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Abstract: The Bakhtegan catchment, an important agricultural region in south-western Iran, has
suffered groundwater depletion in recent years. As groundwater is considered the main source
of fresh water in the catchment, especially for agriculture, monitoring groundwater responses to
irrigation is important. Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) satellite data can help
determine water mass changes in catchments and assess water volume changes. In this study, we
compared GRACE-derived water mass data against groundwater volume variations measured in situ.
We also assessed the efficiency of GRACE-derived data in catchments smaller than the 200,000 km2

recommended area when using GRACE. For the study period (January 2002 through December 2011),
the GRACE data showed a 7.6 mm annual decline in groundwater level, with a total volume loss
of 2.6 km3 during the period. The in situ monthly measurements of groundwater level showed an
average depletion of 10 m in catchment aquifers during the study period. This depletion rate was
supported by the recorded decrease in precipitation volume, especially in the post-drought period
after 2007. These results demonstrate that GRACE can be useful tool for monitoring groundwater
depletion in arid catchments.
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1. Introduction

Increasing demand for water supply in arid and semi-arid zones has increased groundwater use,
leading to wide-scale depletion [1]. Semi-arid zones represent 30% of global terrestrial surface area
and water scarcity in these regions is a severe problem, as a result of rapid population growth and
expansion of irrigated agriculture [2]. In arid and semi-arid areas, where surface water resources are
scarce and unreliable, groundwater is considered the only plausible fresh water source, owing to its
quantitative and spatial availability [3]. Many of the groundwater resources developed in arid and
semi-arid zones are non-renewable fossil water [4]. Sustainable management of aquifers in arid and
semi-arid zones requires accurate estimates of recharge rate and groundwater resources, data that are
often lacking in developing countries. If groundwater abstraction exceeds groundwater recharge for
extensive areas and long time, overexploitation or persistent groundwater depletion can occur [5].
The resulting lowering of groundwater levels can have devastating effects on natural streamflow
groundwater fed wetlands and related ecosystems [6]. The groundwater storage depletion may also
lead to groundwater seepage blocking [7,8], land subsidence [9], groundwater contamination [10], and
flood risk [11,12]. Already, many of well-known hot spots of groundwater depletion appear, namely,
north-east China [13], the Ogallala and the San-Joaquin aquifers in the United States [14,15]; Iran [16];
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Yemen [17]; and south-east Spain [18]. The total annual global groundwater depletion is estimated to
be 283 (±40) km3 [6].

Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) satellite data are a valuable resource for water
storage monitoring [19]. GRACE provides temporal and spatial records of total water mass storage
variations, including snow, surface water, soil moisture, and groundwater [20]. These records can help
forecast effects such as groundwater depletion, desertification, and changes in surface water bodies [21].
More importantly, GRACE can provide data for regions that lack conventional hydrological monitoring
infrastructure. Groundwater level measurements have already been compared with GRACE data for
the Tigris–Euphrates basin [20], Lake Urmia in Iran [22], the California Valley [23], northern China [24],
and northern India [21].

In this study, we compared GRACE-derived water mass data against in situ monthly measurements
of groundwater level obtained from 448 observation wells distributed throughout the semi-arid
Bakhtegan catchment. We compared water mass storage variations for 117 months, from April 2002
until December 2011. Moreover, we analyzed precipitation and evapotranspiration data, in order to
characterize net precipitation. The aim of the study was to test the viability of applying GRACE-derived
data together with in situ measurements to understand the hydrological cycle in a vulnerable catchment
showing a recent drastic decline in groundwater resources.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The Bakhtegan catchment is located in the north-eastern part of Fars province in south-western
Iran (Figure 1). The total catchment area is 31,511 km2 and includes 16,630 km2 of mountainous area
and 14,881 km2 of plains [25]. The Kor River, the main river in the catchment, originates in the Zagros
Mountains and is 280 km long [26]. Bakhtegan and Tashk are the main lakes in the catchment, with a
combined area that ranged between 220 and 640 km2 during the study period. Mean long-term annual
precipitation in the catchment is 270 mm (for the 43-year period 1967–2009) [27]. Thus, most areas
in the Bakhtegan catchment have an arid or semi-arid climate [28]. The catchment is divided into 27
separate groundwater monitoring zones based on alluvial aquifer distribution, with 448 observation
wells recording changes in groundwater level. The alluvial aquifers have a total area of 10,564 km2,
with average aquifer thickness ranging between 30 and 50 m [29]. The alluvial sediments consists of
rubble, stone, gravel, sand, and silt, with low amounts of clay, and most of the aquifers are situated in
valleys between highlands (Figure 1).

As in all arid and semi-arid regions, groundwater is fundamental for social and economic stability
in Fars province [30]. The good availability of groundwater to date, the low exploitation cost, and the
relatively good quality have made it the most reliable and useful water source in the region. However,
owing to a lack of surface water resources in the Bakhtegan catchment, groundwater extraction has
exceeded the renewable recharge limits in recent years, with significant effects on surface water
resources [25]. This excessive groundwater exploitation, in combination with recent droughts and a
lack of alternative surface water resources, has also led to depletion of groundwater levels [31]. About
4 billion m3 of groundwater is extracted annually from 40,000 wells and boreholes in Fars province [28].
With expected population growth, climate change, and increased groundwater extraction, sustainable
groundwater management is essential in conserving the future sustainability of groundwater resources
in the region.
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Figure 1. Distribution of alluvial aquifers and observation wells in Bakhtegan catchment. Inserts: 

Location of (A) Fars province in Iran and (B) the Bakhtegan catchment in Fars province. The stacked 

bar graph shows the elevation from sea level variation in the catchment. 

2.2. Calculating Net Precipitation 

The decadal precipitation variation data from April 2002 to December 2011 were obtained from 

22 local observation stations [32]. The interpolated values show elevation variation in mm (Figure 2), 

where the observation stations elevation ranges from 1420 to 2260 m above sea level. Land use data 

and average evapotranspiration rates for the Bakhtegan catchment [33] were used to estimate the rate 

of evapotranspiration from agricultural land, forests, and lakes in the catchment. Data on observed 

monthly precipitation volume, land use, and evapotranspiration rates were then combined to 

calculate net precipitation: 

WB = P − ET, (1) 

where WB is effective monthly precipitation volume, P is precipitation volume, and ET is total 

evapotranspiration volume for the catchment, all expressed in mm. The accumulated net 

precipitation WBI was calculated as follows: 

WBI = ∑ WB
1
n , (2) 

where WBI is net precipitation in month n. For any given month, throughout the study period, WBI 

can be directly compared against GRACE and groundwater storage fluctuation data (mean long-term 

annual precipitation in the catchment is 270 mm). Porosity rate is considered to be 10 percent [34]. 

Figure 1. Distribution of alluvial aquifers and observation wells in Bakhtegan catchment. Inserts:
Location of (A) Fars province in Iran and (B) the Bakhtegan catchment in Fars province. The stacked
bar graph shows the elevation from sea level variation in the catchment.

2.2. Calculating Net Precipitation

The decadal precipitation variation data from April 2002 to December 2011 were obtained from 22
local observation stations [32]. The interpolated values show elevation variation in mm (Figure 2),
where the observation stations elevation ranges from 1420 to 2260 m above sea level. Land use data
and average evapotranspiration rates for the Bakhtegan catchment [33] were used to estimate the rate
of evapotranspiration from agricultural land, forests, and lakes in the catchment. Data on observed
monthly precipitation volume, land use, and evapotranspiration rates were then combined to calculate
net precipitation:

WB = P − ET, (1)

where WB is effective monthly precipitation volume, P is precipitation volume, and ET is total
evapotranspiration volume for the catchment, all expressed in mm. The accumulated net precipitation
WBI was calculated as follows:

WBI =
∑1

n
WB, (2)

where WBI is net precipitation in month n. For any given month, throughout the study period, WBI

can be directly compared against GRACE and groundwater storage fluctuation data (mean long-term
annual precipitation in the catchment is 270 mm). Porosity rate is considered to be 10 percent [34].
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Figure 2. Distribution of the 22 precipitation stations inside and around the Bakhtegan catchment, and
the interpolated annual precipitation rate (in mm) during the period January 2002 to December 2011. Y
axis: the amount of annual precipitation (mm) in different catchment areas.

2.3. Estimating Groundwater Storage Changes

Data on monthly groundwater levels in the Bakhtegan catchment are available from the 448
observation wells spread throughout the catchment (see Figure 1). As GRACE data show the monthly
variation in total water mass in the Bakhtegan catchment, the specific monthly groundwater volume
variation (∆s) in the total catchment area was calculated as follows:

∆S =
∑ SI × AI

AT
, (3)

where SI is the groundwater level variation in a given aquifer I, AI is the area of aquifer I, and AT

is the total catchment area. Here, ∆S is expressed in mm. For any given period, the accumulated
groundwater volume variation ∆SI is equal to the following:

∆SI =
∑

∆S. (4)

In this case, ∆SI shows the variation in groundwater storage volume. The groundwater extracted
in the catchment can be assumed to be used mostly by agriculture, and thus directly related to soil
moisture. Therefore, ∆SI can be compared with the water mass volume fluctuation derived from
GRACE data.

2.4. GRACE-Derived Water Storage Analysis

We used 117 monthly GRACE datasets from April 2002 to December 2011 to examine the total
water mass variation in the Bakhtegan catchment. The data consist of monthly snapshots, which, when
analyzed, reveal monthly anomalies in total water storage. The GRACE data show mass change, or
equivalent water height, in this study expressed as monthly variation (WMI) in mm.

The GRACE data were provided by the German Research Center for Geosciences (GFZ). In order
to identify water storage changes from the spherical harmonic coefficients provided by GFZ, the
following procedure was followed (Figure 3). First, we replaced C20 according to instructions outlined
in GRACE Technical note 7 [35]. We then added Degree 1 according to the estimation by Swenson
et al. [36] to correct for geocenter motion. The Degree 1 Love number (K1 = 0.021) was taken into
account. We then carefully removed the primary tidal aliasing error of the tidal constituents S2, S1,
and P1, and the secondary tidal aliasing error of M2, O2, O1, and Q1 from the spherical harmonics [37].
Next, we removed the glacial isostatic adjustment (GIA) according to the model provided by Wahr and
Zhong [38] and filtered the coefficients by a Gaussian filter (450 km radius) and a destriping filter, as
proposed by Swenson and Wahr [39]. Finally, in order to account for leakage, we applied the so-called
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data-driven method developed by Vishwakarma et al. [40]. This method is able to restore the signal
lost as a result of filtering, irrespective of the catchment size.

Water 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW { PAGE   \* MERGEFORMAT } of { NUMPAGES   \* MERGEFORMAT } 

 

 

Figure 2. Distribution of the 22 precipitation stations inside and around the Bakhtegan catchment, 

and the interpolated annual precipitation rate (in mm) during the period January 2002 to December 

2011. Y axis: the amount of annual precipitation (mm) in different catchment areas. 

2.3. Estimating Groundwater Storage Changes 

Data on monthly groundwater levels in the Bakhtegan catchment are available from the 448 

observation wells spread throughout the catchment (see Figure 1). As GRACE data show the monthly 

variation in total water mass in the Bakhtegan catchment, the specific monthly groundwater volume 

variation (Δs) in the total catchment area was calculated as follows: 

ΔS = ∑
SI × AI

AT
, (3) 

where SI is the groundwater level variation in a given aquifer I, AI is the area of aquifer I, and AT is 

the total catchment area. Here, ΔS is expressed in mm. For any given period, the accumulated 

groundwater volume variation ΔSI is equal to the following: 

ΔSI = ∑ΔS. (4) 

In this case, ΔSI shows the variation in groundwater storage volume. The groundwater extracted 

in the catchment can be assumed to be used mostly by agriculture, and thus directly related to soil 

moisture. Therefore, ΔSI can be compared with the water mass volume fluctuation derived from 

GRACE data.  

2.4. GRACE-Derived Water Storage Analysis 

We used 117 monthly GRACE datasets from April 2002 to December 2011 to examine the total 

water mass variation in the Bakhtegan catchment. The data consist of monthly snapshots, which, 

when analyzed, reveal monthly anomalies in total water storage. The GRACE data show mass change, 

or equivalent water height, in this study expressed as monthly variation (WMI) in mm. 

 

Figure 3. Flow chart showing the usages of Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) 

data to assess groundwater volume fluctuation. GFZ, German Research Center for Geosciences. 

The GRACE data were provided by the German Research Center for Geosciences (GFZ). In order 

to identify water storage changes from the spherical harmonic coefficients provided by GFZ, the 

following procedure was followed (Figure 3). First, we replaced C20 according to instructions 

outlined in GRACE Technical note 7 [35]. We then added Degree 1 according to the estimation by 

Swenson et al. [36] to correct for geocenter motion. The Degree 1 Love number (K1 = 0.021) was taken 

Figure 3. Flow chart showing the usages of Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) data
to assess groundwater volume fluctuation. GFZ, German Research Center for Geosciences.

The groundwater component can be isolated from the total GRACE-derived data. According
to Rodell and Famiglietti [41], this can be achieved by subtracting the snow, surface water, and soil
moisture monthly fluctuation volume from the total water mass:

GWMI = WMI − SW − SM, (5)

where GWMI is the groundwater level derived from the GRACE data, WMI is the total water mass, SW
is the surface water storage, and SM is the soil moisture. The change in surface water storage was
calculated from flow data available for the Bakhtegan and Tashk lakes, which are the only surface
water bodies in the catchment. The stream gauges are located on the lakes inlets, where the flow data
are recorded. Soil moisture values were computed from the Global Land Data Assimilation System
(GLDAS) datasets available from EARTHDATA [42].

The Bakhtegan catchment area of 31,511 km2 is much less than the effective limitation of GRACE
data area, which is about 200,000 km2 [43]. As GRACE data alone are not sufficient for analyzing
catchment water mass fluctuations [22], the data were compared against calculated net precipitation
(WBI) and groundwater volume variation (∆SI). This was done by calculating two indices, KA and KB:

KA =
WMI

WBI
, (6)

KB =
∆SI

WBI
, (7)

where KA shows the relationship between the GRACE data and net precipitation variation, that is, it
shows how both datasets are changing simultaneously within the study period, and KB shows the
corresponding relationship between the groundwater volume changes and the precipitation.

3. Results

3.1. Comparing GRACE-Derived Data (GWMI) and Net Precipitation (WBI)

The GRACE-derived data showed that total water mass storage (GWMI) in the region decreased by
76 mm from April 2002 to December 2011 (Figure 4A). This equated to an annual loss of approximately
7.6 mm and a total of 2.4 km3 for the study period. The water storage volume showed a significant
decreasing trend, especially after 2007, which was the result of a regional drought in that year.

Monthly groundwater variation calculated from the GRACE data showed a direct response to
monthly sum of precipitation and evapotranspiration. With the decrease in annual precipitation,
monthly net precipitation showed a negative trend during the study period (Figure 2). The monthly
precipitation average data (Figure 4B) revealed a 25% decrease in rainfall volume for the year 2007.
Mean annual rainfall in the catchment decreased from 307 mm in the period 2002–2006 to 230 mm
in 2007. In the following four years (2008–2011), mean annual precipitation was 180 mm, which was
significantly lower than the long-term annual mean of 270 mm. Evapotranspiration rates decreased by
15% in the period after 2007, and came relatively close to the annual average of 480 mm (Figure 4C).
Owing to these changes in accumulated precipitation and evapotranspiration data, net precipitation
(WBI) showed a major decrease after 2007 (Figure 4D). The net precipitation was mostly constant in the
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early study period (2002–2006), while the evapotranspiration rate was on average 150 mm higher than
precipitation in the post-drought period (2008–2011), leading to the trend of a loss in net precipitation
(WBI). This led, for example, to a decrease in the combined area of the Bakhtegan and Tashk lakes from
640 km2 in 2002 to 220 km2 in 2011, with the lowest recorded area of 71 km2 in 2009.
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Figure 4. Changes in (A) GRACE—derived water mass (WMI). Y axis: water mass changes (WMI) in
the catchment (mm). (B) Total annual and monthly net precipitation (where the vertical line indicates
mean long—term precipitation (270 mm) in the catchment). Y axis: precipitation volume (mm). (C)
Evapotranspiration rate in the catchment. Y axis: evapotranspiration volume (mm). (D) Climate water
balance (WBI). Y axis: (WBI) volume change (mm), during the study period (January 2002—December
2011). The value of zero on the y—axis in A and D indicates no change in water mass.

3.2. Comparing Observed Groundwater Level (∆SI) and Net Precipitation (WBI)

On average, the groundwater level decreased by 8 mm per month during the study period,
although after the drought in 2007, the average decrease was 13 mm per month. The lowest annual
groundwater levels occur at the end of the dry season, between September and October, while the
highest levels occur between April and May, as a result of precipitation and snow melt (Figure 5A).
After the 25% decrease in precipitation in 2007, surface water scarcity increased the demand for
groundwater for agriculture in the Bakhtegan catchment. This increase in demand increased the
groundwater extraction rate, lowering the groundwater level. The accumulated groundwater volume
variation (∆SI) showed an increasing negative trend after 2007 (Figure 5D). In the same period, the
evapotranspiration rates remained constant, as a result of increased groundwater use for irrigation.
The highest evapotranspiration rate, 120 mm, was recorded in summer 2007 (Figure 4C). Even though
net precipitation (WBI) still showed positive values in some periods after the drought, the GRACE
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data showed a negative water mass balance (Figure 5B). This loss of water mass in the catchment was
directly related to both excessive groundwater extraction and increased evapotranspiration rate.

Monthly net precipitation and groundwater level fluctuation based on GRACE data showed good
agreement. This was particularly evident for January and December 2004, when the highest positive
net precipitation occurred (Figure 5C). Overall, during the study period, the groundwater level fell
by 905 mm, which indicated a significant water volume loss for the Bakhtegan catchment. However,
the exact volume lost is difficult to calculate owing to the geology of the aquifers, which may share a
boundary with other aquifers in surrounding catchments.
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reached a minimum area as the inflow rate fell to zero. The water from the Kor River did not reach 

Figure 5. (A) Measured monthly variation in groundwater level (∆S). Y axis: (∆S) variation (mm). (B)
Variation in groundwater level (∆S) compared with GRACE—derived water mass variation (GWMI). Y
axis: (∆S) and (GWMI) variation (mm). (C) Variation in groundwater level (∆S) compared with net
monthly precipitation (WB). Y axis: (∆S) and (WB) variation (mm). (D) Accumulated groundwater
height variation (∆SI) compared with accumulated net precipitation (WBI). Y axis: (∆S) and (WBI)
variation (mm), during the study period (January 2002—December 2011). The value of zero on the
y—axis in A, B, and C indicates no change in water mass.

3.3. Comparing GRACE-Derived Groundwater Level (GWMI) and Measured Groundwater Level (∆SI)

The variation in groundwater levels in the catchments was assessed using both GRACE-derived
groundwater data (GWMI) and measured groundwater levels (∆SI). The results showed trend coherence
between monthly net precipitation (WB), monthly measured groundwater level (∆S), and monthly
water mass change (WMI) (Figure 5B,C). The GWMI and ∆SI results showed a proportional fit, but were
of different orders of magnitude. The groundwater mass storage change calculated using Equation (5)
is compared with the in situ measured mass storage variation in Figure 6C, while Figure 6A,B show
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the variation in surface water and soil moisture storage, respectively. The soil moisture trend was
−1 ± 1.5 mm annually. After the drought in 2007, the Bakhtegan and Tashk lake volume reached a
minimum area as the inflow rate fell to zero. The water from the Kor River did not reach the lakes, as it
was all used for irrigation. It was thus considered part of the soil moisture water mass in this study.
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Figure 6. (A) Change in measured monthly surface water storage. Y axis: storage variation (mm).
(B) Monthly soil moisture storage change calculated from GLDAS data. Y axis: moisture variation
(mm). (C) Measured groundwater level variation (∆S) compared with groundwater level derived from
GRACE data (GWMI). Y axis: (∆S) and (GWMI) variation mm. (D) Water mass (KA) and groundwater
level (KB) fluctuation with respect to monthly net precipitation change in the Bakhtegan catchment. Y
axis: (KA) and (KB) variation (no units), during the study period (January 2002—December 2011). The
value of zero on the y—axis in A, B, and C indicates no change in water mass.

The two indices, KA and KB, which show the relationship between WM and ∆S by comparing
them to the monthly net precipitation (WB) (Equations (6) and (7)), are shown in Figure 6D. KA shows
how the water mass in the catchment is directly related to net monthly precipitation, where the closer
the value of KA is to zero, the less these two variables are directly related on monthly basis. The KA

results showed that the water mass fluctuation in the catchment could not predicted from monthly
precipitation and evapotranspiration rates, as they comprised small volumes compared with the total
water mass in the catchment. The water mass changes on catchment scale were more evident in
annual periods. KB shows the relationship between net monthly precipitation and groundwater level
variation. Unlike KA, KB showed that the groundwater level variations before the year 2007 were
directly proportional to the precipitation and evapotranspiration rates. The aquifer system in the
Bakhtegan catchment consists of shallow alluvial aquifers with a depth range between 30 and 50 m [29].
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Precipitation directly affects these shallow aquifers, which are usually smaller in volume than deeper
confined aquifers. The results showed that groundwater level decrease in different aquifers of the
Bakhtegan catchment ranged between 5 and 30 m during the study period, with an overall average
decrease of 10 m for the catchment (Figure 7). The eastern and northern plains in the catchment suffered
the greatest decrease in groundwater level. Because of the increase in groundwater extraction after
2007, the most intense groundwater level decrease occurred between 2007 and 2011. The KB results
show that, in the same period, the effect of net monthly precipitation on groundwater levels decreased.
The groundwater level in this period might have reached the confined aquifers beneath the alluvial
aquifers, where the direct effect of precipitation on the recharge rate is lower. The lower confined
aquifers have a higher volume compared with the upper alluvial aquifers. Any depth changes in these
aquifers will have a direct change on the water volume storage.
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Figure 7. Total decrease (m) in groundwater level in different alluvial aquifers of the Bakhtegan
catchment between January 2002 and December 2011. Contour lines show the aquifer’s boundary. The
stacked bar graph shows the groundwater depletion value in the catchment during the study period.

The groundwater stored in confined aquifers is subjected to compression from the overlying
soil particles and water. Thus, the groundwater level loss recorded in this study may be related to
pressure stabilization in the confined aquifers. If extraction wells have started to reach into water in
the deeper confined aquifers, the groundwater elevation data reflect the change in pressure, not the
emptying of soil pores. The storage coefficient in confined aquifers is considerably smaller than in
unconfined, alluvial aquifers, as only pressure, and not pore water, is released. In theory, this can
also explain the drop in groundwater level after a recorded increase in water level in the year 2007
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(Figure 5D). Increasing the depth of wells to provide water resources after the drought in 2007 may
have caused fluctuations as a result of pressure changes on reaching the confined aquifers. KB also
shows the change in fluctuation ratio when comparing unconfined and confined aquifer systems. The
groundwater level was highly proportional to the precipitation rate before 2007, while the effect of
rainfall volume decreased after 2007 (Figure 6D).

4. Discussion

Aquifers are essential and critical water sources in semi-arid regions. With the increasing area
of irrigated agriculture, groundwater levels have declined considerably. In this study, we showed
that measuring the decline in water resources independently at the aquifer scale with GRACE data
provides a unique way to obtain data on aquifer water use. These data, when applied in integrated
local water management plans, can help achieve development goals for semi-arid rural areas, which
include providing clean water for both domestic and agricultural use. In particular, GRACE data can
help draw general conclusions about aquifer conditions when site observations are lacking.

At regional scale, such as in the Bakhtegan catchment, water stress is a major risk. Population
growth, urbanization, and increases in agricultural and industrial activities have all led to an increase
in demand for fresh water. During the drought year of 2007, there was an increase in irrigation demand
and evapotranspiration rates also increased, with both factors contributing to increasing extraction
rates from Bakhtegan catchment aquifers. On the basis of the GRACE data, the estimated total water
loss was nearly 2.4 km3 (7.6 mm annually), a significant water loss for a semi-arid area such as the
Bakhtegan catchment, which is already facing water scarcity. The results showed that groundwater
depletion in the catchment is the major water volume loss causing a negative trend in water mass.
As annual net precipitation became negative during the latter part of the study period, groundwater
extraction may have reached confined fossil aquifers, affecting the sustainability of these resources.
This water depletion directly affected the agricultural sector, as the cultivated area in Iran decreased by
2 million hectares between 2008 and 2012 [44]. This decrease in cultivated area resulted in negative
economic revenue in rural areas and increased the urbanization rate. The land-surface subsidence is a
well-known phenomenon associated with groundwater extraction [45]. Subsidence occurs when the
hydraulic head in an aquifer declines, thus reducing pore pressure and draining the pore space in an
aquifer [46]. When the pore pressure is reduced and pore water drained, the aquifer’s matrix will take
most of the geostatic stress. This effective stress will lead to the ground level lowering. Vegetation in
semi-arid lands can be severely affected by the lowering of the water table, a phenomenon commonly
caused by sustained drought and groundwater overdraft [46]. The depth to which a plant’s roots
extends is generally less than 5 m [47]. This will lead, in the long-term, to the decline of the water table,
which can be detrimental to vegetation.

With sufficiently long series of GRACE data now available, many regional-scale studies for
validation have been conducted. Comparisons between modeled outputs and measured data have
revealed acceptable agreement between GRACE-derived and total water storage variation, for example,
Rodell et al. [48] found good agreement between monitored groundwater levels and GRACE-derived
values in the Mississippi River basin. A study using the same methodology confirmed groundwater
depletion in the Rajasthan plain in north-western India [21]. Seasonal correlation factors ranging
between 0.8 and 0.9 were found when comparing GRACE data with site measurements in aquifers
in Illinois [49] and Oklahoma [50]. GRACE data also provide an alternative solution for studies of
transboundary aquifers located in different countries, for example, Voss et al. [20] observed groundwater
depletion in the Tigris-Euphrates basin, which is shared between Turkey, Syria, and Iraq.

Our study highlights the importance of GRACE satellite data for hydrological analyses to support
environmental and water management decisions. Although site-based observations are still seen as
the most reliable information source, this study demonstrated that GRACE-derived data were able to
confirm the water volume loss determined in the catchment during the study period. The monthly
net precipitation trend showed a good fit with the GRACE data, and had direct effects on catchment



Water 2019, 11, 1456 11 of 13

water mass. Although there were some discrepancies in monthly groundwater depth, the GRACE data
showed a loss in water mass volume similar to that based on the site observations of groundwater level.
The discrepancies can be the result of the small study area (31,511 km2) [43], hydraulic interaction with
neighboring catchments, or changes in soil porosity, which can delay the water mass change in the
catchment. The variation in order of magnitude between the results obtained with the two methods
might also be related to aquifer geology and geometry. However, some general conclusions can be
drawn from the results. We further considered the uncertainty of groundwater mass volume derived
from GRACE data, as summarized by Longuevergne et al. [43]. The errors induced by the GRACE
data processing include the scaled GRACE measurement error, the error due to the leakage correction,
and the uncertainty of the scaling.

There are a lack of data in developing countries, possibly due to a lack of funding, technology, and
logistics, and the GRACE satellite can provide important hydrological data for these countries. Such
data are essential for any serious attempts in establishing catchment-level or national integrated water
resources management plans. In semi-arid to arid climate zones, groundwater is the only effective
water source during long dry seasons and drought years. This is basically the result of its relatively
higher availability, cheaper exploitation methods, and good quality for direct use and irrigation. In
developing countries, where most societies are rural, groundwater is a strategic resource, as it is
for farming communities in Bakhtegan catchment after a prolonged drought. Future advances in
hydrological remote sensing and modeling are likely to provide the opportunity for creating a more
accurate and wider image of the availability of renewable water resources. This can increase the
effectiveness and transparency of water management in regions with water conflicts, as well as for
transboundary basins.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we performed a direct comparison between GRACE-derived data, measured
groundwater levels, and calculated net precipitation in a semi-arid zone. The results showed good
agreement between observed groundwater levels and calculated monthly net precipitation, and
between GRACE-derived data and groundwater level fluctuations. During the study period, the
groundwater level dropped by an average of 10 m in the Bakhtegan catchment and, in some plain areas,
a decrease of 30 m was recorded. This was mainly the result of an increase in groundwater exploitation,
particularly for irrigation in agriculture, the main water-consuming activity in the catchment, especially
after a drought in 2007. Deeper wells were dug at that time, reaching into confined aquifers. Thus, the
increased groundwater exploitation used non-renewable resources, a critical issue for water resources
management in semi-arid zones. On the basis of the results in this and previous studies, GRACE
data allow general conclusions to be drawn regarding catchment water mass change. This provides
an opportunity to study areas for which in situ data are scarce or unavailable. As groundwater is
considered the most valuable resource for rural communities in semi-arid and arid zones, these data
are important for integrated water resources management for these communities.

Author Contributions: Research conceptualization and methodology: N.A.Z., A.T.H., and P.M.R.; Formal analysis
and investigation: N.A.Z., A.T.H., and P.M.R.; Research resources and data curation: N.A.Z., A.T.H., and M.J.T.;
Original draft preparation: N.A.Z.; Reviewing and editing A.T.H., P.M.R., and M.J.T.; Supervision: B.K.

Funding: This research was funded MAA-Ja Vesitekniikan Tuki R.Y. (MVTT), grant number 38849.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest. The funders had no role in the design of the
study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the manuscript; or in the decision to
publish the results.

References

1. Scanlon, B.R.; Keese, K.E.; Flint, A.L.; Flint, L.E.; Gaye, C.B.; Edmunds, W.M.; Simmers, I. Global synthesis of
groundwater recharge in semiarid and arid regions. Hydrol. Process. 2006, 20, 3335–3370. [CrossRef]

2. Dregne, H.E. Global status of desertification. Ann. Arid Zone 1991, 30, 179–185.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.6335


Water 2019, 11, 1456 12 of 13

3. MacDonald, A.M.; Bonsor, H.C.; Dochartaigh, B.É.Ó.; Taylor, R.G. Quantitative maps of groundwater
resources in Africa. Environ. Res. Lett. 2012, 7, 024009. [CrossRef]

4. Sultan, M.; Yan, E.; Sturchio, N.; Wagdy, A.; Gelil, K.A.; Becker, R.; Manocha, N.; Milewski, A. Natural
discharge: A key to sustainable utilization of fossil groundwater. J. Hydrol. 2007, 335, 25–36. [CrossRef]

5. Gleeson, T.J.; VanderSteen, A.A.; Sophocleous, M.; Taniguchi, M.; Alley, W.M.; Allen, D.M.; Zhou, Y.
Commentary: Groundwater sustainability strategies. Nat. Geosci. 2010, 378–379. [CrossRef]

6. Wada, Y.; Van Beek, L.P.; Van Kempen, C.M.; Reckman, J.W.; Vasak, S.; Bierkens, M.F. Global depletion of
groundwater resources. Geophys. Res. Lett. 2010, 20402. [CrossRef]

7. Shen, S.L.; Wu, Y.X.; Misra, A. Calculation of head difference at two sides of a cut-off barrier during excavation
dewatering. Comput. Geotech. 2017, 91, 192–202. [CrossRef]

8. Wu, Y.X.; Lyu, H.M.; Han, J.; Shen, S.L. Dewatering–induced building settlement around a deep excavation
in soft deposit in Tianjin, China. J. Geotech. Geoenviron. Eng. 2019, 145, 05019003. [CrossRef]

9. Shen, S.L.; Xu, Y.S. Numerical evaluation of land subsidence induced by groundwater pumping in Shanghai.
Can. Geotech. J. 2011, 48, 1378–1392. [CrossRef]

10. Xia, W.Y.; Du, Y.J.; Li, F.S.; Li, C.P.; Yan, X.L.; Arulrajah, A.; Wang, F.; Song, D.J. In-situ
solidification/stabilization of heavy metals contaminated site soil using a dry jet mixing method and
new hydroxyapatite based binder. J. Hazard. Mater. 2019, 369, 353–361. [CrossRef]

11. Xu, Y.S.; Shen, S.L.; Lai, Y.; Zhou, A.N. Design of sponge city: Lessons learnt from an ancient drainage system
in Ganzhou, China. J. Hydrol. 2018, 563, 900–908. [CrossRef]

12. Lyu, H.M.; Shen, S.L.; Zhou, A.; Yang, J. Perspectives for flood risk assessment and management for mega-city
metro system. Tunn. Undergr. Space Technol. 2019, 84, 31–44. [CrossRef]

13. Konikow, L.F.; Kendy, E. Groundwater depletion: A global problem. Hydrogeol. J. 2005, 13, 317–320.
[CrossRef]

14. Gutentag, E.D.; Heimes, F.J.; Krothe, N.C.; Luckey, R.R.; Weeks, J.B. Geohydrology of the High Plains aquifer in
Parts of Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, New Mexico, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Texas, and Wyoming; US Government
Printing Office: Washington, DC, USA, 1984; Volume 63.

15. Reilly, T.E.; Dennehy, K.F.; Alley, W.M.; Cunningham, W.L. Ground-Water Availability in the United States;
Geological Survey (US): Reston, VA, USA, 2008; Volume 1323.

16. Karami, E.; Hayati, D. Rural poverty and sustainability: The case of groundwater depletion in Iran. Asian J.
Water Environ. Pollut. 2005, 2, 51–61.

17. Al-Sakkaf, R.A.; Zhou, Y.; Hall, M.J. A strategy for controlling groundwater depletion in the Sa’dah Plain,
Yemen. Int. J. Water Res. Dev. 1999, 15, 349–365. [CrossRef]

18. Custodio, E. Aquifer overexploitation: What does it mean? Hydrogeol. J. 2002, 10, 254–277. [CrossRef]
19. Famiglietti, J.S.; Lo, M.; Ho, S.L.; Bethune, J.; Anderson, K.J.; Syed, T.H.; Swenson, S.C.; De Linage, C.R.;

Rodell, M. Satellites measure recent rates of groundwater depletion in California’s Central Valley.
Geophys. Res. Lett. 2011, 38. [CrossRef]

20. Voss, K.A.; Famiglietti, J.S.; Lo, M.; Linage, C.; Rodell, M.; Swenson, S.C. Groundwater depletion in the Middle
East from GRACE with implications for transboundary water management in the Tigris-Euphrates-Western
Iran region. Water Resour. Res. 2013, 49, 904–914. [CrossRef]

21. Rodell, M.; Velicogna, I.; Famiglietti, J.S. Satellite-based estimates of groundwater depletion in India. Nature
2009, 460, 999–1002. [CrossRef]

22. Tourian, M.J.; Elmi, O.; Chen, Q.; Devaraju, B.; Roohi, S.; Sneeuw, N. A spaceborne multisensor approach to
monitor the desiccation of Lake Urmia in Iran. Remote Sens. Environ. 2015, 156, 349–360. [CrossRef]

23. Scanlon, B.R.; Longuevergne, L.; Long, D. Ground referencing GRACE satellite estimates of groundwater
storage changes in the California Central Valley, USA. Water Resour. Res. 2012, 48. [CrossRef]

24. Feng, W.; Zhong, M.; Lemoine, J.M.; Biancale, R.; Hsu, H.T.; Xia, J. Evaluation of groundwater depletion
in North China using the Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) data and ground-based
measurements. Water Resour. Res. 2013, 49, 2110–2118. [CrossRef]

25. Hedayat, S.; Zarei, H.; Radmanesh, F.; Mohammadi, A.S. Study of groundwater resources condition in plains
of Bakhtegan—Maharloo Basin. World Rural Observ. 2017, 9, 1–5.

26. Haghighi, A.T.; Kløve, B. Design of environmental flow regimes to maintain lakes and wetlands in regions
with high seasonal irrigation demand. Ecol. Eng. 2017, 100, 120–129. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/7/2/024009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2006.10.034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ngeo881
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2010GL044571
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.compgeo.2017.07.014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)GT.1943-5606.0002045
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/t11-049
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2019.02.031
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2018.06.075
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tust.2018.10.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10040-004-0411-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07900629948862
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10040-002-0188-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2010GL046442
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/wrcr.20078
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature08238
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2014.10.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2011WR011312
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/wrcr.20192
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2016.12.015


Water 2019, 11, 1456 13 of 13

27. Choubin, B.; Malekian, A.; Golshan, M. Application of several data-driven techniques to predict a standardized
precipitation index. Atmósfera 2016, 29, 121–128. [CrossRef]

28. Hojjati, M.H.; Boustani, F. An assessment of groundwater crisis in Iran, case study: Fars province. World Acad.
Sci. Eng. Technol. 2010, 70, 476–480.

29. Rasoulzadeh, A.; Moosavi, S.A.A. Study of groundwater recharge in the vicinity of Tashk Lake area. Iran. J.
Sci. Technol. 2007, 31, 509–521.

30. Soltani, G.; Saboohi, M. Economic and social impacts of groundwater overdraft: The case of Iran. In
Proceedings of the 15th ERF Annual Conference, Cairo, Egypt, 23–25 November 2008.

31. Haghighi, A.T.; Keshtkaran, P. Methods of facing with drought in Fars province, Iran. In Proceedings of the
24th Conference of the Danubian Countries on Hydrological Forecasting and Hydrological Bases of Water
Management, Bled, Slovenia, 2–4 June 2008.

32. Bureau for Design and Development and Farmers Participation. Atlas Report: Bakhtegan-Maharloo Basin.
Annual Report; Ministry of Agriculture: Fars, Iran, 2011.

33. Climate Engine Database. Available online: http://clim-engine.appspot.com (accessed on 10 June 2018).
34. Khormali, F.; Abtahi, A.; Stoops, G. Micromorphology of calcitic features in highly calcareous soils of Fars

Province, Southern Iran. Geoderma 2006, 132, 1–2. [CrossRef]
35. Cheng, M.; Taple, B.D.; Ries, J.C. Deceleration in the earth's oblateness. J. Geophys. Res. 2013, 118, 740–747.

[CrossRef]
36. Swenson, S.; Chambers, D.; Wahr, J. Estimating geocenter variations from a combination of GRACE and

ocean model output. J. Geophys. Res. 2008, 113. [CrossRef]
37. Tourian, M.J. Application of Spaceborne Geodetic Sensors for Hydrology. Ph.D. Thesis, University of

Stuttgart, Stuttgart, Germany, 2013.
38. Wahr, J.; Zhong, S. Computations of the viscoelastic response of a 3-D compressible Earth to surface loading:

An application to Glacial Isostatic Adjustment in Antarctica and Canada. Geophys. J. Int. 2012, 192, 557–572.
39. Swenson, S.; Wahr, J. Estimating large-scale precipitation minus evapotranspiration from GRACE satellite

gravity measurements. J. Hydrometeorol. 2006, 7, 252–270. [CrossRef]
40. Vishwakarma, B.D.; Horwath, M.; Devaraju, B.; Groh, A.; Sneeuw, N. A data driven approach for repairing

the hydrological catchment signal damage due to filtering of GRACE products. Water Resour. Res. 2017, 53,
9824–9844. [CrossRef]

41. Rodell, M.; Famiglietti, J.S. The potential for satellite-based monitoring of groundwater storage changes
using GRACE: The High Plains aquifer, Central US. Hydrogeol. J. 2002, 263, 245–256. [CrossRef]

42. Rodell, M.; Kato, H. GLDAS Mosaic Land Surface Model L4 Monthly 1.0 × 1.0 degree V001; Goddard Earth
Sciences Data and Information Services Center (GES DISC): Greenbelt, MA, USA, 2007.

43. Longuevergne, L.; Scanlon, B.R.; Wilson, C.R. GRACE Hydrological estimates for small basins: Evaluating
processing approaches on the High Plains Aquifer, USA. Water Resour. Res. 2010, 46. [CrossRef]

44. AQUASTAT Database, F.A.O. 2018. Available online: http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/data (accessed
on 3 June 2018).

45. Domenico, P.A.; Schwartz, F.W. Physical and Chemical Hydrogeology; Wiley: New York, NY, USA, 1999.
46. Zektser, S.; Loáiciga, H.A.; Wolf, J.T. Environmental impacts of groundwater overdraft: Selected case studies

in the southwestern United States. Environ. Geol. 2005, 47, 396–404. [CrossRef]
47. Zektser, I.S.; Everett, L.G. Groundwater and the Environment: Applications for the Global Community; CRC Press:

Boca Raton, FL, USA, 2000.
48. Rodell, M.; Chen, J.; Kato, H.; Famiglietti, J.S.; Nigro, J.; Wilson, C.R. Estimating groundwater storage changes

in the Mississippi River basin (USA) using GRACE. Hydrogeol. J. 2007, 15, 159–166. [CrossRef]
49. Yeh, P.J.F.; Swenson, S.C.; Famiglietti, J.S.; Rodell, M. Remote sensing of groundwater storage changes in

Illinois using the Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE). Water Resour. Res. 2006, 42. [CrossRef]
50. Swenson, S.; Famiglietti, J.; Basara, J.; Wahr, J. Estimating profile soil moisture and groundwater variations

using GRACE and Oklahoma Mesonet soil moisture data. Water Resour. Res. 2008, 44. [CrossRef]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.20937/ATM.2016.29.02.02
http://clim-engine.appspot.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.geoderma.2005.04.024
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jgrb.50058
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2007JB005338
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/JHM478.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/2017WR021150
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1694(02)00060-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2009WR008564
http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/data
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00254-004-1164-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10040-006-0103-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2006WR005374
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2007WR006057
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Study Area 
	Calculating Net Precipitation 
	Estimating Groundwater Storage Changes 
	GRACE-Derived Water Storage Analysis 

	Results 
	Comparing GRACE-Derived Data (GWMI) and Net Precipitation (WBI) 
	Comparing Observed Groundwater Level (SI) and Net Precipitation (WBI) 
	Comparing GRACE-Derived Groundwater Level (GWMI) and Measured Groundwater Level (SI) 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

