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Abstract:

Suspended-sediment concentration data are a missing link in reconstructions of the River Waal in the early 1800s. These
reconstructions serve as a basis for assessing the long-term effects of major interventions carried out between 1850 AD
and the early 20th century. We used a 2D physics-based morphodynamic model accounting for the influence of floodplain
vegetation to fill in this gap. Historical discharge hydrographs were derived from a correlation between flow discharge records at
Cologne and water level measurements of the Rhine branches in the Netherlands, taking into account the discharge distribution
between the branches. Historical floodplain sedimentation rates were estimated using old cartographic information and recent
geomorphologic field work. The computed historical sedimentation rates are found to be within the range of measured data,
which suggests that fine suspended sediment concentrations in the early 1800s were comparable to contemporary ones. The
computations show also how vegetation enhances the formation of natural levees close to the main channel and at the same
time decreases the sedimentation rates in farther areas of the floodplain. A sensitivity analysis shows suspended sediment
composition to have a strong influence on the resulting quantities and patterns of floodplain deposition. The reconstruction has
also provided validation of the modelling tools to reproduce the effects of vegetation on sediment dynamics, enabling their
implementation to study other cases. Copyright  2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

The Rhine branches in the Netherlands have been
embanked since 1000–1350 AD to protect part of the
former floodplain from inundation. This confined the
branches into 0Ð5–1Ð5 km wide embanked floodplains
(Figure 1), predominantly used as pasture land, but also
for other, often conflicting, purposes: agriculture, recre-
ation, excavation of sand and clay, nature conserva-
tion and safety measures, all demanding space. The
embanked floodplains are thus of special interest (Hes-
selink, 2002). The confinement of the river produced an
increase of water levels and a spatial restriction of over-
bank deposition between the river’s main channel and the
embankments.

A second major intervention to the Rhine river system
was the digging of the Pannerdensch Canal in 1707
AD (Figure 1), which changed the discharge distribution
over the Rhine branches (Van de Ven, 1976). Near the
Dutch–German border, the average discharge of the
Rhine is approximately 2300 m3/s; as the digging of the
Pannerdensch Canal, the River Waal carries about 2/3 of
the total Rhine discharge, with the Nederrijn and IJssel
accounting for the other 1/3.

* Correspondence to: Alejandro Montes Arboleda, UNESCO-IHE,
Department of Water Engineering, PO Box 3015, 2601 DA Delft, The
Netherlands. E-mail: a.crosato@unesco-ihe.org

The final major intervention on the Rhine branches
was the installation of a regular array of groynes approx-
imately between 1850 AD and the early 20th century,
known as the river’s ‘normalization’. This enhanced nav-
igability of the channels, prevented ice clogging and
accelerated drainage of high discharge peaks (Bosch and
Van der Ham, 1998).

Nowadays, there is an increasing awareness that rivers
need more space to safeguard flood safety under chang-
ing climatic conditions, because flood protection cannot
be achieved anymore by further raising of dikes. Contem-
porary river management aims to increase the conveyance
capacity of the rivers, allowing at the same time, but
within certain bounds, natural processes of sedimentation
and erosion to occur (Klijn et al., 2001; Piégay et al.,
2005; Darby and Sear, 2008). This is done to partly
restore dynamic conditions, so as to get a sustainable and
more diverse river ecosystem without increasing flood
levels (EU-project IRMA SPONGE at http://www.irma-
sponge.org/; Baptist et al., 2004; Baptist, 2005).

Measures to increase the flood conveyance capacity of
the Rhine River include the lowering of the floodplains
and the excavation of secondary channels. Recent restora-
tion projects in the Netherlands successfully enhanced
fluvial biodiversity (Raat, 2001; Buijse et al., 2002), but
there is an increasing concern over floodplain vegetation
growth and its effects on the flood conveyance of the
river (Villada and Crosato, 2010). Floodplain vegetation
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depends on the river hydraulic regime and morphody-
namics, such as the frequency of floods and the forma-
tion of new sediment deposits (Franz and Bazzaz, 1977;
Hupp and Osterkamp, 1996; Johnson, 1998; Merritt and
Cooper, 2000). In turn, floodplain vegetation influences
the river morphodynamic trends, by locally increasing
the resistance to the flow while also reducing soil erodi-
bility (Thorne, 1990; Tsujimoto, 1999; Carollo et al.,
2002; Corenblit et al., 2007). As a consequence, due to
floodplain vegetation the flood levels increase. Finally,
floodplain vegetation influences sedimentation processes
(Jeffries et al., 2003), ultimately resulting in a gradual ris-
ing of floodplains and reduction of the river conveyance
capacity.

The extensive history of human interference makes
the Rhine branches, and in the case of this study, the
River Waal, an exceptionally well suited case for his-
torical reconstructions. These reconstructions serve as a
basis for assessing the long-term effects of major inter-
ventions. Also, the wealth of historic data present in the
Netherlands provides an excellent opportunity to accom-
plish this. Notwithstanding this, available historical data
do not include suspended sediment concentrations before
the 20th century. We used a 2D physics-based morpho-
dynamic model (Lesser et al., 2004), together with inde-
pendent estimates of historical floodplain sedimentation
rates by means of geomorphologic field work, to fill in
this gap.

The model accounts for the influence of floodplain veg-
etation on water flow, bed shear stress, sediment transport
and topographic changes, distinguishing the flow between
the plants and the flow above the plants, following Baptist
(2005). The model can simulate sedimentation on vege-
tated floodplains, because it can treat the processes of
fine sediment (Van Ledden, 2003).

Based on data availability, we decided to reconstruct
the River Waal situation in the early 1800s, providing a
basis for establishing the long-term effects of the ‘nor-
malization’ works, which started in 1850 AD. Historical
discharge hydrographs were derived from a correlation
between flow discharge records at Cologne, Germany,
and water level measurements of the Rhine branches in
the Netherlands, taking into account the discharge dis-
tribution between the branches. The bed topography was
derived from reconstructed cross-sectional profiles (Maas
et al., 1997). Historical maps of vegetation cover were
derived from reconstructed ecotope maps (Maas et al.,
1997).

Assuming that suspended-sediment concentrations in
the early 1800s were similar to contemporary ones, the
computed sedimentation rates are found to be within
the range of the measured data. This suggests that fine
suspended sediment concentrations in the early 1800s
were comparable to contemporary ones. A sensitivity
analysis shows that suspended sediment composition has
a strong influence on the resulting quantities and patterns
of floodplain deposition. The best results are obtained
for suspended sediment sizes between 16 and 30 µm.
The computations show also how vegetation enhances

the formation of natural levees close to the main channel
and at the same time decreases the sedimentation rates in
farther areas of the floodplain.

The reconstruction has provided validation of the
modelling tools to reproduce the effects of vegetation
on sediment dynamics and, in particular, on floodplain
sedimentation rates, enabling their implementation to
study other cases.

Acting as a final motivation for this study, we know
that suspended sediment provides excellent binding sites
for many contaminants, resulting in large amounts of
contaminants being transported in particulate form to
lower river reaches and their floodplains(Malmon et al.,
2002; Thonon, 2006). Overbank deposition may there-
fore not only fertilize floodplain soils, but also can
cause contamination. On the timescale of years to cen-
turies, most floodplains act as sinks for sediment and
their bound pollutants (Middelkoop, 2002). The stor-
age of these contaminants may threaten the viabil-
ity of vulnerable species in the floodplain ecosystem,
lead to losses in agricultural production, and if diluted,
may also reach the groundwater, where they can be
transported to a wider area. Thus, from an environ-
mental point of view, the parameters that affect depo-
sition of sediments in river floodplains merit deeper
study.

STUDY AREA AND TIME PERIOD

The study area lies between the cities of Nijmegen
and Tiel, along the River Waal, the largest Rhine
River branch in the Netherlands. The model domain
consists approximately of a 7 km long stretch of the
River Waal and its embanked floodplains, in the vicin-
ity of the towns of Slijk Ewijk, Ewijk and Winssen
(Figure 1).

The site was selected due to the undisturbed nature of
its floodplain soil (the land has not been excavated or
mined in any way), meaning that the data collected from
the field in recent years can be translated into realistic
historical sedimentation rates.

The time period for the reconstruction was selected
based on the following considerations: (1) Time before
major human interventions and (2) Data availability.
Hydrological monitoring of the lower Rhine branches in
the Netherlands dates back to the late 18th century. There
are no hydrological records of river flow before this time,
making it very difficult to generate hydrological input
data for earlier periods.

The selected period is the early 1800s. This can be con-
sidered as an optimal meeting point between the above-
mentioned considerations; as earlier reconstructions of
the river are not feasible due to lack of hydrological input
data, while a more recent baseline would be less useful
for establishing the long-term effects of the ‘normaliza-
tion’ works, which were carried out between 1850 AD
and the early 20th century.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area along the Waal River

MODEL DESCRIPTION

The model used for this investigation simulates non-
steady flow and transport phenomena that result from
meteorological forcing on a curvilinear, boundary-fitted
grid. It is a fully non-linear, time-dependent, physics-
based morphological model, based on the 3D Reynolds
equations for incompressible fluid and shallow water
(Lesser et al., 2004). The computations were carried
out using a 2D depth-averaged version of the model
with an appropriate parameterization of relevant 3D
effects (Struiksma et al., 1985). In this case, the model
accounts for two effects of the spiral motion that arises
in curved flow (Blanckaert et al., 2002). First, the model
corrects the direction of sediment transport through a
modification in the direction of the bed shear stress,
which would otherwise coincide with the direction of
the flow velocity vector. Second, the model includes
the effects of the transverse flow convection, causing
a transverse redistribution of the main flow velocity,
through a correction in the bed friction term. The model
accounts for the effects of longitudinal and transverse
bed slopes on bed load direction, accounting for gravity
effects (Bagnold, 1966; Ikeda, 1982). The closure scheme
for turbulence is a k-ε model, in which k is the turbulent
kinetic energy and ε is the turbulent dissipation.

The effects of vegetation on hydraulic roughness are
obtained by applying the method developed by Baptist
(2005), conceptually similar to the one adopted by
Wu et al. (2005). A review of methods adopted to

quantify the flow resistance of vegetation in streams is
provided by Corenblit et al. (2007). Baptist’s method
separates the bed shear stress from the shear stress of
vegetation and distinguishes between fully and partly
submerged vegetation. Plants are schematized as thin,
vertical cylinders with a specified density. The resistance
force is modelled as the drag force on a random or
staggered array of rigid cylinders with uniform properties.
The method is strictly valid for high vegetation density
(Baptist et al., 2007) (in this context the vegetation
density is high if the flow velocity can be assumed as
uniform along the vertical, inside the vegetated part). The
model is based on the following relation:

�ghi D �b C �v �1�

where � is the mass density of water (kg/m3); g is the
acceleration due to gravity (m/s2); h is the water depth
(m); i is the longitudinal water surface slope (�); �b is the
bed shear stress (N/m2) and �v is the shear stress caused
by vegetation (N/m2).

Partly submerged vegetation

In the case of uniform flow through partly submerged
vegetation, the water depth is smaller than the height of
plants and the flow velocity through the plants coincides
with the reach-averaged velocity. In this case:

�b D �g

C2
b

u2
c D �g

C2
b

u2 �2�
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and

�v D 1

2
�CDmDhu2

c D 1

2
�CDmDhu2 �3�

in which Cb is the bed roughness expressed by the
Chézy coefficient (m1/2/s); uc is the flow velocity through
vegetation (m/s); u is the reach-averaged value of flow
velocity (m/s); m is the cylinder density per unit area
(1/m2); D is the cylinder diameter (m) and CD is the
drag coefficient associated with the vegetation type (�),
estimated in an empirical way with values varying
between 1 and 2 (Stolker and Verheij, 2000).

For partly submerged vegetation the flow can be
described by the following Chézy relation:

u D Cr

p
hi �4�

where Cr is the representative roughness of the partly
submerged vegetation (m1/2/s), which, by combining
Equations (2) and (3) and taking into account that uc D
u, is given by:

Cr D
√√√√√ 1

1

C2
b

C CDmDh

2g

�5�

Fully submerged vegetation

For fully submerged vegetation the water depth is
larger than the height of plants. In this case it is assumed
that the flow velocity is uniform between the plants
(Wilson et al., 2003), but has a logarithmic profile above
them, starting from the value uc, which is given by
(elaborations in Baptist, 2005):

uc D
√√√√√ 1

1

C2
b

C CDmDk

2g

p
hi �6�

where k is the height of plants (m).
In the case of fully submerged vegetation:

�b D �g

C02
b

u2 �7�

where:

C0
b D Cb C
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)
�8�

in which � is the Von Kármán constant (� D 0Ð4).
As for the previous case, for the flow through and over-

submerged vegetation the process can be described by a
Chézy relation:

u D Crs

p
hi �9�

where:

Crs D
√√√√√ 1
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Note that when h D k, Crs (Equation (10)) equals the
representative roughness for non-submerged vegetation
Cr (Equation (5)). For h > k, the value of Crs is larger
than the value of Cr, which means that fully submerged
vegetation offers smaller resistance to flow than partly
submerged vegetation.

Baptist et al. (2005) and Facchini et al. (2009) tested
the performance of this modelling tool in reproducing
the effects of different types of vegetation on water flow,
sediment transport and floodplain sedimentation. Baptist
et al. applied the vegetation model to the rivers Rhine
(The Netherlands), Volga (Russia) and Allier (France).
In the latter case, the results were compared to the data
collected in the field before and after a flood event,
with the conclusion that the model gave reliable results.
In particular, the model did not overestimate floodplain
erosion as ‘classical’ methods, based on simply imposing
higher roughness to vegetated areas, do. When applying
the methodology to real rivers, the major difficulty in
using this model was found to be the schematization
of real plants in terms of height diameter and density.
This was later carried out by Baptist (2005) for several
vegetation types.

Facchini et al. (2009) applied the model to simulate
the present trends of floodplain sedimentation along the
Waal River near Ewijk, at a location inside the present
study area. For every vegetation type, they used the
characteristics that were suggested by Baptist (2005).
The results were validated with field data carried out
over a period of 10 years. The computed sedimentation
rates agreed with the measured ones also in their spatial
variability.

Crosato and Samir-Saleh (submitted) found that the
model overestimates the resistance offered by the plants
for low vegetation densities (approximately <10 stems/
m2). This is due to the assumptions of rigid stems and
uniform flow velocity between the plants.

MODEL SETUP

Curvilinear grid and bed topography

In Maas et al. (1997), a copy of an old river map
and a set of 17 reconstructed cross-sectional profiles
were used to construct a 1D model of the Waal River.
The map corresponds to the study area selected for this
research and is originally from the year 1800 AD, which
made it suitable for our model build up. An indication
of the quality of the available information is shown in
Figure 2. The embankments and the locations of the 17
cross sections were digitized from the map.

The curvilinear grid follows the alignment of the
main channel with the embankments being used as
land boundaries (cells lying outside of the boundary
were deleted to avoid unnecessary computations). The
modelled stretch is 7 km long and 1 km wide on average
(the width of the main channel is approximately 400 m).
The mean grid cell size is 50 m, allowing a sufficient
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Figure 2. Old map of the Waal River (1800 AD) showing the study area and the (poor) quality of the historical cartographic information available

Figure 3. (a) Curvilinear grid with the location of cross-sectional profiles and (b) resulting bed topography

amount of data points along the cross section with a
reasonable computational time.

To generate the model bed topography, water depth
points from the cross-sectional profiles were translated
into bed levels; in the areas between successive cross
sections the bed levels where derived by interpolation, the
streamwise distance between successive cross sections
being approximately 400 m. Topographical information
of the floodplains was not available, so they were schema-
tized as horizontal surfaces with a longitudinal slope
equal to the bankfull level slope (Figure 3). This approx-
imation is a strong limitation of the model, because the
present differences in elevation of the Waal floodplains
can reach 3–4 m (Middelkoop and Asselman, 1998).

It is important to mention that, although sediment
transport is computed for every time step, the bed
topography was not updated during the simulation period
(i.e. the model has a fixed bed). The averaged historical
floodplain sedimentation rates (see Section on Estimates
of Sedimentation Rates from the Field) were found in
the order of 5–16 mm/year, corresponding to floodplain
rises between 10 and 30 cm in 20 years. The uncertainty
related to not taking into account the effects of this rise
on sedimentation rates is therefore much smaller than the
uncertainty related to assuming that the floodplains were
horizontal surfaces.

Fixing the main channel bed was mainly due to lack of
data on riverbed topography for the successive 50 years,
which made it impossible to calibrate and validate the
model on the prediction of riverbed evolution. From the

observation of an historical map of 1819 AD (Cadastral
Map of the Municipalities of Loenen and Wolferen), there
is no evidence of any severe changes in the main river
channel alignment and on bar development in the study
area for about 20 years. As this research concentrates
on the river floodplains, assuming a fixed main-channel
riverbed can be considered an acceptable simplification.
The major consequence lies in the uncertainty related to
the flow velocity distribution in the main channel, which
could change with time influencing the sedimentation
rates on the floodplains near the main channel margin.
However, farther from the main channel, flow velocity
and sediment transport rates are governed by the local
roughness and floodplain topography.

Flow discharges

For several gauging stations along the lower river
Rhine branches, records of daily water levels are
available since 1770. Unfortunately, flow discharge
records are scarcer. Complete discharge records are
only available from 1817 at Cologne, upstream of the
Dutch–German border. However, correlations between
water levels downstream of the border and flow dis-
charges at Cologne have been developed in recent years,
in order to reconstruct flow discharges prior to this
date.

Van Vuuren (2005) studied the relationship between
water levels at Arnhem and flow discharges at Cologne
for the period 1816–1821. The distance between Cologne
and Arnhem along the River Rhine is 200 km. In this
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4. QH-relationship: Q-Cologne—H-Arnhem for the period 1816–1821 with (a) valid for H-Arnhem <900 (cmCNAP) and (b) valid for
H-Arnhem >900 (cmCNAP) (Van Vuuren, 2005)

river reach, the major tributary is the Ruhr (218 km
long, average discharge 79 m3/s), joining the Rhine
near Duisburg, at an elevation of 17 m above sea
level.

By considering time lags between data points, Vuuren
developed a set of rating curves that could be used by
us to reconstruct Rhine discharges from the year 1770
(Figure 4). These rating curves were used to reconstruct
a series of river discharges at Cologne for the period
1790–1810, from a complete series of water levels at
Arnhem. The discharge values at Cologne were then used
as a base to generate a series of flow discharges for
the Waal River to be used as input to the model. The
following considerations were taken into account during
the process:

1. The catchment area of the River Rhine at the
Dutch–German border, just upstream of the bifurca-
tion that forms the Dutch Rhine branches, is 11% larger
than the catchment area at Cologne.

2. The River Waal carries 2/3 of the total Rhine discharge
after the bifurcation (Hesselink et al., 2006).

According to this, a reasonable estimate of the Waal
discharge from a known discharge value at Cologne can
be defined by:

QWaal
¾D 2

3

(
QCologne ð 1Ð11

)
�11�

This relationship was used to generate a series of
Waal river discharges for the period 1790–1810. Three
‘typical’ hydrological years were extracted from the gen-
erated series: low-range, mid-range and high-range, as
suggested by Asselman and Middelkoop (1998). To select
the most appropriate years to be representative of the
entire period, the 21 yearly hydrographs were ordered
according to flood magnitude. They were then separated
into the three classes with the central year in each class
selected for modelling. The selected hydrographs corre-
spond to the hydrological years of 1790–1791 (mid-range
flood), with discharges between 1000 and 4700 m3/s,
1793–1794 (low-range flood), with discharges between
750 and 3050 m3/s and 1804–1805 (high-range flood),
with discharges between 1500 and 6400 m3/s (Figure 5).
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Waal river - Estimated Yearly Hydrographs
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Figure 5. Estimated Waal River discharges for the period 1790–1810: low-, mid- and high-range annual hydrographs. Dotted grey line: bankfull
discharge (2350 m3/s)

Main channel bed roughness

The data extracted from Maas et al. (1997) for a
previously constructed 1D model of the Waal River,
served as the starting point to determine a Chézy bed
roughness coefficient for the main river channel in our
model. The mentioned 1D model was built to represent
the same period that we attempted to represent with
this model and a Chézy bed roughness coefficient C D
45 m1/2/s was adopted in that time.

Maas et al. (1997) suggested a value Q D 2350 m3/s
for the Waal River, that could be assumed as represen-
tative of the bankfull discharge for the given period.
This value has been used to run short period simulations
with uniform discharge (until equilibrium conditions were
reached) to determine the most suitable bed roughness
coefficient for our model.

The results of the calibration procedure show that with
a value of C D 50 m1/2/s, the water levels in the model
are closer to bankfull levels. From this, it was clear that
this higher value of C was more appropriate to represent
the main channel bed roughness in our 2D model.

Main channel bed material

Even though the major part of the suspended load of
the Rhine River consists of silt and clay-sized material
(Middelkoop, 1997), fractions of the sandy bed may also
be suspended depending on the local flow velocities, and
thus may be deposited on the river floodplains during
overbank flow events. To account for this, a sand bed
layer had to be defined in the model.

Median grain sizes of the sand bed material along the
Wall River were determined to be around 850–1000 µm
during the early 1800s by Maas et al. (1997). A value of
D50 D 900 µm was adopted for the present model.

Suspended sediment input from upstream

The average relation between discharge and sus-
pended sediment concentrations is described by a rat-
ing curve. Using a record of daily discharges and
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Figure 6. Suspended sediment rating curve for the Waal River (Assel-
man, 1997)

suspended sediment concentrations of the River Rhine
at the Dutch–German border measured in the period
1970–1990, Asselman (1997) constructed a sediment rat-
ing curve in the form of a power function. The sediment
rating curve for the Waal River (Figure 6) was con-
structed based on the one generated by Asselman (1997)
for the Rhine at the Dutch–German border.

Asselman’s rating curve is based on contemporary
discharge and suspended sediment concentration data.
However, sediment data for earlier periods are not avail-
able, so the curve has been adopted for the model based
on the assumption that the relationship between dis-
charge and suspended-sediment concentration has not
suffered significant changes in recent time. Assuming
that, in the early 1800s, the suspended sediment con-
centrations were similar to contemporary ones seemed
appropriate. Although recent river interventions, such as
dams in the upstream reaches, may have decreased sus-
pended sediment concentrations, at the same time the
progressive reduction of floodplain size all along the
water course increased the suspended sediment concen-
trations in the flowing water (lower sedimentation rates
due to higher velocities). The similarity between sediment
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Figure 7. Spatially varying vegetation cover according to historical ecotope maps

Table I. Selected vegetation types from typical floodplain vege-
tation (Van Velzen et al., 2003)

Vegetation
type

Diameter
(m)

Density
(m�2)

Height
(m)

Drag
coefficient

(�)

Natural grass 0Ð003 4000 0Ð1 1Ð8
Reed 0Ð0046 80 2Ð5 1Ð8
Softwood 0Ð14 0Ð2 10Ð0 1Ð5

concentrations in the early 1800s and contemporary ones
formed the main hypothesis we tested using the devel-
oped model.

In the model, the suspended sediment that enters the
domain at the upstream boundary is characterized by its
fall velocity. Assuming that the type of sediment has
not significantly changed with time, the fall velocity was
set to 0Ð1 mm/s, which is characteristic of silt particles
having a diameter, D, of 16 µm.

Floodplain vegetation

Vegetation cover data was extracted from ecotope maps
of the study area that were reconstructed by Maas et al.
(1997) between the years 1780 and 1830.

The area was mostly covered by natural grasslands,
with some influence of reed that grows in old traces of
secondary channels and softwood shrubs and forest that
protect the banks.

Spatially varying vegetation was schematized by
assigning index values to each floodplain cell, accord-
ing to the vegetation type (Figure 7). Specific vegetation
parameters were assigned to each index value (diame-
ter, height, density and drag coefficient as specified in
Table I) to calculate the representative roughness of the
vegetation (following the method developed by Baptist,
2005).

RESULTS

Simulations on the constructed model were carried
out for three different hydrological years (1790–1791,
1793–1794 and 1804–1805) and considering two sce-
narios: (1) no vegetation on the floodplains and (2) with
spatially varying floodplain vegetation according to the
historical ecotope maps.

In the modelled stretch, it is possible to identify three
main floodplain sections; one colliding with the upstream
boundary (close to the city of Nijmegen), another one
close to the downstream boundary (next to the town
of Winssen) and one in the central part of the model,
located on the right bank and close to the town of Slijk
Ewijk. To avoid results that are influenced by boundary
disturbances, the analysis was carried out for the central
floodplain area only (Figure 8).

It is also important to mention that, although sand bed
material transport was also modelled, the results pre-
sented in the upcoming section consider the deposition
of fine suspended sediment (D < 63 µm) only. Deposi-
tion of suspended sand bed material resulted in natural
levee formation close to the main channel margin. Farther
from the main channel, sand deposition was not signifi-
cant compared to deposition of fine sediment (Figure 9).
These results are confirmed by field data (Middelkoop,
1997) showing that 63% of the material forming the nat-
ural levees along the Waal River close to the study area
is sand having grain size smaller than 2 mm and 37%
silt and clay. Instead, 40% of the sediment settling in
the central part of the River Waal floodplains has grain
size smaller than 2 µm (clay), 57% between 2 and 32 µm
(silt), whereas only 3% has diameter larger than 32 µm
(silt and sand).

Deposition of fine suspended sediment

Figure 10 presents the results of annual fine sediment
deposition rates (kg/m2) for the different scenarios con-
sidered. The plots on the left represent the scenario with-
out floodplain vegetation while the ones on the right show
results for the scenario with spatially varying vegetation.
Each pair of plots is presented with a fixed scale for
comparison purposes.

In general, the plots show high accumulation of fine
sediment close to the river channel with a gradual
decrease in deposition as we move farther away from
the river bank.

Overall sedimentation is 20% higher in the case with
no vegetation. Also, the deposition pattern is quite
homogeneous in the longitudinal direction, contrary to
the case considering floodplain vegetation, where distinct
spatial patterns can be identified as a result of flow
across and over vegetation, with higher deposition over
grasslands compared to areas covered with taller reed.
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Figure 8. Detail of selected floodplain section. The rectangle encloses the area for which results are analysed

Hydro. year 1790-91, Sand bed material kg/m2 kg/m2Hydro. year 1790-91, Fine suspended sediment

Figure 9. Deposition of sand bed material compared to deposition of fine sediment on the selected floodplain area. Left: sand (D D 900 µm), negative
values correspond to erosion. Right: fine material (ωS D 0Ð1 mm/s; D D 16 µm)

Table II presents a synthesis of the quantitative results
for fine suspended sediment deposition obtained after
the modelling phase. The translation of annual sediment
deposition (kg/m2) to an equivalent sediment depth
(mm) was done by dividing deposition values by a
representative value of dry bed density (kg/m3). A value
of 800 kg/m3, representative of the fine sediment that
can be encountered in the Waal floodplains, was adopted
for the conversion (John Cornelisse, Deltares, personal
communication).

The computed averaged annual floodplain sedimenta-
tion of fine material for the period 1790–1811, with the
vegetation cover of the time, ranges between 5Ð1 and
10Ð8 kg/m2, corresponding to 6Ð3–13Ð5 mm/year.

Depth-averaged velocities

Figure 11 shows depth-averaged velocities (m/s) dur-
ing peak discharge for the selected floodplain section.
The plot area was extended to include the main channel
of the river in order to appreciate the effect of flow con-
centration. The plots on the left represent the scenario
without floodplain vegetation while the ones on the right
show results for the scenario with spatially varying veg-
etation. Each pair of plots is presented with a fixed scale
for comparison purposes.

The plots clearly show the effect of flow concentration
exerted by floodplain vegetation. The increased resistance
reduces flow over the floodplain and enhances main

channel flow. This effect is also visible locally within
the floodplain due to the spatially variable vegetation.

Suspended sediment concentrations

Figure 12 presents concentration values of fine sus-
pended sediment (kg/m3) during peak discharge for the
scenarios considered. The plots are presented in the same
way as for the previous variables.

Similarly to the flow velocity results, it is possible to
observe the effects of flow reduction over the vegetated
areas and flow enhancement over the less-resistant areas,
translated into lower suspended sediment concentrations
over the floodplains with a tendency to be higher towards
the river main channel. We can also see how the relative
differences between the two scenarios are more evident
in low flooding conditions compared to higher discharge
conditions, where flow is less concentrated towards the
main channel and more uniform suspended sediment
concentrations are observed over the plotted area.

ESTIMATES OF SEDIMENTATION RATES FROM
THE FIELD

An independent estimation of the average floodplain sed-
imentation rates was carried out using old cartographic
information in combination with recent geomorphologic
field work in order to validate the model results (Mid-
delkoop, 2002).
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Hydro. year 1790-91, No vegetation

Hydro. year 1793-94, No vegetation

Hydro. year 1804-05, No vegetation

Hydro. year 1790-91, with floodplain vegetation

Hydro. year 1793-94, with floodplain vegetation

Hydro. year 1804-05, with floodplain vegetation

Kg/m2

Kg/m2

Kg/m2 Kg/m2

Kg/m2

Kg/m2

Figure 10. Computed deposition rates of fine suspended sediment on the selected floodplain area. Note that the colour bars have different scales

Table II. Floodplain sedimentation rates on the selected area

Hydrological year Fine sediment deposition rate (kg/m2)/ year Sedimentation rate (mm/year)

Without floodplain With floodplain Without floodplain With floodplain
vegetation vegetation vegetation vegetation

1790–1791 (1) 6Ð0–11Ð0 4Ð0–9Ð5 7Ð5–13Ð8 5Ð0–11Ð8
1793–1794 (2) 0Ð5–3Ð5 0Ð2–2Ð0 0Ð6–4Ð4 0Ð3–2Ð5
1804–1805 (3) 15Ð0–22Ð0 11Ð0–21Ð0 18Ð8–27Ð5 13Ð8–26Ð3
Average for the period 7Ð2–12Ð2 5Ð1–10Ð8 9Ð0–15Ð2 6Ð3–13Ð5Ł

(1) mid-range flooding; (2) low-range flooding; (3) high-range flooding.
Ł Observed: 5–16 mm/year.

Old river maps provide an indication of the beginning
of overbank sedimentation on a newly formed bench.
The total thickness of overbank deposits on a sand bar
can be determined by means of coring. Dividing the
total sediment accumulation by the number of years of
sedimentation since the formation of the bench yields

a rough indication of the average sedimentation rate on
the floodplain section. For this procedure to be valid, the
floodplain section must be undisturbed (e.g. not affected
by clay digging), which is in fact the case for our selected
floodplain section.
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Hydro. year 1790-91, No vegetation m/s

m/s

m/s m/s

m/s

m/sHydro. year 1790-91, With floodplain vegetation

Hydro. year 1793-94, No vegetation Hydro. year 1793-94, With floodplain vegetation

Hydro. year 1804-05, No vegetation Hydro. year 1804-05, With floodplain vegetation

Figure 11. Computed depth-averaged velocities during peak discharge in the selected floodplain area and adjacent channel. Note that the colour bars
have different scales

Following this procedure, it was determined that the
average sedimentation rates of silt and clay in the
studied site since the beginning of overbank deposition,
are in the order of 5–16 mm/year (averaged over time
intervals of more than a century). Considering a bed
density of 800 kg/m3 this corresponds to averaged annual
sedimentation rates of 4Ð0–12Ð8 kg/m2.

For comparison, Middelkoop and Asselman (1998)
estimated that the amounts of silt- and clay-sized sed-
iment deposited during the high-magnitude flood event
of December 1993 ranged between 1Ð2 and 4Ð0 kg/m2,
corresponding to 1Ð5–5Ð0 mm of bed level rise during
one single high-magnitude event.

SENSITIVITY ANALYSIS

There is a lack of detailed information regarding the grain
sizes of fine suspended sediments in the River Waal,

whereas this is a necessary information for the upstream
boundary of the model. For modelling purposes a uniform
sediment type was used, although this is hardly the case
in reality.

A sensitivity analysis was carried out to determine the
influence of varying sediment types on floodplain sed-
imentation (by experimenting with different values of
the settling velocity). In this research, a value of ωS D
0Ð1 mm/s (D D 16 µm) was adopted. Additional simula-
tions were performed for the mid-range hydrological year
(1790–1791) with ωS D 0Ð05 mm/s (D D 8–16 µm) and
ωS D 0Ð2 mm/s (D D 16–30 µm). The results are pre-
sented in Figure 13. These results can be compared to
the measured annual (averaged) sedimentation rates of
4–12Ð8 kg/m2. Realistic sedimentation rates are obtained
for both ωS D 0Ð1 mm/s and ωS D 0Ð2 mm/s (suspended
sediment having diameter of 16 µm or between 16 and
30 µm). Considering that during high-range hydrologi-
cal years the sedimentation rates are higher, the best
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Hydro. year 1790-91, No vegetation kg/m3

kg/m3

kg/m3 kg/m3

kg/m3

kg/m3
Hydro. year 1790-91, With floodplain vegetation

Hydro. year 1793-94, No vegetation Hydro. year 1793-94, With floodplain vegetation

Hydro. year 1804-05, No vegetation Hydro. year 1804-05, With floodplain vegetation

Figure 12. Computed concentrations of fine suspended sediment during peak discharges in the selected floodplain area. Note that the colour bars
have different scales

long-term predictions are obtained for ωS D 0Ð1 mm/s
(D D 16 µm).

The plotted results show that sedimentation rates and
patterns are sensitive to variations in sediment type.
Deposition rates considerably increase when considering
a higher settling velocity. In terms of distribution of
the deposition rates on the floodplain area, relative
differences are also much more significant with higher
settling velocities, while smaller velocities result in a
much more uniform distribution of the sediment.

Suspended sediment data collected by Asselman (1997)
show no long-term trends of suspended sediment con-
centrations, for this reason and considering the balance
of changes that occurred in the river (see Section on
Model Setup), we have assumed that relations between
concentration and discharge were more or less the same
in the early 19th century. This assumption is supported
by the results, as the computed sedimentation rates fall

within the measured range. Instead, a strong uncertainty
is related to the sediment size. For this reason, we have
focused our sensitivity analysis on the settling velocity
(dependent on sediment size), as described above. How-
ever, we can also consider the results as representative
of the influence of varying the sediment concentration at
the upstream boundary. This assumption is based on the
following considerations.

For the local sedimentation rates
We can derive the sedimentation rates from the one-

dimensional sediment mass balance for a river with
suspended sediment transport (bed load transport is not
significant, as in our case study):

�caωS � E D ∂zb

∂t
�12�

where ca is the sediment concentration at point a, point
on the vertical close to the river bed (�) (in the model we
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Ws = 0.05 mm/s Ws = 0.10 mm/s Ws = 0.20 mm/s

kg/m2

Figure 13. Sensitivity analysis: influence of fine sediment size on floodplain sedimentation pattern and rates. Computations were carried out for the
mid-range hydrological year 1790–1791 (measured averaged annual sedimentation rates between 4Ð0 and 12Ð8 kg/m2)

used depth-averaged sediment concentrations); ωS is the
settling velocity of sediment particles, positive downward
(m/s); E is the sediment entrainment rate per unit of
bed surface (m/s); zb is the local bed level (m) and t
is time (s).

The entrainment of sediment from the bed, E, is
a function of the local bed shear stress, which is
only weakly dependent on the quantity of sediment in
suspension (only for high sediment concentrations there is
a dependency, but this is not the case of the Waal River).
For this reason, the sediment concentration affects the
sedimentation rate, ∂zb

∂t (positive upward), only through
the product concentration ð settling velocity: caωS.

For temporal and spatial variations of floodplain
sedimentation rates

The water flow is not influenced by sediment concen-
trations for the values of concentrations that are charac-
teristic of the Waal River. The model that we used is
2D depth-averaged and adopts the method developed by
Galappatti (1983) (see also Galappatti and Vreugdenhil,
1985), describing the spatial and temporal variations of
depth-averaged suspended load. According to this method
the first-order form of the equation for the depth-averaged
concentration can be written as:

c�t� C T
dc

dt
D ce�t� �13�

The solution is:

c�t� D ce�t� � [ce�t� � c�0�] exp��t/T� �14�

To see the behaviour of this equation consider the case
in which the equilibrium concentration ce D 0:

c�t� D c�0� exp��t/T� �15�

with the temporal scale:

T D 	1

	0

h

ωS
�16�

in which
	1

	0
D f

(
ωS

uŁ
,

u

uŁ
,

zb

h

)
�17�

where h is the water depth (m); uŁ is the shear velocity
(m/s); u is the flow velocity (m/s); c�0� is the concen-
tration at t D 0 and 	0 and 	1 are shape factors, not
dependent on concentration.

The temporal scale T is not a function of sediment
concentration. A similar result can be found for the spatial
scale. Therefore, initial and upstream concentrations
have no influence on the temporal and spatial scales
of sediment concentrations. From the solution of the
equation we can observe that c�t� is linearly proportional
to c�0� (initial or upstream concentration respectively, if
we deal with either temporal or spatial variations).

The sedimentation pattern does not change with c�0�,
but the bed level changes do and are linearly proportional
to c�0�. The pattern of sedimentation is given by the
value of the settling velocity and by the hydrodynamic
conditions (u, h, uŁ), which do not change with the
concentration values present in the Waal River. It was
therefore more interesting to study, with this model,
the influence of varying sediment grain sizes (through
the settling velocity) on sedimentation rates, because
changes of upstream concentrations lead to the same
sedimentation pattern and to sedimentations rates that are
proportional to the input sediment concentrations.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

With the assumption that suspended sediment concentra-
tions in the early 1800s were similar to contemporary
ones, the floodplain sedimentation rates resulting from
the model fall within the range of values estimated from
old cartographic information and field work. The com-
puted values range between 6Ð3 and 13Ð5 mm/year; the
ones derived from geomorphologic field work between
5 and 16 mm/year (Table II). The agreement between
computed and measured annual sedimentation rates on
the Waal floodplains suggests that suspended sediment
concentrations have not changed much during the last
200 years. This is probably due to counterbalancing
effects of the interventions carried out along the Rhine
River since the 1800s. Although dams in the upstream
reaches may have decreased suspended sediment con-
centrations, at the same time the progressive reduction of
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floodplain size all along the water course increased the
suspended sediment concentrations in the flowing water
(lower sedimentation rates on floodplains due to higher
velocities). We have to admit, however, that the valida-
tion data are poor, because they are the result of averaging
over a long period of time.

The general spatial variations of floodplain sedimenta-
tion observed from the simulations show larger quantities
of deposition close to the main channel with a grad-
ual reduction in deposition towards farther parts of the
floodplain area. This is evidence of the diffusive trans-
port of suspended sediment from the main channel to the
floodplains (concepts on sediment transport mechanisms
during overbank flow events can be found in Pizzuto,
1987). This pattern is much more pronounced after lower-
range floods. Deposition patterns resulting from larger
floods are more uniform, with sediment carried further
into the floodplain (evidence of joint diffusive and con-
vective transport).

Results after introducing floodplain vegetation show
even less sedimentation over the farther areas of the
floodplain with most of the sediment depositing close to
the main channel. The increased flow resistance exerted
by the vegetation concentrates the water flow in the
main channel and reduces flow velocity as well as
sediment concentration over the floodplain. Even though
the reduction of flow velocities enhances conditions for
sediment deposition, there is considerably less sediment
flowing over the floodplain, hence less sediment available
for deposition, especially over the farther areas of the
floodplain.

A similar approach can be taken to explain local depo-
sition patterns resulting from the simulation of spatially
variable vegetation. The results show larger accumulation
of sediment over the grassland areas compared to areas
covered by reed. With water flowing over the spatially
variable vegetation, the larger flow resistance exerted by
reed, enhances flow over the less resistant grasslands,
resulting in larger sediment concentrations over this area;
hence, more sediment available for deposition. In general,
model results agree qualitatively with recent observations
on spatial variations of sedimentation on the Waal and
Meuse floodplains (Middelkoop and Asselman, 1998) and
with the field observations of Jeffries et al. (2003) on the
Highland Water Stream (England).

Results from the sensitivity analysis show a signifi-
cant influence of sediment type on resulting rates and
patterns of floodplain sedimentation. The size of sus-
pended sediment may affect the relative importance of
diffusive transport compared to convective transport and
vice versa, and may so affect the observed patterns of
sedimentation.

Extensive studies should be made to investigate
suspended-sediment compositions, as it is clear that
floodplain sedimentation rates and patterns are signifi-
cantly influenced by sediment type. It is also important
to consider studies on characteristics of the deposited sed-
iment (granulometry, porosity, dry weight, etc.), as these
are very important parameters to determine the resulting

volume of the deposited mass. Further modelling studies
could be carried out, to consider the influence of differ-
ent types of vegetation applied in a uniform manner. This
may provide deeper knowledge on the precise effects of
each type of vegetation cover on floodplain sedimentation
processes, which could be important for future planning
scenarios.
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