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Abstract: A large wildfire occurred due to strong winds and dry climates in the Gangwon province of
South Korea. Thereafter, floods and sediment damage were caused by Typhoon Mitag in the burned
areas. This study was an attempt to quantitatively evaluate the risk of soil erosion in wildfire areas
using the Soil Erosion Model for Mountain Areas (SEMMA) based on GIS, which was developed in
South Korea. The model required the integration of maps of the main factors involved, i.e., rainfall
erosivity, vegetation index, soil erodibility, and slope length and steepness. According to the model
simulation results, high erosion rates of over 100 t/ha were concentrated within the wildfire areas.
Sediment yields from the study watershed, including the wildfire areas, were estimated to be
40.33 t/ha for the 30-year frequency of rainfall, which is similar to those of the typhoon. The high
risk of erosion was predominantly observed in the upper mountains, which are characterized by
steep slopes, silt loam, and shallow soil depths within the wildfire areas. Urgent and excessive
logging of burned trees further increased the risk of erosion. However, various treatment strategies
were implemented to control soil erosion and sediment transport from the post-fire watershed. This
study confirmed that temporal and spatial BMPs should be selected and enforced to reduce sediment
disasters in wildfire areas.

Keywords: erosion risk; SEMMA; NDVI; wildfire; artificial disturbance

1. Introduction

In recent years, large-scale wildfires have frequently occurred due to an increase in
the average temperature and the number of dry days, prolonged droughts, and strong
winds associated with climate change in Korea [1–5]. They have also been noted and
expected to increase in various countries around the world, such as Australia, the USA,
and Europe [6–14]. In wildfire areas that have burned vegetation and litter layers, rainfall
enhanced by climate variability can accelerate floods and sediment damages [15–18]. Rain-
drops directly impact the topsoil, and surface runoff greatly increases as the infiltration
rate is reduced by strong, water-repellent soil and the loss of ground cover and organic
matter [19–26]. The peak discharge in post-fire regions dominated by short-duration and
high-intensity rainfall increases the risk of floods and sediment damage [27–31]. Studies on
wildfire areas suggest that runoff increases to a certain degree, but soil erosion increases
several dozen times under natural or artificial rainfall conditions [32–36].

The Revised Universal Soil Loss Equation (RUSLE), which is an improved version
of the Universal Soil Loss Equation (USLE) for evaluating soil erosion on agricultural
land [37,38], can be applied to developed land and forested areas [39]. The application
range of RUSLE using the GIS and remote sensing techniques has been expanded [40–47].
The Water Erosion Prediction Project (WEPP), a physics-based hydrological soil erosion
model, simulates soil erosion and runoff from small slopes to medium-scale watersheds in
arable land, grazing land, and forest land [48]. Renschler [49] presented GeoWEPP, which
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performs spatial analyses on the Geographic Information System (GIS). This model has
been used to evaluate runoff and sediment runoff in domestic watersheds [50,51]. Kim
et al. [52] confirmed that the GeoWEPP simulates the observed values more accurately than
USLE as a result of evaluating the sediment yield for non-fire watersheds.

The Soil Erosion Model for Mountain Areas (SEMMA) model, which is based on the
RUSLE, is an empirical model developed for mountain areas in South Korea to overcome
local heterogeneity of parameters such as rainfall, soil, morphology, and vegetation [53].
Domestic application results from the SEMMA for burned hillslopes showed a higher
simulation efficiency as compared to those of RUSLE and WEPP, which have long been
improved in various applications [54]. The RUSLE and WEPP were under-predicted the
actual erosion when the vegetation cover was small and the rainfall was large. This is
because these models did not reflect the effects of the water-repellent fine soil particles
being exposed to rainfall impact and surface runoff immediately after the fire. Detailed
calibrations of their major parameters are still necessary for applications in domestic wild-
fire areas. The cover factor of the SEMMA, which considers the structure and distribution
of vegetation, is difficult to estimate for large-scale areas. To expand to the catchment
scale, the SEMMA was improved by using the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index
(NDVI) from the satellite image and the Digital Elevation Model (DEM) from the digital
topographic map [55]. The method has been validated on a small-scale post-fire watershed,
but it has never been applied to large-scale areas. As the acquisition of high-resolution
satellite images has become easier, the use of the NDVI for calculating the index factor
C of the RUSLE has continuously increased [43–47]. Studies on vegetation index calcula-
tions for large-scale wildfire areas have become more common with the development of
remote sensing technology [56–60]. Furthermore, the use of NDVI has been expanded by
models that combine the GIS environment to evaluate the risk of soil erosion in wildfire
areas [13,61,62].

A large wildfire in April 2019 occurred in an eastern mountainous area of South
Korea. The farmland, rivers, and infrastructures within the wildfire areas were secondarily
damaged by floods and sediments due to Typhoon Mitag in the same year. This study
aimed to quantitatively evaluate the risk of soil erosion in wildfire areas based on the GIS
using the SEMMA developed for mountainous areas in South Korea and to suggest the
directions for best management practices by confirming the change in the erosion rate
according to ground conditions after the wildfires and associated management.

2. Methods
2.1. Study Area
2.1.1. Area Description

Okgye, the wildfire area, is located in the eastern part of the Taebaek Mountains in
South Korea (37◦57′–62′ N and 129◦00′–08′). A large wildfire in April 2019 occurred in the
hills of Okgye, Gangneung, and spread to the nearby East Sea beach as a result of the strong
and dry winds. The area damaged by the wildfire was over 1260 ha. The soil textures of
the surface layer in the fire area were loam and silt loam, in which the parent rocks of the
region are the Paleozoic metamorphic sedimentary rock [63]. According to the USDA soil
taxonomy [64], the soil was Inceptisol, which has altered horizons that have lost bases or
iron and aluminum but retain some weatherable minerals. The suborder was Cambisol, a
soil at the beginning of soil formation, in which the horizon differentiation is weak [65].
The dominant vegetation species combusted by wildfire was Pinus densiflora, inhabiting
during monsoon climate [66].

The Okgye wildfire area is located to the south of the Jusucheon river, a small river that
has a total length of 15.5 km, passing through Okgye-myeon (Figure 1). Jusucheon river
forms a gorge as it passes through high mountains upstream of the basin and has a mean-
dering flow. As it flows downstream, it joins other small rivers, such as the Namyangcheon
and Nakpungcheon rivers, and reaches the East Sea. The Namyangcheon river is the first
tributary of the Jusucheon river and has a length of the stream is 11.5 km and a watershed
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area is 34.15 km2. The downstream section of the Namyangcheon river before its confluence
with the Jusucheon river corresponds to the area affected by wildfires. Over half of the area
of the study watershed located downstream of the Namyangcheon river was damaged by
wildfires.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area.

2.1.2. Rainfall Characteristics

The Gangneung area, where the wildfire occurred, had an average temperature of
13.5 ◦C and annual precipitation of 1444.9 mm from 1991 to 2020. In the year of the wildfire,
all rainfall events were less than 200 mm per day during the rainy season from July to
September. Heavy rain, i.e., more than 300 mm/day, was caused by Typhoon Mitag, which
occurred on 2–3 October. The rainfalls in Gangneung and Okgye were 369 mm/day and
375 mm/day, respectively. A rainfall hyetograph to compare the distribution of rainfall
intensity in those locations is shown in Figure 2. The maximum rainfall intensities in
Gangneung and Okgye observed by the Korea Meteorological Administration (KMA) were
77.5 mm/h and 64.5 mm/h, respectively. As shown in Table 1, the probabilistic rainfalls
of gamma distribution for rainfall data (1971–2020) in Gangneung using the Regional
Frequency Analysis for Hydrological Data Software [67] were compared with the observed
rainfalls. The maximum rainfall for 24 h in Gangneung was close to the 30-year frequency,
but the maximum rainfall for 1 h was more than the 50-year frequency. For the Okgye area,
the maximum rainfalls for 24 h and 1 h were similar to those of the 30-year frequency.
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Table 1. Comparison of probabilistic rainfalls and rainfalls measured by the Korea Meteorological
Administration in Gangneung and Okgye.

Duration
30-year

Frequency
in Gangneung

50-year
Frequency

in Gangneung

Rainfall by
KMA

in Gangneung

Rainfall by
KMA

in Okgye

24 h Max 382.3 419.3 369.0 375.0
1 h Max 65.3 71.0 77.5 64.5

30 min Max 42.2 45.6 45.5 36.0

2.1.3. Damage after Wildfire and Heavy Rain

The heavy rain from Typhoon Mitag created flood and sediment damage in the
Okgye wildfire area (Figure 3). As the surface vegetation and litter residues were lost
due to the strong fire, the overland flow increased, the rivers overflowed, and roads,
bridges, and banks collapsed. Landslides occurred on hillslopes that had been weakened
by road construction, allowing heavy equipment after fire damage. Additionally, the
erosion of gullies and valleys was severe in areas disturbed by wildfire and logging. As
much sediment transported into rivers was deposited onto river beds, the risk of flooding
increased due to the lack of discharge capacity.

Although the 24 h rainfall in Okgye was 375.0 mm, which is close to the 30-year
frequency of rainfall, there was no major damage in the Jusucheon river located in the
non-wildfire area. However, the Namyangcheon river, located in the wildfire area, exhib-
ited completely different river conditions (Figure 4). Despite the same rainfall occurring in
the adjacent distance (Figure 1), the existing riparian plants in the Jusucheon river were
preserved, while the Namyangcheon river was composed of gravel beds due to the depo-
sition of huge sediments flowing from upstream. This means that the prosperous plants
on the river beds and banks before the heavy rain were buried by transported sediments.
This is definite evidence that the heavy rains in wildfire areas increased the sediment and
flood damage.
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2.1.4. Selection of the Study Watershed

The small watershed connected to the Namyangcheon river was selected as the study
watershed in order to evaluate the sediment yield after wildfire and management (Figure 5).
A watershed is a place where damage, including burial of agricultural land, flooding, and
collapse of levees, occurs due to excessive surface runoff and sediment yield from the heavy
rain. The watershed area was 3.427 km2, and an area of 2.015 km2 representing 58.8% of the
total area, was damaged by wildfire. The northern part of the watershed is a wildfire area,
and the southern part is a forest region dominated by pine trees. The Babbong (323.1 m)
and Mangunsan (301.0 m) mountains are located on the east side of the basin, and small
streams flow from east to west. Steep hillslopes are formed along the ridge of the mountain
peak, and the hillslopes are gradually gentler toward the exit of the basin. Thus, it is a basin
in which agricultural land and villages have been built up around the streams.
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2.2. Data Analysis
2.2.1. Soil Erosion Model

The Soil Erosion Model for Mountain Areas (SEMMA), developed in South Korea, is
an empirical model for predicting soil loss from mountain slopes caused by a single rainfall
event [57]. This model can be applied to both natural mountain areas and areas that are
subject to rapid changes in the mountainous environment, resulting from events such as
wildfires, logging, landslides, and slope management. The basic SEMMA equation based
on the RUSLE [39] is as follows.

qs = αRIa IvcdrbSocTod (1)

where qs is the sediment yield (g/m2) from hillslopes, RI is the rainfall factor consisting
of rainfall energy and the maximum rainfall intensity for 30 min, Ivcdr is the vegetation
structure index considering vegetation and litter layers covering the surface soil and the
fine root ratio, So is the soil factor composed of organic content, soil depth, gravel ratio, and
soil texture, To is the topography factor, α is the coefficient, and a, b, c, d are the exponents.

SEMMA is based on the statistical validity of parameters dominant in soil erosion and
consists of multiple regression equations using regression analysis. The rainfall erosivity
and topography factors of SEMMA are similar to those of the RUSLE. However, the soil
and cover factors used representative parameters for a mountainous environment, such
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as gravel content, soil depth, vegetation and litter layers, fine root, etc. [54]. This model
encompasses interrill erosion by sheet flow interacting with raindrop splashes and rill
erosion by the concentrated flow of surface runoff. Soil erosion in mountain areas is
particularly influenced by the rainfall scale and vegetation distribution according to the
sensitivity analysis [54]. The initial model was a single equation that overestimates when
soil erosion is small and underestimates it in many cases. In order to increase the simulation
efficiency, the model was subdivided according to the ranges of rainfall and vegetation
coverage, considering the hydrological and physical processes of erosion [36,54]. A SEMMA
program based on Excel was presented to estimate the sediment yield from hillslopes, as
shown in Figure 6. The application of the model is limited to slopes of agricultural land or
development areas that do not share the hydrological and environmental characteristics
of mountains.
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In order to use SEMMA in large mountain basins, it is more practical to use the DEM
data indirectly from digital maps of satellite images rather than directly measuring factors.
A method for calculating cover and topographical factors using satellite images and the
DEM of the target watershed was proposed for practical user convenience [55]. SEMMA-Ic,
improved for large-scale area applications, uses the total vegetation coverage index instead
of the complex vegetation structure factor, which is complicated in terms of data acquisition
and calculation. The significance and correlation coefficients of the original SEMMA and
improved SEMMA-Ic did not change significantly, but the correlation coefficient for cover
factors decreased slightly [55]. Table 2 shows multiple regression models of the SEMMA-Ic
used when the rainfall was 380 mm or more. Soil erosion of the model equations has a
proportional relationship with the rainfall, soil, and topography factors and has an inverse
relationship with the vegetation factor.
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Table 2. Model equations of SEMMA-Ic revised to apply to wide mountain areas.

Rainfall Depth (mm) Vegetation Index Multiple Regression Model

R > 380
Ic ≤ 0.7 qs = 0.0316 RI0.972 Ic−3.946 So0.587 To0.063

Ic > 0.7 qs = 0.000248 RI1.189 Ic−11.52 So0.033 To1.316

2.2.2. Main Factors

(1) Rainfall erosivity factor (RI)

Rainfall kinetic energy depends on the drop size, drop velocity, drop volume, and
the drop-size distribution (DSD) of rain. The relationships between the rainfall kinetic
energy and the rainfall intensity based on the data of drop-size and drop-velocity measure-
ments have been proposed as an empirical expression of logarithmic, exponential, linear,
and power-law functions [68–79]. A general exponential equation based on published
data for the relationship between rainfall intensity and kinetic energy was presented by
Van Dijk et al. [80]. Recently, Shin et al. [81] proposed a universal power-law equation
based on the rainfall power theory under an ideal assumption and from the empirical equa-
tions. Early soil erosion models such as USLE [37] and EUROSEM [82] used logarithmic
functions presented by Wishchmeier and Smith [69] and Brandt [74]. Since the exponential
function reflects the convergence of rainfall kinetic energy to the upper limit value, its
utility is greater than the logarithmic function. The RUSLE [39] uses an exponential func-
tion developed by Brown and Foster [73]. To minimize local heterogeneity, SEMMA [54]
adopted the exponential equation integrated by Van Dijk et al. [80] as in Equation (2):

RE = 28.3{1− 0.52exp(−0.042I)} × R (2)

where RE is the rainfall energy in J/m2, I is the average intensity of the storm in mm/h,
and R is the rainfall depth in mm.

SEMMA uses the following rainfall index as a rainfall erosivity factor.

RI = RE× I30 (3)

where I30 is the maximum rainfall intensity for 30 min in mm/h, and the rainfall index RI
is the rainfall erosivity factor (J h/m).

The rainfall indices for the probabilistic rainfall in Gangneung [67] were calculated,
as shown in Table 3. The 50-year frequency of rainfall was 1.097 times greater than that of
the 30-year frequency, but the rainfall index increased to 1.219 times. Soil erosion depends
especially on the maximum 30 min rainfall intensity rather than on the rainfall depth or the
maximum rainfall intensity [54]. The erosivity factor, which considers the surface runoff
factor as well as rainfall factors, has been consistently shown to improve the limits of the
empirical erosivity factor [83,84]. Recently, physical erosivity factors based on energy and
power theory have continuously been studied to improve SEMMA [81,85,86].

Table 3. Calculation of the rainfall erosivity factor according to probability frequency of rainfall.

Probability Frequency (yr) R
(mm)

I
(mm/h)

T
(h)

I30
(mm/h)

Iave
(mm/h)

RE
(J/m2)

RI
(J/m/h)

30 382.3 65.3 24 81.6 15.9 7937 647.9
50 419.3 71.0 24 88.7 17.5 8903 789.6

(2) Vegetation factor (Ic)

The post-fire recovery of vegetation has been parameterized to evaluate soil erosion
and the plant-ecology status. The species and structures of vegetation exhibit different
recovery patterns in each zone depending on the climate, topography, soil, and pre-fire
environment. The original SEMMA uses the vegetation index (Ivcdr), which considers
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canopy cover, ground cover, fine root rate, litter, and the residue layer [54]. In the RUSLE,
cover factors for disturbed forests and woodlands are estimated by equations using bare
soil, fine root mat, soil reconsolidation, canopy, steps, depression storage, and contour
tillage [87]. Although the cover factor in a small-scale area can be specifically estimated, in
a large-scale area, it is limited in terms of quantitative evaluation. Multispectral remote
sensing data such as the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), the Enhanced
Vegetation Index (EVI), and the Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR) are practically useful for
practically assessing fire intensity and vegetation recovery over wide areas [13,57–61,88,89].
The NDVI has been continuously used as a cover factor for the GIS-based models to
evaluate soil erosion in wildfire areas [13,61,62]. The SEMMA-Ic [55] also obtains the cover
factor from the relationship between the vegetation index and the NDVI. The vegetation
index is a ratio of vegetation coverage and is expressed as in Equation (4):

Ic = Vc/100 (4)

where Vc is vegetation coverage (%).
The NDVI is an index for evaluating the vitality of vegetation using the property

that the leaves of plants reflect more near-infrared rays than the soil [90]. Using the Red
(620–700 µm) and Near-Infrared Red (750–3000 µm) regions of the electromagnetic spectrum,
the NDVI can be calculated as in Equation (5):

NDVI =
NIR− Red
NIR + Red

(5)

According to the NDVI distribution from satellite images of Landsat-8 and Sentinel-2
before and after wildfires (Figure 7), wildfire areas exhibit lower values due to destroyed
vegetation. NDVI images were calculated from band 4 (red) and band 5 (near-infrared) data
from Landsat-8 images and band 4 (red) and band 8 (near-infrared) data from Sentinel-2
images. Maximum values were used from NDVI images of multiple days to remove clouds.
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The areas with a rapid reduction in the NDVI have suffered wildfire damage, and
this can be used to detect wildfire areas. The ground resolution of Sentinel-2 images and
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Landsat-8 images is 10 m and 30 m, respectively. Therefore, in this study, Sentinel-2 images
were used considering the resolution. The relation between Ic and NDVI is expressed in
Equations (6) and (7), using a contrast stretching method:

Ic = aNDVI + b = 1.08NDVI − 0.08 (6)

a =
Icmax − Icmin

NDVImax − NDVImin
, b = Icmin − NDVImin (7)

(3) Soil factor (So)

The erodibility of the soil increases with the content of silt and fine sand, as opposed
to clay, which has high adhesion and chemical bonding [91,92]. The critical shear stress,
which influences the detachment and transport of soil particles, increases with a particle
size of >0.2 mm in diameter [93,94]. In particular, mountain areas contain a lot of coarse
gravel, which is different from the soil textures of agricultural lands [95]. The coarse gravel,
which has a high shear resistance and protects fine soil, reduces soil erosion. The ratio of
coarse soil to fine soil was defined as the soil ratio index [54]:

Is =
(100− Sr)

Sr
(8)

where Is is the soil ratio index, Sr is the percentage of soil particles less than 2 mm (%), and
100− Sr is the percentage of soil particles larger than 2 mm (%). If the gravel ratio is high,
the critical shear velocity should be increased to detach and transport soil particles.

The organic and chemical components influencing aggregate stability contribute to
reducing soil erosion [96,97]. Organic matter from herbs, twigs, and leaves of trees on forest
land is converted to ashes in burnt hillslopes. The deep depth of permeable soil on the
mountain may increase the infiltration and subsurface flow. Still, most post-fire mountains
are set with shallow soil overlying impermeable bedrock due to the loss of litter layers
and organic matter. Ultimately, this results in a decrease in seepage water and an increase
in surface runoff and soil erosion. Therefore, soil erosion has a proportional relationship
with the mean size of the soil and the soil ratio index and an inverse relationship with
the organic content and soil depth. The soil factor in SEMMA [54] was determined using
Equation (9):

So =
Dm× Is
Om× Sd

(9)

where So is a dimensionless variable because Dm is the mean size of the surface soil (mm),
Is is the soil ratio index, Om is the content of the organic matter (%), and Sd is the soil
dept (m).

For the calculation of soil subfactors, this study used soil maps (1:25,000) provided by
the National Institute of Agricultural Sciences and Rural Development Administration [65].
The surface soil in wildfire areas consists of silt loam on most mountain ridges, loam on
lower hillslopes, and clay loam in deposition areas around valleys, as shown in Figure 8.
The soil depth increased from 0.1 m to 1.0 m with a decreasing altitude. The ridge part of
the mountain showed a gravel content of >35%, including boulders and cobbles. The gravel
content of the lower hillslopes was in the range between 15% and 30%. The organic matter
was calculated from the regression equation with the soil depth presented by Shin et al. [55].

(4) Topography factor (To)

The topography factor in SEMMA was calculated by slope and length factors from the
USLE. The slope factor from the USLE was modified by McCool et al. [98,99] after extensive
evaluation of the original database as in the following equations:

S = 10.8sinθ + 0.03; sinθ < 0.09 (10)

S = 16.8sinθ − 0.50; sinθ ≥ 0.09 (11)
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where θ is the slope angle, which is based on an evaluation of data from disturbed
lands with slopes of up to 84%. McIssac et al. [100] developed an equation similar to
Equations (10) and (11) with exponents in the same range, and McCool et al. [99] stated
that Equations (10) and (11) can also be used for disturbed lands.
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The slope length factor developed by McCool et al. [99,101] was augmented with
theoretical considerations. The L factor in SEMMA [54] was transformed by considering
the length of the experimental field plots as in Equation (12):

L = [
λ

10.0
]m (12)

where λ is the slope length (m), the denominator 10 is the average length of the standard
plots, and m is a variable slope length exponent. The slope length is the horizontal projection
of the plot length, not the length measured along the slope. The difference in horizontal
projections and slope lengths becomes important on steeper slopes. The slope length
exponent is related to the ratio of rill to interrill erosion [99,101,102]. This model considers
the exponents for rangeland and pasture, where the ratio of rill to interrill erosion is
low [39].

To distinguish it from LS in the USLE, the topography index in the SEMMA [54] was
expressed as in Equation (13):

To = L× S (13)

The erosion rate in disturbed and agricultural lands generally increased with an
increase in the slope steepness and slope length [99–103]. However, in natural hillslopes, it
was frequently found that soil erosion decreases with an increase in the slope steepness and
slope length because of the increasing depression storage and roughness factor, infiltration,
and subsurface flow [54,104–107]. Multiple regression models of SEMMA and SEMMA-Ic
showed an inverse relationship between soil erosion and the slope-length factor within the
range of general rainfall except for heavy rainfall [54,55]. The LS factor in a DEM elevation
dataset of the RUSLE is considered the upslope contributing area because of an increase in
the stream power by flow accumulation [103,108,109]. The topography index in SEMMA
of inexperienced GIS applications follows the concept used in the primary version of the
RUSLE, in which the irregular hillslopes are divided into equal-length segments of the
uniform slope, and the total soil loss depends on the number of segments [39]. In this
study, digital topographic maps (1:5000) provided by the National Geographic Information
Institute were used to generate a 10 m grid Digital Elevation Model (DEM). Slope angles
extracted from the DEM of the target area were used to produce the slope-length factor,
as shown in Figure 9. Therefore, the segment length of a cell is equal to the standard
plot length.

Sustainability 2022, 14, 7339 13 of 26 
 

DEM elevation dataset of the RUSLE is considered the upslope contributing area because 
of an increase in the stream power by flow accumulation [103,108,109]. The topography 
index in SEMMA of inexperienced GIS applications follows the concept used in the pri-
mary version of the RUSLE, in which the irregular hillslopes are divided into equal-length 
segments of the uniform slope, and the total soil loss depends on the number of segments 
[39]. In this study, digital topographic maps (1:5000) provided by the National Geographic 
Information Institute were used to generate a 10 m grid Digital Elevation Model (DEM). 
Slope angles extracted from the DEM of the target area were used to produce the slope-
length factor, as shown in Figure 9. Therefore, the segment length of a cell is equal to the 
standard plot length. 

 
Figure 9. Distribution of slope angle. 

3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Soil Erosion Estimation using SEMMA 
3.1.1. The Risk Map of Soil Erosion 

Soil erosion was simulated through spatial analysis. The calculation of the rainfall 
factor layer, the vegetation index layer, the soil factor layer, and the topographic factor 
layer were the main parameters of SEMMA-Ic extracted from geospatial information of 
ArcGIS. Figure 10 shows the spatial distribution of the main factors and the simulation 
process of SEMMA-Ic using ArcGIS. The estimated soil erosion for the 30-year and 50-
year frequency of rainfall is presented in Figure 11. The areas with high erosion rates were 
concentrated in the areas damaged by wildfires, as shown in Figure 1. In the case of the 
30-year frequency of rainfall, the maximum soil erosion was 217.5 t/ha, and the 50-year 
frequency of rainfall increased by 30% to a maximum of 281.7 t/ha. The distribution of 
yellow representing high erosion of 100–200 t/ha [110] occupied a large area in the 30-year 
frequency of rainfall, whereas the red areas representing severe erosion of 200–300 t/ha 
[110] increased significantly in the 50-year frequency. These data confirmed that the risk 
of soil erosion also increased significantly as the frequency of rainfall increased. 

Figure 9. Distribution of slope angle.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 7339 13 of 25

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Soil Erosion Estimation using SEMMA
3.1.1. The Risk Map of Soil Erosion

Soil erosion was simulated through spatial analysis. The calculation of the rainfall
factor layer, the vegetation index layer, the soil factor layer, and the topographic factor layer
were the main parameters of SEMMA-Ic extracted from geospatial information of ArcGIS.
Figure 10 shows the spatial distribution of the main factors and the simulation process of
SEMMA-Ic using ArcGIS. The estimated soil erosion for the 30-year and 50-year frequency
of rainfall is presented in Figure 11. The areas with high erosion rates were concentrated in
the areas damaged by wildfires, as shown in Figure 1. In the case of the 30-year frequency
of rainfall, the maximum soil erosion was 217.5 t/ha, and the 50-year frequency of rainfall
increased by 30% to a maximum of 281.7 t/ha. The distribution of yellow representing
high erosion of 100–200 t/ha [110] occupied a large area in the 30-year frequency of
rainfall, whereas the red areas representing severe erosion of 200–300 t/ha [110] increased
significantly in the 50-year frequency. These data confirmed that the risk of soil erosion
also increased significantly as the frequency of rainfall increased.

3.1.2. Sediment Yield after Wildfire

To evaluate the sediment yield from the watershed, the study watershed was extracted
from soil erosion maps simulated by SEMMA-Ic (Figure 12). Soil erosion within the
watershed was mainly generated on the mountain ridges, which were characterized as
having a shallow soil depth of silt loam in fire-damaged areas. The maximum erosion rates
increased from 202.5 t/ha to 261.3 t/ha as the 30-year probability of rainfall increased to
the 50-year frequency. The soil loss was less than the range (300–600 t/ha) for developed
areas as suggested by the unit load method [111].
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Soil erosion rates in the study watershed were estimated to be 40.33 t/ha for the
30-year frequency of rainfall and 52.04 t/ha for the 50-year frequency. Sediment yield from
the study watershed of 3.43 km2 was calculated to be 13,821 tons for probabilistic rainfall of
382.3 mm during 24 h. The total sediment yield that flowed into the Namyangcheon river
from the watershed from Typhoon Mitag was estimated to be approximately 13,800 tons.
According to a field survey by Shin et al. [31] for post-fire hillslopes and watersheds, the
sediment yield by one extreme-rainfall event accounted for 93% of the total sediment yield
surveyed for five years. Heavy rainfall of a certain duration was a more important factor
than annual rainfall in evaluating the risk of erosion. Sediment yields from a small brunt
watershed of sandy loam in Gangneung, South Korea, were 4.29 t/ha for rainfall of 550 mm
in the post-fire first year and 71.65 t/ha for rainfall of 1512 mm in the post-fire second year,
respectively, during a three-month investigation. The maximum sediment yield from the
watershed was 71.16 t/ha from rainfall of 958 mm during 42 h and rainfall intensity of
113.5 mm/h. On the plot scales of bare soil, the maximum sediment yields were 21.27 t/ha
for rainfall of 546 mm in the post-fire first year and 125.05 t/ha for the total rainfall of
1498 mm in the post-fire second year, respectively. Soil losses in small burnt areas of Galicia,
Spain, where the annual rainfall was 1400 mm and the soil texture was loam-sandy, and
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loam were 15–170 t/ha in the year of the wildfire [112]. In the Águeda Basin, Portugal, the
erosion rate under natural rainfall of 1155 mm was 45 t/ha over nine months as a result
of the effect of a wildfire [23]. Shakesby [113] reported that soil losses in the year of the
wildfire were similar to or lower than those from agricultural, bare, and range land in the
Mediterranean. The sediment yields simulated by SEMMA-Ic were reasonable values in
wildfire areas, as is the case in the literature.

3.1.3. Sediment Yield from Logging Watershed

In the post-fire watershed, erosion control works were implemented to reduce the risk
of soil erosion and sediment runoff. Logging of burned trees was carried out simultaneously
for wood productivity. These artificial works, including the logging of burnt woods, the
movement of heavy equipment, and the construction of forest roads, have re-disturbed the
topsoil. The NDVI was extracted again from images of Sentinel-2 to quantitatively confirm
the surface conditions after logging. Figure 13a and b show the change in the NDVI after
wildfires and after logging. After logging, the range of high NDVI (the blue color) was
reduced, and the range of low NDVI (the brown color) was expanded. They show that
the vegetation loss after logging was more severe than after wildfires. Since the image
after logging corresponds to January when the vegetation vitality is low, the NDVI value
may have been underestimated. Even in April, when there was a wildfire, the vitality of
vegetation was not high. Furthermore, as the dominant species in this watershed is an
evergreen pine, we judged there to be no significant difference.
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and logging. The high erosion range where soil erosion occurs at values of more than
200 t/ha [110] was greatly expanded. Sediment yields from the study watershed after
logging were estimated to be 142.38 t/ha and 183.70 t/ha for 30-year and 50-year frequency
of rainfall, respectively (Figure 14). The risk of soil erosion after logging was 3.5 times
higher than after wildfires (Table 4). The results confirmed that human intervention rather
than wildfires is a stronger factor in increasing soil erosion.
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Table 4. Comparison of sediment yields from the study watershed after wildfire and after logging
according to probability frequency of rainfall.

Probability Frequency
(year) of Rainfall

Sediment Yield (t/ha)
after Wildfire

Sediment Yield (t/ha)
after Logging

Rate of Increase for
Sediment Yield

30 Max. 202.5 207.5 1.02
Ave. 40.3 142.4 3.53

50 Max. 261.3 268.7 1.03
Ave. 52.4 183.7 3.51

According to the results simulated by the RUSLE for watersheds in Eastern At-
tica, Greece [13], post-fire erosion rates were notably higher throughout the study area
(4.53–5.98 t/ha/yr). In particular, the wildland-urban interface zone disturbed by devel-
opment exhibited a higher erosion rate (3.75–18.58 t/ha/yr). Sediment yields from small
brunt watersheds in South Korea were greatly increased because of additional disturbance
from terrace-sodding, cutting of burnt trees, pine planting, and mechanical practices after
wildfires [31]. Excessive implementation of post-fire treatment works should be avoided as
it causes serious erosion. The pictures in Figure 3 are proof that control works and logging
in wildfire areas significantly increase erosion.

3.1.4. Applicability of SEMMA

SEMMA is a model that simulates the soil erosion rate generated on mountainous
hillslopes. Sediment yield tends to be high at small scales of bounded plots and slope
transects. Still, it is comparatively lower at catchment scales [114,115] because the storage
capacity of sediment increases with the catchment area [111]. In particular, stream-head
hollows where surface flows from hillslopes converge [116,117] are susceptible to surface
runoff following heavy rain [118] but have the function of deposition storage that can
reduce sediment yield from the catchment for general rainfall events [31,119].

RUSLE, which is based on bare lands, considers the sediment delivery ratio (SDR)
as the watershed area increases. SEMMA, which was developed from plot data of moun-
tainous hillslopes, does not consider the SDR because the detailed model equations reflect
the decrease in soil erosion as the slope length increases. However, the erosion rate under
heavy rain conditions has a proportional relationship to the topographical factor. The
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application of SEMMA-Ic in a post-fire watershed [55] demonstrated that the evaluation
might be underestimated because this model does not reflect the additional erosion of
gullies and valleys expanded by an increasingly concentrated flow under a heavy rain
of over 380 mm/day. Research on the LS factor using a DEM elevation dataset should
be additionally conducted for watershed application of SEMMA. SEMMA should be im-
proved using physical and hydrological models such as WEPP [48] and RHEM [120]. The
development of automated workflows is required for the estimation of erosion based on
well-known erosion prediction models [121,122].

3.2. Management Strategies
3.2.1. Treatment Methods

Various treatment works to reduce soil erosion and recover plants were applied in
wildfire areas. Following the guideline of the Korea Forest Service [123], soil control works
were carried out more actively as floods and sediment yields occurred after heavy rainfall.
In order to reduce soil erosion on hillsides, treatment methods were applied, including
wicker weaving, reforestation of pine trees reforestation, soil arresting structures using soil
sacks, and channel works (Figure 15). Torrent-erosion control works, including revetments
with gabions and a rock and screen dam, were implemented to reduce sediment transport,
prevent scour, and control debris flows in gullies and valleys (Figure 16).
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filters, and rock check structures. Treatments for post-fire rehabilitation of the Hayman
Fire were addressed with mulch, hydromulch, scarification, seeding, contour-felled logs,
polyacrylamide (PAM) for hillslopes, silt fences, and straw bale check dams designed for use
in ephemeral or small-order channels [28,125,126]. While contour-felled logs were effective
in terms of protecting the immediate watershed, seeding had a low probability of reducing
erosion during the post-fire first year. In the wildfire areas of South Korea, Kim et al. [127]
showed that wood chip mulching rather than seeding and log erosion barriers greatly
reduced runoff and sediment yields. Check dams with sediment-storage functions should
be used less frequently than hillslope treatments for efficiency and economy. Dams using
tree branches have been proposed as a biotechnical method to protect hillslopes and control
erosion [128].

3.2.2. Logging

Most of the burnt wood in the wildfire-damaged area was felled for the implementa-
tion of control methods according to the landowner’s request and the Korea Forest Service’s
manual [123,129], as shown in Figure 17. Extensive logging for owners affected by wildfire
has been observed not only in areas with steep slopes where there is a risk of landslides but
also in areas with low fire damage. The logging of burnt wood, the movement of heavy
equipment, and the construction of forest roads further disturbed the topsoil. In a simple
wildfire area, rill and gully erosion do not generally occur as often as on agricultural land
and other disturbed lands [130–133]. However, they were frequently observed in regions
where the topsoil is severely exposed and vulnerable to soil erosion. Artificial surface
disturbance for restoration and prevention temporarily increases the risk of soil erosion as
compared to the loss of surface vegetation and residues from wildfires. Although it was
timely to carry out logging during the dry period with low rainfall, the intensity and range
were excessive.

Drone images were acquired to confirm the situation and range of burnt-wood logging
in the study watershed for the risk assessment of soil erosion (Figure 18). According to
the images taken from the mountain ridge, the range of the logging included a partial
non-damaged area as well as most of the fire-damaged area. The steep slope near the ridge
was significantly exposed to the risk of soil erosion due to the logging and disturbance.

3.2.3. Best Management Practices

The actual post-fire areas showed different vegetation recovery rates depending on
the fire intensity and the regeneration ability [36,127]. Sediment response rates significantly
decreased with the vegetation indices and elapsed years due to vegetation regeneration
and soil stabilization [31]. According to monitoring data covering eleven years after the
wildfires, it took seven years for plots to recover to a low and intermediate degree and only
three years to recover to a high degree for soil loss to stabilize [66]. Therefore, an accurate
assessment of post-fire sediment yield is essential to establish integrated management and
sequential strategies, and appropriate spatial-temporal appropriate treatment methods
should be enforced to reduce the accelerated sediment yield until the regeneration of
natural vegetation and soil stabilization.

The principle of establishment of restoration plans [126] is connected with the forest
function, and it is necessary to promote natural restoration and artificial restoration har-
moniously according to location and vegetation conditions. The direction of restoration is
carried out in terms of maximizing the income of the residents by collecting the opinions of
the owners. The establishment of a plan, standards, and methods for restoring a healthy
forest have been suggested according to the degree of damage and locational conditions
of the wildfire-affected area. Many state and federal Best Management Practices (BMPs)
in the USA are used to provide protection to soil and water resources while minimiz-
ing adverse societal effects, including support for fire-based ecosystem management and
specific guidelines for fire management practices [134]. The United States Forest Service
provides relevant national wildfire BMPs to protect soil and water and avoid unnecessary
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ground disturbances [135]. Nationally based BMPs should provide specific guidelines for
fire management practices to allow for specific national, regional, and local needs and
requirements to be met.
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4. Conclusions

The frequency and intensity of wildfires and heavy rains have increased worldwide
due to climate change. An eastern mountainous area of South Korea was damaged by
floods and sediments due to a typhoon after a wildfire. This study evaluated the risk of
soil erosion in wildfire areas using the SEMMA based on ArcGIS. The NDVI extracted
from Sentinel-2 images, which was used as the model’s cover factor, decreased significantly
after the wildfires. The GIS data layers for the rainfall factor, vegetation index, soil factor,
and topographic factor, which are the main parameters of SEMMA-Ic, were calculated to
simulate the model.

According to simulation results, high erosion rates were observed in the areas damaged
by wildfires. Erosion increased by 30% as the probability frequency of rainfall increased
from 30 years to 50 years. Soil loss from wildfire areas was estimated to be less than
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that in developed areas. Sediment yields from the study watershed were estimated to be
40.33 t/ha and 52.04 t/ha for the 30-year and 50-year frequency of rainfall, respectively.
Among wildfire areas, the mountain ridges with a shallow soil depth of silt loam were
shown to be at a high risk of erosion. The results simulated by SEMMA-Ic demonstrated a
reasonable range that can occur in wildfire areas, which is in accordance with the literature.
After the wildfire, the topsoil was excessively exposed to artificial disturbances, such as the
logging of burnt woods, the movement of heavy equipment, and the construction of forest
roads. The NDVI distribution after logging exhibited a lower range than after wildfires. The
sediment yields, which were additionally evaluated by SEMMA-Ic, intensively increased
in regions with a low NDVI due to wildfires and logging. Sediment yields from the study
watershed after logging were estimated to be 142.38 t/ha and 183.70 t/ha for the 30-year
and 50-year frequency of rainfall, respectively. The risk of soil erosion was 3.5 times higher
than after a wildfire.

After wildfires, erosion control methods are implemented to reduce the risk of soil
erosion and sediment runoff. Management methods to reduce soil erosion from hillsides
include wicker weaving, pine trees reforestation, soil arresting structures using soil sacks,
and channel work. Channel control works of revetment using gabions and screen dams
were installed to reduce sediment runoff and prevent erosion in the gullies and valleys.
The majority of the burnt wood was felled within the study watershed at the landowner’s
request and in accordance with the Korea Forest Service’s manual. Despite the implementa-
tion of various management strategies to reduce soil erosion, urgent and excessive logging
further increased the risk of soil erosion in wildfire areas. Best management practices
should be enforced because excessive emergency restoration after a wildfire can increase
sediment disaster.
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