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Abstract: Assessment of the diverse responses of water resources to climate change and 

high concentrations of CO2 is crucial for the appropriate management of natural 

ecosystems. Despite numerous studies on the impact of climate change on different 

regions, it is still necessary to evaluate the impact of these changes at the local scale. In this 

study, the Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) model was used to evaluate the 

potential impact of changes in temperature, rainfall and CO2 concentration on water 

resources in a rural catchment in NW Spain for the periods 2031–2060 and 2069–2098, 

using 1981–2010 as a reference period. For the simulations we used compiled regional 

climate models of the ENSEMBLES project for future climate input data and two CO2 

concentration scenarios (550 and 660 ppm). The results showed that changes in the 

concentration of CO2 and climate had a significant effect on water resources. Overall, the 

results suggest a decrease in streamflow of 16% for the period 2031–2060 (intermediate 

future) and 35% by the end of the 21st century as a consequence of decreasing rainfall 

(2031–2060: −6%; 2069–2098: −15%) and increasing temperature (2031–2060: 1.1 °C; 

2069–2098: 2.2 °C).  
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1. Introduction 

The study of the effects of climate change on the quantity and quality of water resources has 

attracted a great deal of attention in recent years, particularly at a regional and global scale [1]. There 

is a general consensus that the Earth will be subject to warming, leading to changes in global climate 

patterns [1]. Different responses to global warming are expected from different regions of the world. 

For Europe, predictions on the evolution of temperature and rainfall, based on models of varying 

resolution and uncertainty, warn of the possibility of increased aridity in the coming decades. This 

effect is particularly evident for the southern regions where future climate change is projected to 

worsen conditions in a region already vulnerable to climate variability as well as lower water 

availability [1]. In general, the models (e.g., ENSEMBLES) predict a rise in mean temperature and a 

reduction in rainfall for Spain, with an increase in the number of extreme years in terms of maximum 

temperature, flood and droughts [2,3], although there are divergences depending on the model and the 

greenhouse gas emission scenario used. Moreover, projections of the future evolution of rainfall are 

more speculative than those for temperature, especially for smaller regions, but rainfall patterns are 

expected to alter in intensity and amount [1,2]. Changes in the temporal and spatial distribution of 

rainfall can also increase inter-annual rainfall variability as well as the risk of heavy rainfall events and 

droughts. These changes in temperature and rainfall are expected to impact on the hydrological cycle 

and alter the different processes occurring at catchment scale, including changes in surface runoff, 

evapotranspiration rates, nutrient enrichment, erosion and sediment transport [4,5], with concomitant 

effects on human activities and welfare. Human welfare would be impacted by changes in water 

supplies and demand; changes in opportunities for non-consumptive uses of the environment for 

recreation and tourism; changes in loss of property and lives from extreme climate phenomena; and 

changes in human health [1]. An assessment of the vulnerability of water resources to climate change 

allows anticipating potential negative impacts, and thus planning and establishing preventive actions 

with time.  

Various approaches to assess the effects of climate change on water resources have been used [5–8]. 

In general, studies have reported that an increase in CO2, as long as temperature and rainfall remain 

constant, will cause increases in water yield due to the marked decrease of the stomatal conductance of 

plants, thus decreasing evapotranspiration [8,9]. On the contrary, others have shown that higher 

temperatures lead to increased evaporation rates, reductions in streamflow and more frequent  

droughts [4,5,10]. All these studies indicate that catchment processes may be very sensitive to changes 

in temperature, rainfall and higher concentrations of CO2 in the atmosphere. In Europe, most of the 

investigations on climate change impact on water resources have predicted a general reduction in the 

annual streamflow (more intense in the dry season) in southern Europe due to lower rainfall amount 

and higher temperatures [4].  

The Iberian Peninsula is located in an area particularly vulnerable to climate change, where climate 

projections indicate an increase in arid conditions [1]. Several researches have evaluated the effects of 
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climate change on river regimes in the Iberian Peninsula [10–12], but few studies have been conducted 

in North-Western Spain [13]. In this area, especially in Galicia, most rivers have little or no flow data 

available for such analyses. Records of river discharges are relatively recent in the region where water 

resources have been little considered, since Galicia has been considered to have these in abundance 

and water availability is not a limiting factor for economic and social development. This is 

undoubtedly the main reason why the research carried out in the Iberian Peninsula in this field has 

been focused primarily on Mediterranean, semi-arid environments where the scarcity of water gives 

rise to serious problems [14]. However, the recent floods in autumn 2006 and winter 2013–14 or the 

extended drought of summer 2007 occurred in Galicia caused significant ecological, economic and 

social impacts, highlighting the vulnerability of aquatic ecosystems and the resources that depend on 

them, e.g., aquaculture. This underlines the need to improve the knowledge of river dynamics as a 

basis for developing watershed management models in the region in order to prevent the risks 

associated with these natural phenomena, which seem to have increased in intensity recently [15].  

In view of the above, this study has attempted to provide an initial estimate of the effects of 

potential changes in temperature, rainfall and CO2 concentration on water resources in the Corbeira 

catchment, a minimally disturbed area located in Galicia (NW Spain). The analysis was performed 

using the Soil and Water Assessment Tool (SWAT) hydrological model. The SWAT model is widely 

used for different purposes (modelling runoff, sediment transport, nutrient, pesticides cycle, etc.) 

around the world and has been applied to many different size catchments and under considerably 

different conditions, usually with satisfactory results [16]. Among its multiple applications, SWAT has 

been extensively used to evaluate climate change effects on hydrological processes at catchment  

scale [9,11,16,17] because of its capability to incorporate future climate predictions from climatic 

models as inputs to the model, and to account for the effects of increased CO2 on plant development 

and evapotranspiration. The interest of the study area is due to its location upstream from the Cecebre 

reservoir, which is an ecosystem of great ecological interest, being a EU Natura 2000 site, as well as 

the only source of water supply for the city of A Coruña and the surrounding municipalities (450,000 

inhabitants). This fact gives special relevance to the findings of this study, from which a trend can be 

extracted for policy design purposes for the Cecebre reservoir.  

2. Materials and Methods  

2.1. Description of the Study Area 

The study site for this research is the Corbeira catchment, a headwater catchment of the Mero River 

Basin, the most important water source for the city of A Coruña, NW Spain (Figure 1a). This 

catchment has an area of 16 km2. The altitude ranges from 60 to 474 m (Figure 1b). The slopes are 

generally steep, with a mean value of 19%. The most common soils (Figure 1c) are Umbrisol and 

Cambisols [18] with silt and silt-loam texture settled on basic schists of the “Órdenes Complex” [19]. 

The dominant land uses in this catchment are forestry (65%) and agriculture (30%) (Figure 1d). The 

forest area mainly consists of commercial eucalyptus plantations, whereas the agriculture area is a 

patchwork of croplands (4% of total area), growing maize and winter cereal mostly interspersed with 
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grassland (26% of total area). Impervious built-up areas and roads cover about 5% of the whole 

catchment area and are mainly distributed in the agriculture zone. 

The climate is temperate humid, with a mean annual temperature of 13 °C and approximately  

1050 mm mean annual rainfall (1983–2009), of which more than 67% falls from October to March. 

Figure 1. (a) Location of the study area; (b) Digital elevation map; (c) Soil types map;  

(d) Land use map.  

 

2.2. Data and Model Setup 

2.2.1. The SWAT Hydrological Model 

The SWAT model (Soil and Water Assessment Tool) is a process-based and spatially semi-distributed 

model developed by Agricultural Research Service of the United States Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) to assess the impact of agricultural management practices on water, sediment and chemical 

yields in large complex catchments [20], but it is also able to predict water, sediment and nutrient 

fluxes under different climate change scenarios [8,13,16]. SWAT is a basin-scale, continuous time 

model operating on a daily step, but it is not designed to simulate detailed, single-event flood  

routing [21]. The model was selected because it is a dynamic simulation model able to simulate 

streamflow response to climate change, it is in the public domain, and the generation of input files is 

eased by GIS-based tools. Although it is frequently applied to medium and large catchments with 

reasonably good results, it has also been calibrated for small forest catchments with good results [7,22], 

i.e., with semi-natural land use. So, the SWAT model can be applied for hydrologic simulation in small 

catchments under different climatic conditions. 

In SWAT, the watershed is divided into sub-basins, which are further separated into hydrological 

response units (HRUs), i.e., areas with a specific combination of soil type, land use and management. 
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Most of the calculations are done at HRU scale and the results integrated at sub-basin scale. SWAT 

model simulations are divided into two parts: (i) the land phase and (ii) the routing through the river 

network. The land phase controls the amount of water, sediment and nutrients reaching the main 

channel, while the second phase defines the movement of water and other elements through the 

channel to the catchment outlet. The underlying theory detailing transport processes included in the 

model is available in the SWAT documentation [21]. 

The simulation of the hydrological cycle is based on the water balance, which is carried out taking 

into account precipitation, evapotranspiration, surface, lateral and base flow and deep aquifer recharge. 

The evapotranspiration can be calculated using one of these three methods: Penman-Monteith, 

Hargreaves and Priestley-Taylor. The Pemman-Monteith method was selected in this case because it 

uses more physical parameters (daily maximum and minimum temperature, wind speed, humidity and 

solar radiation). In addition, the Penman-Monteith option in SWAT incorporates the effects of 

increased CO2 concentration on plant growth and evapotranspiration. The effect of CO2 concentration 

change on plant stomatal conductance is computed by SWAT model using the equation developed by 

Easterling et al. [23], in which increased CO2 concentrations lead to decreased leaf conductance 

(doubled CO2 concentration leads to general decrease of stomatal conductance by 40%) which in turn 

results in a decrease in the potential evapotranspiration calculation. The change in radiation use 

efficiency of plants is simulated as a function of CO2 concentration using the method developed by 

Stockle et al. [24]. Surface flow is estimated using a modification of the Soil Conservation Service 

Curve Number (SCC CN) method; the lateral flow is calculated based on the kinematic storage model, 

and the peak runoff rate is estimated by a modified rational method (the peak runoff rate is a function 

of the fraction of daily rainfall falling in the time of concentration for the sub-basin, the daily surface 

runoff volume, the sub-basin area and the time of concentration for the sub-basin). The water reaching 

the river network is then routed to the downstream sub-basin of the catchment. Water is routed through 

the channel using either the variable storage routing method or the Muskingum river routing method, 

both of which are variations of the kinematic wave model. In this research, the Muskingum method 

was used.  

2.2.2. Model Inputs  

The model required an extensive dataset of meteorological data, topography, soil types and land use 

and management practices. The meteorological data were acquired from the Galicia Meteorological 

Service (MeteoGalicia), selecting the closest station to the study area (coordinates: 560019  

UTMX-29T ED-50, 4788103 UTMY-29T ED-50). The data included daily rainfall, maximum and 

minimum temperatures, relative humidity, solar radiation and wind speed. The SWAT model includes 

the weather generator (WXGEN) model to generate climatic data or to fill in gaps in the measured 

records. To implement this weather generator, SWAT requires long-term monthly statistical 

information (e.g., mean and standard deviation) for rainfall, maximum and minimum temperature, dew 

point temperature, solar radiation, and wind speed. Due to the reduced length of the data series of wind 

speed, relative humidity and solar radiation, for which consistent 30-year time series are not available, 

SWAT weather generator used in this study was generated on the basis of the climatic data from a 

meteorological station (1387E) belonging to the Spanish Meteorological Agency (AEMET) located at 
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about 20 km from the study area whose data keep good correspondence with climatic data acquired 

from the station of MeteoGalicia (R2 of 0.82, 0.94, 0.91, 0.72, 0.76 and 0.83 for rainfall, maximum 

temperature, minimum temperature, wind velocity, solar radiation and relative humidity, respectively). 

The digital elevation map (DEM) was created from the digital level curves (5 m) provided by the 

Territorial Information System of Galicia and used to provide elevation details for the SWAT and to 

delineate catchment boundaries. HRUs were delineated from (i) soil maps (1: 50,000) published by the 

Environment Department of the Xunta de Galicia, based on the FAO classification [18]; (ii) land use 

map was obtained from the digital processing (using ER Mapper software) of satellite images Landsat 

(resolution of 25 m) and aerial photographs (flight from summer 2004, with a resolution of 1 m), 

provided by the Territorial Information System of Galicia (Xunta of Galicia), and their subsequent 

field validation, which allowed distinguishing 4 classes of land uses (cropland, grassland, forest and 

impervious areas); and (iii) three classes of slopes (0%–13%; 13%–25%; >25%). Thresholds of 3% for 

land use and 20% for soil type were used to limit the number of HRUs in the catchment. This resulted 

in 12 HRUs. Only one sub-basin was defined in the Corbeira catchment. 

The input data of physical soil properties were obtained from experimental works conducted in the 

catchment, whereas hydrological characterization of soils was built from literature data [25,26] or  

by estimating the parameters from data of texture and organic matter using pedo-transference  

functions [27,28].  

The characteristics of the grasslands and croplands (maize) were taken from the SWAT database 

(SWAT plant codes used to represent grasslands and maize land covers were meadow bromegrass and 

corn, respectively), while eucalyptus characteristics, not included in the SWAT database, were derived 

from literature [11,29]. Information on agricultural management, such as dates for planting (maize:  

1–10 May) and harvesting (grassland: May, August, November; maize: 20–30 September), was 

compiled from notes recorded during field research after interviewing farmers. Irrigation is rarely 

carried out in the catchment; hence, it was not modelled.  

2.2.3. Calibration, Validation and Evaluation of the Model 

The SWAT model was calibrated using daily stream discharge data measured at the Corbeira 

catchment outlet. Streamflow was separated into two components (baseflow and direct runoff) using a 

digital filter [30]. The model was set up from March 2001 to October 2010; the first 3 years were 

treated as the warm-up period for the model. The period from October 2005 to September 2008 was 

used for calibration and the period from October 2008 to September 2010 for validation.  

The most sensitive model parameters were chosen in the calibration procedure based on preliminary 

sensitivity analysis using the Latin Hypercube One-factor-At-a-Time approach provided in the SWAT 

sensitivity analysis interface and SWAT model documentation [21]. The performance of the model 

presented in Table 1 shows that the simulations generated good results in comparison with observed 

streamflow data according to the evaluation criteria set by Motovilov et al. [31] and Moriasi et al. [32], 

who consider that model performance is satisfactory when the regression coefficient (R2) is higher than 

0.75 and Nash-Sutcliffe efficiency (NSE) is higher than 0.5, and if percentage of bias (PBIAS) is 

between −25% and +25%. Furthermore, the statistical values for the validation period slightly 

exceeded those of the calibration period, indicating a low over-parameterization. These differences can 
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be due to the different hydrological conditions of the years used in the study, since hydrological 

models generally reproduce better normal than extreme hydrological conditions and, in our case, the 

calibration period comprises more extreme conditions than the validation period.  

Table 1. Calibration and validation statistics for daily streamflow. R2: regression 

coefficient; PBIAS: percentage of bias; NSE: Nash-Sutcliffe efficiency. 

Parameter Calibration Validation 

R2 0.80 0.84 
PBIAS −1.8 −3.3 
NSE 0.80 0.83 

Observed mean and range (m3 s−1) 0.18 (0.02–1.42) 0.24 (0.02–1.20) 

The model successfully reproduces the measured streamflow and its trend over time (Figure 2). 

However, there are some cases in which the model does not agree well with measured streamflow, 

since it underestimates some peak flows during high-flow periods, e.g., in late March 2006 and in 

middle December 2006, both coinciding with a flood period. This could be attributed to the inability to 

simulate the soil moisture conditions during heavy rainfall periods. Curve Number only defines three 

antecedent moisture conditions: I-dry (wilting point), II-mean moisture, and III-wet (field capacity), 

and for each of them it assumes a unique relationship between rainfall and runoff, despite one same 

condition comprises different soil moisture contents. However, in this catchment, the relationship 

between rainfall and runoff increases as the antecedent soil moisture content rises, and consequently, 

the hydrological behaviour differs depending on the amount of water stored in the soil [33,34]. It could 

also be because the method used for simulation of runoff in SWAT (Curve Number) does not account 

for saturation near-stream zones and is not sensitive to rainfall intensity, so given a same amount of 

rainfall, SWAT computes the same amount of runoff regardless of intensity and duration of rainfall. 

The model also overestimates some peak discharge during some rainfall events (e.g., October 2006). 

This effect has been attributed to different causes, such as the short warm-up period of the model, the 

underestimation of evapotranspiration and overestimation of soil water content [35].  

Figure 2. Rainfall, observed and predicted daily streamflow during the calibration  

(October 2005–Septmber 2008) and validation period (October 2008–September 2010).  
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The above results indicate that SWAT is a suitable model to estimate streamflow in the study area; 

therefore, the calibrated model was used to assess the response of streamflow to future climate change. 

Several studies have highlighted the degree of uncertainty associated with the evaluation of climate 

change impacts on hydrology, pointing out that model calibration with present data may result in a bias 

when applying the model in the future [36,37]. The fact that the model adequately estimates the 

streamflow either during wet (July 2006) or dry years (August 2007) is a good indicator of its 

suitability for evaluating the impact of climate change; therefore, it can be used to assess the effects of 

climate change on streamflow with a reasonable degree of confidence. Anyway, it is appropriate to 

interpret the effects of climate change in terms of trends, not specific situations.  

2.3. Scenarios of Temperature, Rainfall and CO2 Concentration Changes 

In this study, the analysis of climate change impact on water resources has been focused on 

predicting the potential effects that changes in temperature, rainfall and CO2 concentration will cause 

on streamflow. For this purpose, two simulation sets were performed. The first evaluates the effect 

caused in streamflow by changes in each of the variables, i.e., temperature, rainfall or CO2 concentration. 

The second analyses the response of streamflow to simultaneous changes in the three variables.  

At present, various methods are used for generating future climate scenarios. These methods 

include downscaling, change factor method, etc. A common procedure to downscale monthly 

temperature and precipitation of global climate model (GCM) projections to daily time series is 

stochastic downscaling using a weather generator [38]. Stochastic weather generators can be modified 

to generate future daily values of climate variables by adjusting historical weather patterns based on 

predicted future alterations from GCMs or RCMs [39]. In this study, the weather generator included in 

SWAT [21] was used to create 30-year climate series with changes in input variables. WXGEN uses a 

first-order Markov chain model to define the day as dry or wet. The daily rainfall amount is estimated 

based on a skewed or exponential distribution. Daily maximum and minimum temperatures, solar 

radiation and relative humidity are then generated based on the presence or absence of rain for the  

day [40]. WXGEN stochastic weather generator is widely used for climate change studies [11,41,42].  

To accomplish the analysis of climate change impact on water resources the following steps  

were performed: 

- Once calibrated the SWAT to represent the control conditions (control scenario), the model was 

run using climate series produced by the weather generator for reference period 1981-2010. Then, the 

degree of correspondence between simulated streamflow using the stochastic weather generator and 

simulated streamflow using observed meteorological data were verified, all with the purpose of 

checking the performance of the SWAT model using a stochastic weather generator to estimate 

streamflow in the study area. The results of statistical indicators (r2 = 0.86 and NSE = 0.76), 

interpreted according to the criteria proposed by Motovilov et al. [31] and Moriasi et al. [32], suggest 

that model performance is satisfactory, indicating that the SWAT weather generator model can be used 

with a reasonable degree of confidence to analyze climate change scenarios. 

- Subsequently, the different climate scenarios were created from the information provided by 

regional models of the ENSEMBLES project, using the change factors to modify the values of the 

parameters of the weather generator in a monthly-specific manner. 
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- Finally, the results for the control scenario were compared with the results of the climate change 

scenarios in order to quantify the changes on water resources. 

The data for the reference period (1981–2001) were obtained from the 1387E meteorological station 

(AEMET). The different scenarios selected for this study are based on the information provided by the 

regional models of the ENSEMBLES project [2] for this station (Table 2), for the periods 2031–2060 

(intermediate future) and 2069–2098 (distant future). Specifically, the selected scenarios for 

temperature and rainfall represent the mean and maximum forecasts of the ENSEMBLES project 

models (socio-economic A1B scenario) for these variables in the study area. These change factors 

were used to modify the rainfall and temperature parameters of the weather generator. Other climate 

variables, such as wind speed, solar radiation, relative humidity and dew point were assumed to be 

constant throughout future simulation periods. Climate modifications are given as a percentage change 

in rainfall (rainfall is multiplied by a given factor). Change factors for rainfall were used to alter the 

frequency and intensity of rainfall. This modification was performed by adjusting the probability of a 

rainy day followed by another rainy day in the month, and the probability of a rainy day followed by a 

dry day. These probabilities were obtained by multiplying the baseline probabilities by fifty percent of 

change factor for rainfall [adjusted probability = baseline probability + (baseline probability × 1/2 of 

change factor for rainfall)]. Temperature modifications were applied by adding the prescribed change 

to the weather generator temperature parameters derived from baseline data.  

Table 2. Summary of characteristics of the selected RCMs of the ENSEMBLES project. 

Name Institute GCM RCM Time Period 

C4IRCA3  C4I (1) HadCM3Q16 RCA3 1951–2099 
CNRM/RM5.1 CNRM (2) ARPEGE RM5.1 Aladin  1950–2100 
DMI/ARPEGE DMI (3) ARPEGE HIRHAM 1951–2100 

DMI/BCM DMI  DMI (3) BCM DMI-HIRHAM5 1961–2098 
DMI/ECHAM5-r3 DMI (3) ECHAM5-r3 DMI-HIRHAM5 1951–2099 

ETHZ/CLM ETHZ (4) HadCM3Q0 CLM 1951–2099 
ICTP/RegCM3  ICTP (5)  ECHAM5-r3  RegCM3  1951–2100 

KNMI/RACMO2  KNMI (6)  ECHAM5-r3  RACMO  1950–2100 
MPIM/REMO  MPI (7)  ECHAM5-r3 REMO  1951–2100 
SMHI/BCM  SMHI (8)  BCM  RCA  1961–2100 

SMHI/ECHAM5-r3  SMHI (8) ECHAM5-r3  RCA  1951–2100 
SMHI/HadCM3Q3  SMHI (8) HadCM3Q3  RCA  1951–2100 

Notes: GCM: global climate models; RCM: regional climate models; (1) Rossby Centre, Swedish 

Meteorological and Hydrological Institute; (2) National Center of Meteorological. Research, France; (3) Danish 

Meteorological Institute; (4) Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zürich; (5) Abdus Salam International 

Centre for Theoretical Physics, Italy; (6) Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute; (7) Max Planck Institute 

for Meteorology, Germany; (8) Swedish Meteorological and Hydrological Institute. 

Projected changes in temperature and rainfall in the study area are presented in Figure 3 for the  

two-time periods (2031–2060 and 2069–2098). All projections show an increase in annual mean 

temperature and a decrease in rainfall for the two periods, although there is a wide variability among 

projections, indicating highly uncertain results. The projected temperature changes vary from  
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0.4–1.8 °C in 2031–2060 to 1.6–3.9 °C in 2069–2098, depending on the climate models. With regard 

to rainfall, the projections indicate a decrease between 2%–14% in 2031–2060 and 6%–27% in  

2069–2098. The mean values of all the projections used predict that temperature will rise by 1.1 °C 

during 2031–2060 and by 2.2 °C in 2069–2098, while rainfall will decrease by 6% and 27% at the mid 

and end of the 21st century. CO2 scenarios change by an increase of 1.5 and 2 times the current CO2 

concentration (330 ppm). It is thought that the selected CO2 concentrations (550 and 660 ppm) give a 

reasonable representation of future CO2 conditions for the middle and end of the 21st century under the 

A1B scenario [3]. Table 3 shows all climate change scenarios used in the SWAT simulations. All 

climate change scenarios were run for a 30-year period. Land use/land cover was assumed to remain 

unchanged throughout the simulation.  

Figure 3. Climate change scenarios for annual mean temperature and rainfall for:  

(a) 2031–2060 and (b) 2069–2098 (ENSEMBLES project). 
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Table 3. Climate change scenarios used for SWAT simulations. 

Scenario Temperature (°C) Rainfall (%) CO2 Concentration (ppm) 
1 1.1 (mean 2031–2060) 0 330 
2 1.7 (maximum 2031–2060) 0 330 
3 2.2 (mean 2069–2098) 0 330 
4 3.9 (maximum 2069–2098) 0 330 
5 0 −6 (mean 2031–2060) 330 
6 0 −14 (maximum 2031–2060) 330 
7 0 −15 (mean 2069–2098) 330 
8 0 −27 (maximum 2069–2098) 330 
9 0 0 550 
10 0 0 660 
11 1.1 −6 550 
12 1.7 −14 550 
13 2.2 −15 660 
14 3.9 −27 660 
15 1.1 −6 330 
16 2.2 −15 330 

Note: 0: means no change in the variable.  
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T-tests were performed to assess if the streamflow estimated from the climate change scenarios and 

the reference scenario are statistically different from each other. The significance of statistical test was 

set at p < 0.01. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Vulnerability of Streamflow to Change in Temperature, Rainfall or CO2 Concentration  

Figure 4 shows the responses of evapotranspiration and streamflow to climate parameter changes. 

Streamflow will be significantly altered as a result of changes in temperature, rainfall or CO2 

concentration. Streamflow significantly (p < 0.01) decreased with the increase in temperature (a larger 

amount of water is lost through evapotranspiration) and lower rainfall. In both cases, the impact was 

more pronounced in the period 2069–2098, which showed strong deviation of the climate variables 

compared to the current conditions (Table 2).  

Increasing temperature by 1.1 and 2.2 °C (scenarios 1 and 3) decreased streamflow rates by 13% 

and 29%, respectively; while 6% and 15% drops in rainfall (scenarios 5 and 7) resulted in a streamflow 

decrease of 9% and 25%. These results suggest that streamflow in the Corbeira catchment will be more 

sensitive to the average increase in temperature than to the average decrease in rainfall, highlighting 

the role of evapotranspiration in the water cycle. However, when compared with the worst case 

scenarios (scenario 4: Tª + 3.9 °C, scenario 8: P − 27%), streamflow is more sensitive to a reduction in 

rainfall (Figure 4), which is in accordance with earlier findings in the literature that underline the major 

role played by rainfall on streamflow changes [5].  

Figure 4. Response of evapotranspiration and streamflow to changes in temperature, 

rainfall and CO2 concentration based on the scenarios defined in Table 3. 

 

Increase in temperature led to increase in biomass production in some cases and decrease in others, 

depending on the crop type [6]. This behaviour depends on the temperature reached regarding the 

optimum, minimum and maximum temperatures associated with plant growth, because temperature is 

one of the most important factors governing plant growth. For the Corbeira catchment, forest biomass 
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production (forest: 65% of the study area) increased with increasing temperature; however, in 

grassland and crops, biomass production decreased with temperature increases (Figure 5). This could 

explain the increase in evapotranspiration (2031–2060: 14%, 21%; 2069–2098: 27%, 46%) and 

consequently the decrease of streamflow with temperature rise (Figure 4). At present, the main 

limitations for eucalyptus cultivation in Galicia, the main forest specie in the Corbeira catchment, are 

low temperatures and frost. The temperature rise and consequent decreased risk of frost increase forest 

productivity, especially in spring. In summer, the biomass growth rate is lower than in other seasons, 

which may be associated with water or nutrient limitations. However, the model, under these 

scenarios, estimated only a slight increase in the number of days with water stress. 

Figure 5. Response of vegetation biomass to changes in temperature, rainfall and CO2 

concentration based on the scenarios defined in Table 3.  

 

Flow components are affected differently by changes in temperature and rainfall (Figure 6). Thus, a 

temperature increase had greater impact on subsurface flow (groundwater + lateral flow) because of 

soil water loss by evapotranspiration, while rainfall decrease had a greater impact on surface runoff. 

This explains a higher sensitivity of soil water content to temperature changes (Figure 6). These results 

differ from those of Nunes et al. [11] for the Guadiana Basin (southwest Iberian Peninsula) where 

subsurface flow was mostly affected by reduced rainfall due to the extremely shallow soils in the 

basin. The soils of the Corbeira catchment, however, are deep and favour the diversion of soil water to 

evapotranspiration, hence temperature increases mainly affect the subsurface flow.  

The streamflow decrease is more significant than that of rainfall (Figures 4 and 6), showing it  

is not a linear process. It is estimated that for every 1% decrease in rainfall, streamflow falls by 

approximately 1.5%. These results are close to those obtained by Pruski and Nearing [43], who 

analysed the effect of rainfall changes on agricultural slopes in different regions of the United States, 

using the WEPP model. These authors predicted a fall in runoff of 1.97% for every 1% decrease in 

rainfall. Similarly, Nunes et al. [11] reported a fall in runoff of 1.9% and 2.1% for the Guadiana and 

Tejo basins, respectively.  
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Figure 6. Response of different flow components and soil water content to changes in 

temperature, rainfall and CO2 concentration based on the scenarios defined in Table 3. 

 

Increasing CO2 concentration in the atmosphere led to increases in streamflow (10%–15%,  

Figure 4). The rise in CO2 concentration could increase vegetation biomass production and 

evapotranspiration [44]. However, in this study no effect on the vegetation biomass was observed 

(Figure 5), although a decrease was found in the evapotranspiration (2 × CO2: −11% 

evapotranspiration, Figure 4), resulting in higher soil water content and, in turn, higher streamflow 

(Figure 4). This reduction in the evapotranspiration could be related to stomatal closure of plant leaves 

in response to increasing CO2 concentration, as in SWAT a doubled CO2 concentration leads to a 40% 

reduction in leaf conductance for all plant species. According to the stomatal conductance optimization 

hypothesis, the plant stomas are simultaneously maximizing the carbon gain rate while minimizing the 

rate of water loss [45], i.e., as adaptation mechanism, plants tend to reduce stomatal conductance and 

suppress transpiration under a high concentration of CO2. This would lead to greater water-use efficiency 

by plants (ratios of CO2 molecules fixed by the plant in relation to the number of water molecules lost 

by transpiration) allowing a larger amount of water to be available for runoff and recharge.  

Moreover, higher CO2 concentrations can enhance the photosynthesis rate and consequently the 

vegetation biomass, although it was not observed in this study (Figure 5). This effect, known as the 

CO2 fertilization effect, leads to a higher leaf area index (LAI) in the vegetation, which can reduce the 

radiation reaching the soil surface, thereby reducing soil evaporation, and increasing the streamflow. 

However, Bunce [46] in a review work concludes that an increase in CO2 concentrations rarely leads to 

higher LAI, unless ventilation is artificial, such as it occurs in chambers and greenhouses. In addition, 

the author indicates that LAI increases above 3–4 m2 m−2 have a minimal effect on evapotranspiration 

as a result of shade and higher canopy humidity. This conclusion is based on studies of crops in which 

nutrients are not a limiting factor and, therefore, an even lower response can be expected in natural 

ecosystems, because nutrients frequently limit plant productivity, thus their responsiveness to  

CO2 concentrations.  
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3.2. Vulnerability of Streamflow to Simultaneous Changes in Climate Parameters 

Figure 7 shows the response of evapotranspiration and streamflow to combined simultaneous 

changes in temperature, rainfall and CO2 concentration. In comparison with the results obtained when 

changing climate parameters singly (temperature or rainfall or CO2 concentration), coupled climate 

parameter changes had a synergistic effect on streamflow, causing an increase in the vulnerability to 

change. For scenarios 11 and 13 (mean values), a streamflow decrease of 16% and 35% for the periods 

2031–2060 and 2069–2098, respectively is forecasted. For scenarios 12 and 14 (maximum values, 

unlikely) decreases of 46% and 51% for the same horizons are predicted. Although these results are 

indicative and should be taken as trend indicators, they show the high vulnerability of the Corbeira 

stream to climate change, even though climatic variations are relatively low (Table 3). This is 

consistent with most of the studies on the impact of climate change carried out in the Iberian 

Peninsula, which have predicted a decline in water resources [7,11,12]. The expected decrease in 

streamflow in the Corbeira catchment is higher than that estimated for other catchments in NW  

Spain [12,13], reflecting a greater vulnerability of small catchments to changes in climatic variables, as 

noted by Beguería et al. [47] in other regions of Spain. However, these results should be interpreted 

with caution. Although the trend seems to be clear, the change percent will vary according to the 

climate change scenarios considered and the catchment characteristics.  

Figure 7. Response of evapotranspiration and streamflow to simultaneous changes in 

temperature, rainfall and CO2 concentration based on the scenarios defined in Table 3. 
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It is generally recognized that the positive effects exerted by an increase in CO2 concentration on 

water-plant relationships would be offset by a greater evaporative demand at higher temperatures. 

Numerous studies indicate that changes in temperature and rainfall alter and, in many cases, limit the 

effects of CO2 on plants [11,13]. For example, high temperatures during the flowering period could 

mitigate the effects of high CO2 concentration, since they could limit the number, size and grain 

quality [48]. In order to confirm the effect of a CO2 increase on streamflow, the model was run using 

two new scenarios, Sc15, Sc16, (Table 3) with the same rainfall and temperature changes as scenarios 

11 and 13, respectively; but with no changes in CO2 concentration, and both results (with and without 

increased CO2) were compared. Not taking into account the effects of CO2 on plants, there was a 

decrease in streamflow of 24% (2031–2060, Sc15) and 46% (2069–2098, Sc16) compared to 16% 
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(2031–2060, Sc11) and 35% (2069–2098, Sc13) respectively when enhanced plant photosynthetic 

water use efficiency (greater stomatal efficiency of plants in response to increased CO2 concentration) 

was considered, as for evapotranspiration calculation SWAT takes into account variation of  

radiation-use efficiency, plant growth, and plant transpiration due to changes in atmospheric CO2 

concentrations. Given the importance exerted by an increase of CO2 concentration on water resources, 

this parameter should be considered in any assessment of climate change impact. However, it should 

be noted that the effects of CO2 on streamflow might be overestimated, because the SWAT does not 

assume that leaf area increases with CO2 concentrations. 

4. Conclusions  

This work demonstrated the high vulnerability of streamflow to changes in temperature and rainfall 

in the Corbeira catchment. Furthermore, it was found that an increase in the concentration of CO2 in 

the atmosphere could slightly attenuate the effects of climatic variables on water resources. Similarly, 

both medium and long-term effects of climate change on streamflow can be significant if the forecast 

temperature and rainfall changes included in this study are met. Overall, the decrease in rainfall was 

accompanied by a large increase in the evapotranspiration. The combination of these two trends is 

likely to result in decreased availability of water for crops and natural vegetation. A moderate decrease 

in streamflow of 16% and 35% is expected for the periods 2031–2060 and 2069–2098, respectively.  

In general, it may indicate that this study provides an example of the possible effects of climate 

change on water resources in the NW Spain, so it can be used as a starting point to improve the 

understanding of how climate change will impact water resources in this area and provide some data to 

decision makers. Hydrology and distribution of land uses in the Corbeira catchment are similar to 

those of the upper and middle Mero River Basin. Therefore, if climate change scenarios adopted in this 

work occur in the future, significant changes may also occur in the Mero River, affecting the Cecebre 

reservoir. With increasingly limited water resources and water consumption increasing annually, all 

the facts point to a situation of greater water unsustainability and therefore to greater environmental 

unsustainability. This implies that measures, able to solve this situation, should be taken in order to 

avoid the consequences of a decrease of water resources against an increased demand. 
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