelling studies [17]. But
what is new here is that we see limited effect of
water management, with abstraction cases that also
have water inputs such as water transfer or augment-
ation schemes not showing a significant difference
with cases without these water inputs. Water trans-
fers may result in increased drought in donor catch-
ments, while augmentation schemes rely on abstrac-
ted groundwater. This augmentation increases river
flow during extreme low flows, but may decrease it
later in time (in theUK often in the following winter).
This reduces flow variability (figure 4(d)) and may
impact other sectors or the environment that are
affected by below-normal winter flows [39].

In the water storage and release cases, the alle-
viation of droughts in the dry season did not com-
pensate for the aggravation of droughts in thewet sea-
son (figure 3). This finding contradicts earlier studies,
whichmostly report an alleviation effect of reservoirs,
e.g. in China [40] and in the USA [9]. However, mod-
elling studies show a strong spatial variability in alle-
viating vs. aggravating effects of reservoirs, e.g. in the
USA [41, 42], while we also find a shift in time (allevi-
ation in the dry season and aggravation in the wet sea-
son). Although droughts in the wet seasonmay be less
problematic for water security, especially as agricul-
tural water demands are typically highest in the dry
season, reduced seasonal variability or even a com-
plete reversal of the regime may have negative effects
on river ecology [39, 43].

We did not find a relationship between reservoir
purpose and effects on streamflow drought. [9] also
found only limited effects of purpose for reservoirs in
the USA, but she did see that reservoirs with ecolo-
gical purposes reduced droughts downstream most.
In our study, the reservoirs that released water for
downstream water use still mainly showed aggrava-
tion of drought. Also for the abstraction cases, we
found no relation with purpose or source (ground-
water and/or surface water). Only the amount of
abstraction (ratio of abstraction tomean annual flow)
could explain the differences in influence on drought
characteristics. Similar to [21] for the UK and [9] for
the USA, we see a shift of droughts in time and space.
This may mean that other regions or water users are
impacted by the shifted drought or that certain water
management options would not be available or have
limited effect [9].

For the two land use cases, our findings of minor
effects on streamflow drought contradict common
understanding that most land use change (urban-
isation, deforestation, agricultural practice) increases
flow variability leading to more but shorter droughts
[44, 45]. Urbanisation in 27 Lostock led to increased
dry season flows, despite an increase in paved surface
and peak flows [46]. This is most probably related to
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treated sewage inflows, which are relatively constant
throughout the year and therefore increase river flow
in the normally drier summer months [47] (figure
S4). Pipe leakage may also be an important river
flow contribution during low flow conditions [4, 48].
This shows that the influence of land use change on
streamflow droughts is complex and rarely occurs in
isolation from other changes in water management
and infrastructure that might (over)compensate for
the effect of land use change. More cases would be
needed to generalise these findings.

A key finding of this study is that the overall
effect of human activities on streamflow droughts
is independent of catchment characteristics, or cli-
mate region. The difference in human influence on
streamflow drought between the cases is not related
to catchment area (p = 0.45–0.78; table S5), annual
precipitation (p = 0.35–0.96), mean annual tem-
perature (p = 0.43–0.94). The results also did not
show a statistical relation with the start year of
human influence (p= 0.40–1.00; table S5). This com-
parison could not be done before because of the
range of analysis approaches used in previous studies
(table 1).

5.2. Uncertainties
We acknowledge that our findings are influenced by
the locations in which streamflow is observed. River
gauges have been historically installed for a combin-
ation of practical, hydrogeomorphic or political reas-
ons [49]. This implies that the human influence we
observe holds for the river stretch upstream of where
the gauge is situated [31]. Downstream impacts may
occur as a consequence of other human activities
[30, 50]. This is clearly observed in 14 Feather, where
diverted flows are in part returned to the downstream
river, and in 19 Banabuiú and 17 Bilina where arti-
ficially augmented (dry season) flows are abstrac-
ted downstream. Although the human influences we
observe may be localised to a river stretch, they do
attest to the fragmentation of the river system [51]
and reduced longitudinal connectivity important to
river habitats [52].

The classification of cases based on expert inform-
ation required simplification of detailed and contex-
tualised information, resulting in some uncertainty
that was minimised through iterative discussion with
data providers and local experts. Largest uncertain-
ties are probably present in the classification of land
use change, which is likely present in more cases than
indicated in table S3, but often limited local inform-
ation about these changes was available. The human-
influence categories andwater/land use purposesmay
not always be complete as information to characterise
cases fully may be missing.

There is uncertainty also in the benchmark data-
sets used for comparison with the human-influenced
streamflow data. In this study, three different well-
known approaches were used [31], i.e. modelling,

paired-catchment, and upstream-downstream com-
parison, and these were applied according to local
data availability and type of human influence [31].
The details for each case are described in table S2.
The decomposition orwater balancemethod can only
be applied in cases where the human influence is
fully known and quantified, which was the case in
4 out of 28 cases (table S2). In many cases (8 out
of 28) a hydrological model was set up to naturalise
the streamflow data.Models can have high uncertain-
ties, which are reduced by calibration. For example
for 7 Upper-Guadiana, [53] calibrated the hydro-
logical model HBV on pre-disturbance data. Their
uncertainty analysis showed that the range of the
modelled naturalised data did not overlap with the
range of the observed human-influenced data, show-
ing that the effects of human influence in this catch-
ment were much higher than both model and obser-
vation uncertainties. In other naturalisation studies,
the uncertainty from differentmodel types was found
to beminor, with similar results reported for different
models [31]. Although modelling is often regarded as
the best way to naturalise human-influenced stream-
flowdata, [54] showed that paired-catchment analysis
can give even better results (applied here in 8 out of 28
cases). To reduce uncertainty in this method, catch-
ment selection is crucial and for drought analysis spe-
cifically hydrogeology needs to be considered caully
[28]. Upstream-downstream comparison (6 out of
28 cases) is often preferred since catchment attrib-
utes for upstream and downstream parts of the same
catchment are oftenmore similar than for neighbour-
ing catchments. In some upstream-downstream cases
in our selection, a pre-disturbance time series was
available, e.g. 23 Huasco [18], showing the validity
of the assumption of comparability of the upstream
and downstream data under natural conditions. The
regionalisation method (applied in 2 cases) does not
rely on one paired or upstream catchment, but on a
selection of catchments. Relationships are transferred
to the human-influenced catchment using machine-
learning tools. Also in these cases calibration and val-
idation showed high performance of the model [55].
In our results, we did not find a significant effect of the
method applied for naturalisation on the difference in
human influence on streamflow drought between the
cases (p= 0.08–0.46 or p= 0.44–0.72when taking the
different variations as separate; table S4), which gives
confidence in our conclusions.

By using the benchmark Q80 as threshold for
both the naturalised and the human-influenced time
series, changes in drought characteristics include
changes in the Q80 between human-influenced
and benchmark. In the published case studies we
reviewed, this was done in about one-third of the
studies (14 out of 37; table 1). The overall negative
relationship between change in regime and change
in average deficit (figure S2(a)) and average duration
(figure S2(b)) indicates that if we would have used
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the human-influenced Q80 to determine human-
influenced drought characteristics (as done in 19
out of 37 reviewed studies; table 1) we would have
strongly underestimated the effect of human influ-
ence on drought.

We consistently identified droughts using a
monthly Q80 threshold, so variable throughout the
year following the river regime. A fixed threshold,
with the same level throughout the year (applied in
5 out of 37 reviewed studies; table 1), would have
given different results for the cases with changes in
seasonality (mostly the water storage and release
cases), missing potentially important effects. With
a fixed threshold, the cases with downstream use,
e.g. 23 Huasco and 21 Sacramento, would have
shown the alleviation of dry season low flows without
the increase in drought severity in the wet season
[18]. The effect of water transfers and augmenta-
tion schemes on summer low flows in the abstraction
cases, e.g. 13 Derwent and 1 Candover, may however
have been more visible with a fixed threshold. We
have chosen a variable instead of a fixed threshold for
a consistent focus on droughts as anomalies and to
use an approach comparable to widely-used stand-
ardised drought indices [25, 56, 57].

5.3. Ways forward
We see this paper as an important first step in global-
scale comparison of observation-based cases on the
human influence on streamflow drought. This col-
lection of cases will be included as IAHS Panta Rhei
benchmark dataset [58]. In future work, more cases
could be added to this dataset and the same ana-
lysis could be done to compare more cases, espe-
cially in areas that had limited coverage in this study.
This would require good-quality data. Not only trust-
worthy observed and naturalised data over a long
period of record are needed, but also detailed con-
textual knowledge on the human activities is crucial
for the interpretation of the data [59, 60]. In our
study, it was a challenge to reach 28 cases, but we see
strong potential for future studies with more cases.
One way to do this is via the development of bench-
mark [58] and large-sample datasets [20]. Another
way is to design studies that specifically aim at collect-
ing high-quality records for the purpose of untangling
the impacts of direct and indirect human activit-
ies on streamflow drought, for example via exper-
imental catchments in human-dominated environ-
ments where not only the natural, but also the human
water flows are monitored.

An important next step is also to study the dynam-
ics of the human influence on hydrological drought.
The non-stationarity of human-interventions over
long (decadal) time scales, but also within a drought
event, should be considered going forward [61]. Espe-
cially during long droughts, drought impacts lead
to responses and (mal)adaptation measures that can
feedback into the hydrological system [62, 63]. With

more detailed temporal information on specific cases
with multi-year droughts this could be analysed.

With an increased understanding of the
(dynamic) human influence on streamflow drought,
models can be improved. We should calibrate catch-
ment and large-scale models more on human-
influenced catchments (e.g. [64]). Only then can we
look forward and do future scenarios where we find
solutions to the large influence of human activities
on hydrological drought downstream.

6. Concluding remarks

Our diverse cases show that human activities aggrav-
ate streamflow droughts more than they alleviate
them. The strength of this work is that the results are
empirically derived from in-situ observations in mul-
tiple river basins and analysed in a consistent manner
[65]. This complements previous drought-focused
studies based on either: (a) model results, which are
unavoidably affected by a number of assumptions and
often do not include human influences or only rep-
resent the complexity of those influences in a generic
way [66]; or (b) observation-based analyses of a single
case study, which prevents any form of generaliza-
tion (table 1). By analysing real-world cases in all their
complexity, interactions between different potentially
counterbalancing human influences could be evalu-
ated, for example potential compensation of negat-
ive effects of abstraction on drought by sewage return
flows or water transfers into the catchment.

Although water abstraction and reservoirs
provide a number of benefits to society [67], they
can come at the expense of increased droughts for
other sectors/communities and damage to riverine
ecosystems. Our cases have different levels of water
management, with some being quite advanced in
balancing out water needs for different sectors, while
others are still grappling with understanding and data
(for example on illegal abstractions, e.g. 15 Humaya)
or focus on one or a few sectors, neglecting others or
downstream users. But even in cases with advanced
management, infrastructural fixes and dependence
on reservoirs or compensation by sewage can also lead
to unintended consequences [68, 69], for example
when water conservation decreases treated sewage
inflows leading to lower low flows [70]. Also, water
quality is crucial, both in cases of compensation by
water transfers, groundwater, (treated) sewage and
agricultural return flows. Bringing in (ground)water
with a different chemical composition into the river
may have unintended consequences, especially for
river [71] and coastal [72] ecosystems. Equally, water
transfers and augmentation can be highly offensive
where communities have a cultural connection to
river systems [73].

Despite the complexity in the observational data
from 28 diverse cases, a consistent picture emerged
of aggravation of streamflow droughts, independent
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of purpose and source and despite measures taken
to reduce that aggravation with water transfers and
river augmentation. Changes in water availability in
space and time could compromise other water users,
water quality, public health, and river ecology. Bet-
ter awareness of these effects is an important step
towards improved multi-sectoral and spatiotemporal
drought management, including re-distribution of
risks and benefits between upstream and downstream
users [64], sectors, and socio-economic and environ-
mental impacts.
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