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CE 5361 Surface Water Hydrology
Unit Hydrographs - II

Analysis and Applications
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1 Unit Hydrographs - Analysis Principles

A unit hydrograph (UH) is the DRH that results from one unit of excess precipitation depth
uniformity applied over the watershed over some specified duration of time. Typically the
depth excess is either 1.0 inches or 1.0 cm. The idea of a unit hydrograph is that if one can
determine an average unit hydro- graph for a watershed then one can predict the DRH for
any rainfall excess pattern over the same unit time by scaling the unit hydrograph response
with the arbitrary excess precipitation depth. For instance, if a UH for a 1.0 cm, 1.0 hr.
excess precipitation depth is available, then the DRH for a 2.0 cm precipitation depth would
look like the UH with the vertical scale multiplied by a factor of 2.0. The method was
originally applied to relatively large watersheds, 3000-4000 square kilometers but seems to
work acceptably for watersheds as small as 100 hectares.

Developing a UH requires several procedural steps. First is to obtain a precipitation time
series and runoff time series for the target watershed. Obviously, if there are no data, then
some other methods must be applied. Assuming a single intensity event can be found then
the hydrograph is separated into base flow and DRH components. The total volume in
the DRH is determined by accumulating the incremental (instantaneous) discharges then
dividing by the watershed area to obtain the cumulative DRH depth. The precipitation
event is scaled by an appropriate method (Loss model) so its cumulative depth is the same
as the DRH cumulative depth. The resulting DRH is a unit hydrograph for the scaled
precipitation depth. Next, the DRH and precipitation are rescaled to a meaningful unit
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precipitation depth , say 1.0 cm.

Multiple peaked storms are treated using a convolution-deconvolution approach (discussed
later).

2 Unit Hydrographs How To Construct from Obser-

vations

Naturally we usually dont know the underlying response functions in advance of an analysis,
and usually have to infer the results from actual data. The classical approach is illustrated
in the following discussion.

Consider the following observed data for some watershed in Figure 1.

The discrete equation of the DRH is expressed as

Qn =
m<M∑
n=1

PmUn−m+1 (1)

This equation states that the observed discharge at time increment n (Qn) is a linear com-
bination of all precipitation pulses (Pm) prior to and including the time increment n. The
weights (U) are called the discrete unit hydrograph (analogous to the kernel function). This
equation is exactly analogous to a discrete convolution equation. Using the example data,
we would write 11 equations for the discharge function. Note the equation structure and the
dependence on prior precipitation as depicted in Figure 2

Solution of this system for the unknown weights provides the unitgraph. It is a little easier
to express as a vector-matrix equation (because the solution becomes obvious)

Now the objective is to find solutions to this linear system (of equations). We need to
specify [U] in a fashion that best explains the data. Various methods include simple back-
substitution (can produce negative weights), linear programming, non-linear programming,
least-squares and successive iteration. We will illustrate with back-substitution and least
squares matrix algebra.

2.1 Back-substitution

Straightforward. Solve each equation successively (back substitute) for U .
U1 = Q1/P1 = 428/1.06 = 404cfs/in.
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Figure 1: Data for UH application example

U2 = (Q2 − P2U1)/P1 = (1923 − 1.93 ∗ 404)/1.06 = 1079cfs/in.
And so on . . . .

Illustrated in a spreadsheet environment the arithmetic is relatively simple as in Figure 4.
The spreadsheet in Figure 13 is the result of successive back-substitution. This method
does not always work, as the linear system is over-determined (more equations than un-
knowns).
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Figure 2: UH Equation Array (Discrete Convolution)

Figure 3: UH Equation Array (Vector-Matrix)

2.2 Optimization Approach - Solving the Normal Equations

The least squares solution to the matrix equation is
, [U] = [[PT ][P]]−1[PT ][Q]

Again using a spreadsheet the result is displayed in Figure 5. This method also sometimes
fails, but it can be completely automated (no brains required - unless it fails then a lot of
brains are required to figure out what went wrong).

Three other approaches in common practice are optimization using linear programming
(Danzig’s algorithm) - excess and deficits are summed and minimized; non-linear program-
ming (essentially a variation of the least-squares, but can constrain solution space); and
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Figure 4: Backsubstitution in a spreadsheet

Figure 5: Least-Squares Minimization (by Normal Equations) in a spreadsheet

pattern searching (also a constrained approach).
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3 Using the UH

Now once the unitgraph is determined any future precipitation signal can be passed through
the system (of equations) to predict the DRH. First, we will pass the original precipitation
signal (the three pulses) through the two unitgraphs to see how they differ in predicting
watershed response. Recall that this rainfall signal was used to generate the unit graph,
thus the response should be close to the observed response.

Figure 6: UH Comparison Backsubstitute

Figure 7: UH Comparison Least Squares

The markers are the original runoff hydrograph while the lines are the DRH predicted by
the two unitgraphs. In this example the least-squares approach makes a faithful reconstruc-
tion.
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Just getting the unit graph is meaningless unless we intend to use it. In the present ex-
ample, if we use the unitgraph for different rainfall signals we can predict the direct runoff
hydrograph for these events.

For example suppose we wish to evaluate the DRH for

P=[2.00,3.00,1.00]

P=[5.00,0.00,0.00]

P=[0.00,0.00,5.00]

Then we simply evaluate the matrix equation [Q]=[P][U] with different [P] matrices. (Results
in figures)

Figure 8: DRH using P=[2.00,3.00,1.00]

3.1 Convolution/De-Convolution

Complicated storms can be analyzed as a sequence of unit precipitation events each event
producing its own unit hydrograph response. These sequences, each displaced in time cor-
responding to the event that produced the response, are summed together to produce the
response for the complex event. This response-summation procedure is called convolution.
(In the classic examples above, the summation of impulses is in fact convolution). The
reverse of the process is called de-convolution (again in the example above, the determi-
nation of the unit weights is de-convolution). It is implicitly assumed that each event in
the sequence has the same duration (time base); it is also assumed that the response can
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Figure 9: DRH using P=[5.00,0.00,0.00]

Figure 10: DRH using P=[0.00,0.00,5.00]

be obtained by super-imposing one hydrograph over another (with proper time lag). These
assumptions are an implicit acceptance that the watershed can be approximated by linear
systems theory.

As an illustration, we will repeat the classic analysis, but use functions instead of a linear
combination. The results will be roughly the same, except that a functional representation
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can be used over many time bases.

A simple transfer function used in this example is U(t) = K ( t
T

)N exp(− t
T

) . The unknown
parameters are K,N , and T . The parameter T is a timing parameter and essentially locates
the peak of the discharge it is analogous in concept to Tp or Tc or TL depending on how the
equation is constructed. Parameters K is related to the drainage area, and N is related basin

Figure 11: Unit hydrograph as a transfer function

shape, but like timing they cannot be easily be inferred from maps etc. The main difference
here, is that the unit weights are values of the transfer function at different locations in time,
so instead of just 9 unit weights we actually have as many as needed for a given case, and
this information makes changing the time base simpler.

To estimate K,N , and T we simply construct the [Q]=[P][U] model where [U] is given by
the above function at the correct times, then adjust K,N , and T to minimize the differences
between the observed [Q] and the model [Q]. Figure 11 is an example of the approach. I
choose to minimize the sum of squared differences at the peak as the merit function, but
one could choose others. The process of using a minimization procedure to estimate the
parameters (and ultimately the unit weights) is often called de-convolution. The value of
this approach is when we want to examine different time bases or different rainfall patterns.
As an example three patterns are presented, first the original pattern then two patterns
with the same total depth but different time distributions. Figure 12 is an illustration; the
principal value is that the simulation time now extends for 24 intervals instead of the original
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11, and using transfer functions very complicated storms can be analyzed.

Figure 12: Extended time-base using transfer function based unit hydrograph. Shaded
portion is original partition - note extension is everything else.

Once the time base is extended different storm patterns can be studied. As an example a
storm with longer duration, but same depth as the calibration storm is presented in Figure
13.The storms can also be time-shifted. Time-shifting is technically trivial, but it is impor-
tant when comparing many different storms and greatly improves analyst understanding.
Figure 14 is an illustration of the previous storm, occurring slightly later in time.

Figure 13: Extended time-base using transfer function based unit hydrograph - new rainfall
pattern, same depth as original

These extended patterns are all based on the same values of K,N , and T . An alternative
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approach using the S-curve hydrograph works with conventional unit hydrographs (this ap-
proach is left as an exercise). With the functional approach (not the S-curve), however,
the pattern can be moved, or even extended over a longer durations and the time changes
need not be integer multiples of the original duration. This transfer function approach is
essentially a technique to infer an IUH from the data. Complicated storms require far more
difficult computations, but use essentially the same methods.

In this discussion I have ignored changing time bases, which in the classical method involves
quite a bit of manipulation, but is quite easy with transfer functions. Most current hydrology
computer programs use some version of classical methodology and to my knowledge do not
incorporate functional models (at least not directly, but the user could create a tabulation
of the transfer function and use that in the program).

Figure 14: Extended time-base using transfer function based unit hydrograph - new rainfall
pattern, same depth, but time shifted.
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