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Abstract The construction of a dam converts the natural streamflow to human
control. It is necessary to learn the accumulated effect of cascade dams on hydrolog-
ical characteristics, sediment and nutrient pollution discharge. The current research
describes the analysis and simulation of streamflow, sand concentration and nutrient
pollutant discharge alterations caused by the construction of a cascade of eight dams
along the Longliu section of the upper stream of the Yellow River. The analysis
shows that the maximum monthly streamflow difference between the inlet and outlet
of the Longliu section decreased from 430 to 115 m3/s, after the appearance of the
cascade dams between 1977 and 2006. In the same period, the correlation coefficient
(R2) of monthly streamflow between the inlet and outlet of Longliu dropped from
0.959 to 0.375. The peak of streamflow shifted from June to May and October.
The difference in sand concentration between two sections decreased from 0.52 to
0.39 kg/m3, which was the direct consequence of the operation of the reservoirs.
The R2 value of sand concentrations of the inlet and outlet were also reduced from
0.504 to 0.356. A t-test analysis indicates that the original hydrological nature was
significantly disturbed by the cascade dams. The influence of the dams on nutrient
pollutant transport was simulated by the SWAT model. This simulation suggests that
the cascade dams decreased the discharge of total nitrogen and total phosphorus
from 15.4 × 103 t and 1,996 t to 0.4 × 103 t and 328 t, respectively. In conclusion,
the accumulated impact of cascade dams on streamflow, sand concentration and
nutrient pollutant discharge were analyzed, which were helpful for understanding
the environmental features of the entire watershed.
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1 Introduction

A hydroelectric dam regulates streamflow, adjusts the downstream flood peak,
blocks the continuity of hydrology, alters hydraulic force, and reduces the sediment
transport to downstream (Isik et al. 2008; El-Shafie et al. 2009). These influences
significantly disturb the original river ecosystem. Maszlea et al. (1998) concluded that
runoff profile changes due to dam construction could lead to alterations in channel
geometry. The main channel in meandering sections could shrink, while the riverbed
in transitional reaches could rise and side bars could grow. In curvy sections, the main
channel aggravation could increase. These actions ultimately change hydrodynamics,
river geomorphology and the geological structure underneath. A study in Spain
demonstrated that artificially regulated reservoirs weakened the natural character-
istics of river reaches (Lopez-Moreno et al. 2009). Studies have shown that the dams
changed water discharge and disturbed alluvial sand and nutrient transport patterns
(Muhammetoglu et al. 2005; Zeilhofer and de Moura 2009). Some researchers have
shown that dams retain alluvial sand and nutrients, which subsequently change water
quality and even regional vegetation (Stave et al. 2005; Jeong et al. 2007).

As hydropower is booming in China, its environmental impact has attracted some
attention. The majority of research in China on dam-introduced impact focused on
the hydrological regime (Wang et al. 2005). The hydrological alteration due to the
dam along the middle reach of Yellow River has been investigated, and it was found
that the Xiaolangdi Reservoir had changed the natural flow regime downstream
(Yang et al. 2008). Wang et al. (2006) studied the Yellow River efflux under the
influence of artificial and climate change and discovered that the annual average
discharge to the sea was reduced by 51%. When the Three Gorges Reservoir (TGR)
came into service on the Yangtze River, the hydrologic alteration was the hot spot.
The sediment discharged from the TGR dam decreased in 2003, which resulted in a
lower suspended concentration and sediment loading downstream and also caused
nutritional mineral profile changes in the mouth and surroundings of the Yangtze
River (Chu and Zhai 2008). With these results, it was agreed that the hydrologic
alteration and related environmental impact of dams has become a main concern in
hydrological development plan in China.

In other countries, studies on the impact of dams similarly focused on the
hydrological aspects. Some researchers have analyzed silt property changes caused
by dams (Hart and Poff 2002; Shah and Kumar 2008). On a spatial scale, the studied
area has been extended to an entire river valley from the reservoir itself. Kummu
and Varis (2007) demonstrated that the dam operation in the Mekong main stream
had greatly reduced annual sedimentation from 150–170 × 109 to 81 × 109 kg. The
completion of the Kilichaya dam in Turkey has reduced concentrations of K+, Ca2+,
Mg2+, and SO2−

4 and changed the channel form due to the retention of large amount
of sand (Ahmet et al. 2006). Pringle et al. (2000) also analyzed the channel matrix
change, which could affect the quantity and quality of fish and benthos.

Regarding hydrologic alterations, the primary approach is to analyze hydrological
monitoring data. With the consideration of water quality, the modeling system was
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applied to large watersheds with dam operation and mixed land covers (Jung et al.
2008). The hydrologic model (HEC-RAS) analyzed the effects of dam impoundment
on the flood regime of natural floodplain communities in the upper Connecticut
River (Nislow et al. 2002). The watershed hydrological model, Soil and Water
Assessment Tool (SWAT), has a special cell on the reservoir, which can simulate
the hydrologic alterations and aquatic ecosystem impact of dams (Hsieh and Yang
2007). The influence of impoundments on river nutrient transport was successfully
evaluated by the SWAT in the Raisin watershed (Holvoet et al. 2007). The case
studies have proven that the SWAT can model the transport of flow, sediment and
phosphorus along the river with the dam (Mishra et al. 2007).

The Yellow River Basin is of the utmost importance for China in terms of
food production, natural resource management, and socioeconomic development
(Cai and Rosegrant 2004). The hydrological and environmental response after the
construction of eight cascade dams was a concern along the upper reach of the Yellow
River. Although there are some studies about hydrologic alteration by the dam, most
of them focused on the impact of a single dam, and few studies covered the impact of
nutrient pollution. Nutrient pollution is the key water pollutant in the Yellow River
watershed (Li et al. 2007). Some studies have estimated the nutrient elements that
are discharged to the Yellow River estuaries (Zhang et al. 1997). From the aspect of
environmental science, the retention of nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) by cascade
dams can be identified by the SWAT (Rustomji et al. 2008).

The main research objectives were to (a) systematically analyze the streamflow
and sand concentration dynamics after the construction of eight cascade dams and
(b) simulate and quantify the retention of N and P by the cascade dams with the
SWAT.

2 Materials and Methods

2.1 Study Area Description

Hydropower has developed rapidly in China, and the Yellower River Basin has
experienced intensive exploitation in the last five decades. To identify the accumu-
lated impact of cascade dams, a section of the Yellow River with expected long-term
hydropower exploitation is selected (Fig. 1).

The Longliu Section of the Yellow River is located between Longyangxia and
Liujiaxia. This area is a key part of the upper stream of the Yellow River and is
located in the eastern part of the Tibet-Qinghai Plateau. Its elevation drops by 795 m
over the 438 km length (including the reservoir). There are eight dams in this section.
Their locations are shown in Fig. 1, and the attributes are listed in Table 1. All the
dams were constructed with the purpose of energy production. The three large dams,
Longyangxia, Lijiaxxia, and Qingtongxia also have the functions of irrigation, flood
control and fishery.

2.2 SWAT Model and Data Sets

The Soil Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) is a semi-distributed hydrological model
and a physically based watershed model. This model simulates the surface and
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Fig. 1 Distribution of cascade dams in the Longliu Section in the upper stream of the Yellow River

underground water volume and quality and predicts and analyzes the influence of
land cover, agriculture, and local management on water volume and quality (Arnold
et al. 1998). The SWAT was selected in this study because of its ability to simulate
regional water balance and sand transport dynamics at a watershed scale and to
provide effective results for additional analyses. The SWAT treats a reservoir as a
special water body and simulates water volume, sediment, and N and P dynamics
based on reservoir operation parameters (Abbaspour et al. 2007). In this paper, the
SWAT was employed to simulate the discharge of N and P after detention by the
cascade dams.

1. Land cover and weather data

The land covers in four periods of hydropower exploitation were prepared. Accord-
ing to the availability of satellite images and exploitation processes in last 30 years,
the land cover in 1977, 1996, 2000 and 2006 were imported. The land cover data
in 1996 and 2000 were part of national databases, which were also classified from
Landsat series images (Liu et al. 2003). The land cover data in 1977 and 2006 were

Table 1 Description of cascade dams

Dam Service date Water capacity Water Dam Hydropower
(×109 m3) level (m) height (m) capacity (MW)

Longyangxia 10/1986 247 2600 178 1280
Nina 2/2003 0.262 2235.5 43 160
Lijiaxia 12/1996 16.5 2180 155 2000
Zhiganglaka 4/2005 0.154 2050 42.5 190
Kongyang 8/2006 0.288 2033 45 284
Gongboxia 8/2004 2.9 2005 139 1500
Suzhi 9/2006 0.455 1900 51.2 225
Liujiaxia 10/1968 57 1735 147 1225
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developed from Landsat MSS and TM images (Ouyang et al. 2010). The land cover
in 2006 is shown in Fig. 2.

The daily climatic data were obtained from nine surrounding National Reference
Meteorological Stations (Fig. 2). Parameters include precipitation, highest tempera-
ture, lowest temperature, sunlight, and wind speed from 1975–2008. These records
were calculated and saved as the SWAT weather generator, which provided the
temporal-spatial features of watershed weather information.

2. Soil property

Soil property data were obtained from a National Soil Map Database, the Qinghai
Soil Record and Ganshu Soil Record. The soil attributes were assembled for the
simulation of the water cycle and erosion in hydrological response units (HRUs).
The parameters include coarse sand, silt, clay, organic matter, rock fragment content,
and moist bulk density.

3. Reservoir operation and related parameters

The cascade dams operate on a temporal schedule, according to the water resource
management of whole watershed. From April to June, the discharged water volume
increases to larger than 200 m3/s to meet the demand of agricultural resources in the
lower reach. In the rainy period of July to September, the reservoir collects water
and the water level increases. In the icy period of December to March of following
year, the water in Longyangxia is released and the water level increases in the lower
reach.

Fig. 2 Land cover of study area in 2006 and distribution of weather stations
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Based on the available data and the necessary inputs of the SWAT, the following
characteristic indicators of the reservoir operation were set up: the surface area of
reservoir when filled to the emergency spillway (RES_ESA SAem), surface area of
reservoir when filled to the principal spillway (RES_PSA SApr), volume of water
held in reservoir when filled to the emergency spillway (RES_EVOL Vem), volume
of water held in the reservoir when filled to the principal spillway (RES_PVOL Vpr),
monthly averaged outflow rate (RES_OUTFLOW qout), average monthly averaged
principal spillway release rate (RES_RR qrel), beginning month of the flood sea-
son, ending month of the flood season, minimum average daily outflow of month
(OFLOWMN), and maximum average daily outflow of month (OFLOWMX).

4. Hydrological and pollutants data

Hydrological data include the monthly streamflow and sand concentration in 1975–
1978 and 2000–2002, which were recorded at the Tangnaihai (inlet section) and
Xiaochuan (outlet section) hydrological monitoring stations. These two stations,
located at the inlet and outlet of the studied watershed, monitored the hydrological
characteristics of the influent and effluent of the studied watershed. Unlike the
hydrological data, there was no regular pollutant monitoring in this area. Zhang
et al. (2003) has monitored the nitrogen at the outlet monthly. Yang et al. (2006)
has calculated the ratio of phosphorus and nitrogen in this area and estimated the
phosphorus concentration. So, the necessary modeling data on streamflow, sand
concentration and nutrient pollutants were prepared.

2.3 SWAT Validation

Before the model validation, the previously listed eight reservoir operation parame-
ters were set up. The uncertainty of simulation results was optimized by parameter
sensitivity analysis. Based on the monthly monitoring data of streamflow and sand
concentration at the Xiaochuan hydrological station, the sensitivity was evaluated
with the SWAT automatic analysis module. The water flow was calibrated first,
and then the sand concentration and nutrient pollutants were considered. The six
dominant parameters affecting water flow, the five most sensitive parameters of soil
erosion and the seven nutrient-related parameters were selected and adjusted. The
parameters were calibrated after comprehensive consideration of the characteristics
of the cascade dams, and their monthly operation pattern were imported into the
SWAT model. During the calibration process, the selected sensitivity parameters
affecting streamflow, sand concentration and nutrient pollution transport were
modified.

The validation period was from January 2000 to December 2002, which was
performed with parameters regarding climate, land cover, and soil type. After the
validation, the coefficient of correlation of monitored and simulated streamflow was
0.726, and that of sand concentration was 0.968. After that, the N-related parameters
were also validated, and the coefficient of determination of simulated and monitored
N was 0.779. With the export ratio of N and P, the phosphorus simulation was also
validated. A detailed description of validation procedure is given in a previous paper
(Ouyang et al. 2009b). The validation results indicate that the simulations of N and P
were acceptable.
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2.4 Data Analysis Process

By directly monitoring the data of streamflow and sand concentration at inlet and
outlet sections of the observed watershed, the correlation and t-test analyses were
applied to express the effect of the cascade dams with the SPSS software. To compare
the streamflow flux after the emergence of the cascade dams, the monthly average
streamflow in 1976–1977 was considered as the original hydrological profile. The data
in 2000–2002 was treated as the profile after the emergence.

Based on the available monthly monitoring data, the nutrient pollution discharge
was simulated on the yearly scale with the SWAT model. The simulation period was
from 1977 to 2006, and the yearly N and P pollution discharges at the outlet section
were estimated. To highlight the impacts of the cascade dams, the accumulated
hydropower capacities (AHC) and summed dam heights (SDH) (Ouyang et al.
2009a) were employed to represent the process of the cascade dams’ construction.
Their correlations with nutrient pollution discharges were analyzed to identify the
ability of the cascade dams to hold nutrient pollution.

3 Results

3.1 Impact of Cascade Dams on Streamflow

The streamflow characteristics at the inlet and outlet of the studied section, before
and after the dams’ construction, are shown in Table 2. It is clear that the streamflow
volume from upper catchments has been reduced in the last 30 years due to weather
variation and increased demand. The hydrological difference in the inlet of two
sections was analyzed to ascertain the impact of the cascade dams. The yearly volume
difference between the inlet and outlet dropped from 82 × 108 to 55 × 108 m3, a
decrease of 33%. This drop suggested that the cascade dams slightly offset general
runoff. The inlet monthly peak decreased from 1,425 to 864 m3/s, and outlet monthly
peak decreased from 1,855 to 979 m3/s. The precipitation in this area contributed
to the additional waterflow. The difference between peak volumes declined from
430 to 115 m3/s, suggesting that the cascade dams reduced peak waterflow value.
The t-test at a significance level of 0.05 was employed to test the difference of
monthly streamflow features over three decades. The significance (Sig.) value of
inlet streamflow over three decades was 0.006, but the Sig. value of outlet streamflow
was 0.039. The statistical analysis indicates that the inlet hydrological feature did not

Table 2 Statistical analysis of streamflow before and after dams’ appearance

Year Min Max Mean Standard t Sig.
(m3/s) (m3/s) (m3/s) Deviation

Outlet 1976–1978 423 1855 906 434.85 2.342 0.039
Inlet 183 1425 653 424.51 3.399 0.006
Difference 239 430 253 – – –
Outlet 2000–2002 370 979 640 195.62 – –
Inlet 141 864 420 252.26 – –
Difference 229 115 220 – – –
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Fig. 3 Comparison and correlation analysis of streamflow of inlet and outlet post-construction

intensively vary, but the outlet streamflow was significantly disturbed by the cascade
dams.

Figure 3 shows that the monthly profile of the inlet volume was closely corre-
lated with the outlet profile before the construction of the cascade dams, and the
determination coefficient (R2) was 0.959. The peak volume of the inlet and outlet
both appeared in September. In the post-construction period, the correlation pattern
decreased, and the R2 value dropped to 0.375. In 2000, the inlet peak flow occurred
in June, while the outlet peak occurred in May and October. The outlet runoff was
determined predominantly by the inlet flow before dam construction. In contrast, the
correlation analysis shows that the influence on outlet runoff was markedly reduced
after dam construction.

3.2 Impact of Cascade Dams on Sand Concentration

The monthly sand concentration profiles were similarly compared with the data in
1976–1978 and 2000–2002. The statistical analysis of sand concentration at the inlet
and outlet sections is shown in Table 3. Similar to the decrease in inlet volume, there
was also a decrease in mean influent sand concentration, which shrank from 0.41 in
1977 to 0.31 kg/m3. Over the same period, the mean sand concentration of the outlet
was reduced from 0.52 to 0.39 kg/m3. The difference of the mean sand concentration
between two sections dropped from 0.11 to 0.07 kg/m3, which suggested that the

Table 3 Statistical analysis of sand concentration before and after cascade dams’ appearance

Year Min kg/m3 Max kg/m3 Mean kg/m3 Standard t Sig.
Deviation

Outlet 1976–1978 0.01 2.67 0.52 0.843 0.752 0.468
Inlet 0.01 1.64 0.41 0.570 0.000 0.000
Difference 0 1.04 0.11 – – –
Outlet 2000–2002 0.01 1.82 0.39 0.577 – –
Inlet 0.01 1.48 0.31 0.438 – –
Difference 0 0.34 0.07 – – –
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sand load declined. The maximal influent sand concentration dwindled from 1.64
to 1.48 kg/m3. At the same time, the peak concentration in the effluent decreased
from 2.67 to 1.82 kg/m3. The difference of the mean sand concentration decreased
from 0.11 to 0.07 kg/m3, which indicated that the cascade dams can hold sand in
reservoirs. The t-test analysis at a significance level of 0.05 also indicates that the
sand concentration at the inlet did not significantly vary. However, the Sig. value of
the sand concentration at the outlet shows that the concentration at the outlet was
significantly changed by the cascade dams.

Figure 4 shows the monthly variation profile of sand concentration. Before the
cascade dam’s construction, the monthly sand concentration at the outlet shared
the same temporal pattern as the inlet. The highest sand concentration occurred in
July. After the construction of the cascade dams, the maximal sand concentration
at the outlet was reduced by 32%. Two sand concentration peaks were observed,
in June and in August. Comparing with the effluent peak in 2000–2002, the sand
concentration peaks accompanied the runoff peak.

The correlation analysis of the inlet and outlet sand concentrations was performed
(Fig. 4). After the construction of the dams, the R2 value decreased from 0.504
to 0.356. The analysis demonstrates that the outlet sand concentration was jointly
determined by the influent concentration and the erosion within the Longliu Section
in the previous period. After the appearance of the cascade dams, the influent sand
was not the main factor. It was demonstrated that the construction and operation of
cascade dams effectively reduced outlet sand concentration.

3.3 Impact of Cascade Dams on Nutrients Pollution Discharging

To analyze the N and P retention by the cascade dams, the annual total nitrogen
(TN) and total phosphorus (TP) discharge in 1975–1978, 1995–2001, and 2005–2006
was estimated with the SWAT (Fig. 5). The simulations show a clear decline in TN
and TP discharges. At the beginning in 1975, the yearly TN discharge was 15.4 × 103

t, which dropped to 0.4 × 103 t in 2006. At same time, the yearly TP discharge was
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Fig. 5 Variation of the yearly
TN and TP discharge
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reduced from 1996 t to 328 t. The sharp reduction occurred before the 1990s, and
the newer dams had less influence on TN and TP retention. Although there are eight
dams along this section, the main retention occurred in the three largest reservoirs
(Liujiaxia, Longyangxia and Lijiaxia). After these three reservoirs came into service
in the 1990s, the TN discharge was maintained at less than 4 × 103t, sometimes even
below 1 × 103 t. During the same period, the yearly TP discharge was below 500 t. In
particular, the TP discharge was 144 t in 2001.

The correlation equations of nutrient pollution discharge with accumulated hy-
dropower capacities (AHC) and summed dam heights (SDH) are listed in Table 4.
The TN discharge had a closer relationship with the cascade dams’ indicators than
the TP discharge. The R2 value of two exponential equations for the TN discharge
indicates that the accumulated hydropower capacities (AHC) and summed dam
heights (SDH) are acceptable factors to express the accumulated impact of the
cascade dams. However, the correlation of TP discharge with AHC was not as good
as SDH; so, SDH is the better option to analyze the accumulated impact of cascade
dams.

Table 4 Correlation equations of nutrient pollutant discharge with accumulated hydropower capac-
ities (AHC) and summed dam heights (SDH) of the cascade dams

Y X Equation R2

TN discharge AHC y = 0.4212e0.0004x 0.621
SDH y = 0.4043e0.0036x 0.542

TP discharge AHC y = 173.12e0.0002x 0.397
SDH y = 141.84e0.0023x 0.537
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4 Discussion

4.1 Hydrological Disturbance by Cascade Dams Operation

Previous studies have highlighted the importance of considering precipitation vari-
ations in the analysis of hydrological alteration introduced by dams (Lehner et al.
2005). Hence, the daily precipitation over four decades was imported into the model.
The regular monitoring data indicates that the precipitation did not vary over the
simulation period, and the yearly precipitation was about 250 mm. At same time,
the land cover did not change significantly (Ouyang et al. 2010). Hence, the cascade
dams, which can absorb the peak flow volume and release it into the steam at a later
stage, were identified as the critical factor for the hydrological alteration. These data
demonstrate that the natural runoff pattern has become artificially controlled. The
human-oriented streamflow fluxes may benefit social and economical development
in the downstream sections, but also cause some potential negative impact on the
downstream ecosystem.

Considering the effect of construction of the cascade dams on streamflow and
sand concentration, which is presented here, the role of the dams’ operation should
be discussed. As shown in Table 1, the Longyangxia, Lijiaxia and Liujiaxia reservoirs
had the largest capacities and played a leading role in the hydrological adjustment.
As shown in Fig. 3, the streamflow peaked in May and October, which was overlaid
with the temporal schedule principle of dam operation. For the whole year, the
Longyangxia reservoir is the head key to adjusting water resources and control the
runoff peak. The operation of the dams can adjust the river flow based on the needs
of downstream water management strategies (Richter and Thomas 2007).

4.2 Sand Concentration Disturbance by Cascade Dams Operation

Streamflow and sand concentration are the common indicators for river ecosystem
management, and some methods have been introduced to assess hydrological vari-
ability and aquatic ecology (Richter et al. 1997). In the studied area, the three larger
dams have the holding function, which was proved by the sand concentration in two
different time periods. The other five dams are runoff power stations, which do not
have the setting function. With these dams, the original river has been changed into
a series of lakes, and the longer hydrological residence time conciliation is good
for decreasing the suspended solids (Poff et al. 2007). The hydraulic conductivity
has different temporal-spatial variability under the adjustment of dams, which also
causes a variation in size and quantity of the sediment (Topping et al. 2007; Genereux
et al. 2008). To account for the hydrological difference, the sand transport was also
analyzed. The yearly sand discharge from the outlet of the studied area dropped from
925 × 104 t to 492 × 104 t after the appearance of the cascade dams. A disturbance
of sand transport due to the operation of the cascade dams was identified.

There are limitations of this research, especially with regards to the available
monthly data. Under the operation of the biggest gorge, the roles of the other
small reservoirs were not fully understood. If the analysis can be extended to
daily temporal resolution, the conclusion will be clearer. Nonetheless, the sand
concentration dynamics have been analyzed, and the effect of the dams’ operation
was highlighted.
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Fig. 6 Correlation between
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4.3 Nutrients Pollutants Retention by Cascade Dams

Hydrologic characteristics play a primary role in determining the composition,
structure, and function of aquatic, wetlands, and riparian ecosystems (Richter et al.
1996). The presented analysis shows that the cascade dams have changed the hydro-
logical regime feature and affected the downstream ecologic safety of the Yellow
River. The cascade dams introduced hydrological alteration and also caused nutrient
pollutants to settle down. The Chinese environment bulletin in 2010 stated that N and
P were the main pollutants in the Yellow River watershed (MEP 2010). As shown in
Table 4, the series of reservoirs decreased the discharge of N and P pollution, which
is a positive factor for watershed pollution control.

To further characterize the difference between the TN and TP discharge, the
correlation analysis of their monthly discharge was performed. Results show that
the R2 value was 0.759 for the 11-year period. The TN discharge was 112 times the
TP discharge. N pollution is predominantly in the dissolved form, while P is mainly
in the adsorbed format (Cheng et al. 2007). The R2 value between the TP and sand
discharge was higher than for the TN discharge, which suggests that the P transported
by sand adsorption and the N migrated by dissolving in water.

The large R2 value in Fig. 6 indicates that the cascade dams have a similar effect
on the two kinds of nutrient pollution. However, there are still some uncertainties in
the simulation of nutrient balance, which is a persistent issue in nutrient pollution
modeling (Zhang et al. 2009). According to the theory of the SWAT, the soil
evaporation compensation coefficient, available water capacity of the soil layer and
soil conservation service curve number are the leading uncertainty parameters. The
simulation results would be clearer if there were more data from the field.

5 Conclusions

The accumulated influence of cascade dams on the hydrological principle in the
upstream sections of the Yellow River was analyzed with the SWAT and on-site
monitoring data. Nutrient pollution retention by the cascade dams was simulated
and identified. The process and the overall influence of cascade dams were expressed
using accumulated hydropower capacities (AHC) and summed dam heights (SDH).



Cascade Dam-Induced Hydrological Disturbance and Environmental Impact 925

The pollutant detention analysis indicates that the SWAT model is an option to
identify the function of cascade dams. The methodology is generalizable and can
be applied to similar studies about the impact of cascade dams.

Considering the operation of the cascade dams, long-term land cover variation
and changing climate, the TN discharge decreased from 15.38 × 103 in 1975 to 0.39
× 103 t in 2006. The TP discharge decreased from 1996 before to 328 kg after the
construction of the cascade dams. The dams disturbed the original watershed eco-
environmental pattern, but their detaining function can be used as part of watershed
pollution control. Due to the operation of the cascade dams, the sand concentration
difference between the outlet and inlet decreased from 0.111 to 0.074 kg/m3. The
disturbed streamflow pattern was the direct consequence of the operation of the
dams, especially following the dominant dams. To ensure the eco-environmental
stability in the downstream sections of the Yellow River, an ecologically oriented
operation should be advocated for this watershed. With adjustment to the dams, the
watershed hydrological feature can be adjusted to meet downstream water resource
demands.
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