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Abstract: Urban floods have been exacerbated globally, associated with increasing spatial-temporal
variations in rainfall. However, compared with rainfall variabilities of intensity and duration, the
effect of rainfall movement direction is always ignored. Based on 1313 rainfall scenarios with
different combinations of rainfall intensity and rainfall movement direction in the typically rainy city
of Shenzhen in China, we find that the effect of rainfall movement direction on the peak runoff may
reach up to 20%, which will decrease to less than 5% under heavy rainfall intensity conditions. In
addition, our results show that the impact of rainfall movement direction is almost symmetrical and
is associated with the direction of the river. The closer rainfall movement direction is to the Linear
Directional Mean of rivers, the larger is the peak runoff of section. Our results reveal that rainfall
movement direction is significant to urban peak runoff in the downstream reaches, which should be
considered in urban hydrological analysis.

Keywords: urban floods; rainfall movement direction (RMD); rainfall intensity (RI); peak runoff;
Linear Directional Mean (LDM); Shenzhen

1. Introduction

Extreme rainstorms have been increasing in urban areas due to continued global
warming and rapid urbanization [1–4].This increase is expected to lead to an increment in
urban runoff generation and, consequently, to the intensification of urban flood risks [5,6].
During 2010–2018, more than 160 cities in China suffered from floods each year [7]. Hydro-
logical processes in urban areas are sensitive to small-scale temporal and spatial variations
in rainfall [8]. Furthermore, the probability of extreme rainfall in urban areas is very likely
to increase, with high spatial and temporal variabilities [9,10], yielding further uncertainties
in urban runoff estimations and flood-related damages [11,12]. Understanding the impacts
of spatial and temporal rainfall variabilities on runoff is significant for urban hydrologic
management (e.g., urban drainage design and construction, forecasting and prevention of
flood risk) [13–15] and the development of an Early Warning System (EWS) [16,17].

However, the interactions among extreme rainfall variability, river features and runoff
responses remain poorly understood, especially in urban areas [11,18]. Such attributions
require sufficient information about the spatial distribution of short-term rainstorms and
runoff responses, which is lacking in measurements for the sudden rainfall process and
the complex inhomogeneity of urban areas introduced by the building envelope. With
the development of new instruments, techniques and methods for capturing rainfall and
hydrological processes at high resolution, urban hydrological models, such as the Storm
Water Management Model [19], have been proposed and applied in urban hydrologic
management [20,21]. Although various components of rainfall variability such as the
RI, rainfall duration spatial and temporal resolution, and degree of imperviousness are
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involved in previous studies, these components are far from complete. For example, similar
extreme rainfall patterns of RI and rainfall duration in the same urban area may induce
different flood damages. As a result, there remain critical errors and uncertainties in the
impacts of rainfall variabilities on hydrological process such as runoff and floods [22].

Rainfall movement direction (RMD) is a significant component of rainfall variabil-
ity [23–29] that is always ignored. While some studies have found no impact of RMD
on hydrological responses [8,30], relatively few studies reported in the literature have
remained inconclusive with respect to the impact of RMD on urban runoff. This contrast
may be explained by (1) the limited RMDs observed from rainstorm events, which is almost
fixed rather than 360 degree and lacks information in an urban area; (2) isolated analyses
of the impacts of RMD were conducted in these studies by neglecting the interactions
between RMD and the directions of urban river segments.

In this study, we focus on verifying whether RMDs play a significant role in generating
peak runoff in urban areas. This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 introduces the
study area and the experimental design. Results and discussion are given in Section 3,
which also summarizes the main findings of the impact of RMD on runoff.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The typically rainy city of Shenzhen in China, with four urban rivers, is selected as
the study area [31], this city has complete hydrological infrastructure and observation
information systems. Shenzhen, located in the southeast coast of China, has the most rapid
urbanization of any city in China with high urban flood risk caused by extreme rainfall.
Shenzhen city ranks fifth among the 136 coastal cities in the world in terms of future
flood loss risk [32]. Shenzhen city is a typical case study area, in which the spatial and
temporal variations in rainfall is wide with rapid movement and obvious “squall line” [33].
Additionally, urban hydrological datasets are sufficient in Shenzhen, which is the benefit
from a 30 million RMB project of building an urban flood model, which began in 2018.
These datasets include underground pipe network data (nearly 3000 km), 1:1000 terrain
data, 13 years of rainfall monitoring data, historical water level data, reservoir operation
data, and more.

2.2. Methods
2.2.1. Construction of Rainfall Schemes

We designed the idealized experimental conditions of rainfall intensity (RI) and RMD
to construct comprehensive rainfall schemes. According to the RI value of 132.7 mm/h
recorded once every 1000 years in Shenzhen, we constructed 13 RIs with 10 mm intervals
from 10 mm/h to 130 mm/h, and chose the commonly used Chicago rain pattern (Table 1)
to represent short-term rainfall. In addition, 100 moving directions with equal intervals
were designed to reflect the continuous RMD. We collected rainfall monitoring data from
63 meteorological stations in Shenzhen from 2008 to 2018, with a time resolution of 5 min.
The rainfall events were extracted from the data and the rainfall center of every 5 min is cal-
culated, then the moving speed of each rainfall events is calculated through the movement
of the center. The average speed of all rainfall events is about 10 km/h.The asynchronous
rainfall process of the whole basin is set to 3 h based on the average moving speed of the
rainfall center (10 km/h) and the diameter of the circumscribed circle of the basin (30 km).
By combining RI and RMD, 1300 rainfall processes (13 RIs × 100 RMDs = 1300) were con-
structed in Figure 1. The two rainfall distribution maps in Figure 1 show distributions
when the RI is 80 mm and the RMDs are 15 and 80 respectively.
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Table 1. Rainfall process of 13 rainfall intensity schemes.

RI Scheme Total Rainfall
Rainfall of 5 min Intervals

5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60

RI1: 10 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.4 2.0 1.2 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.4
RI2: 20 0.9 1.1 1.6 2.8 4.0 2.4 1.8 1.4 1.2 1.0 0.9 0.8
RI3: 30 1.3 1.7 2.4 4.3 5.9 3.7 2.7 2.1 1.8 1.6 1.4 1.2
RI4: 40 1.8 2.3 3.2 5.7 7.9 4.9 3.6 2.9 2.4 2.1 1.8 1.7
RI5: 50 2.2 2.8 4.0 7.1 9.9 6.1 4.5 3.6 3.0 2.6 2.3 2.1
RI6: 60 2.7 3.4 4.7 8.5 11.9 7.3 5.4 4.3 3.6 3.1 2.8 2.5
RI7: 70 3.2 4.0 5.5 9.6 13.2 9.3 6.2 5 4.2 3.7 3.3 3.0
RI8: 80 3.9 4.7 6.3 10.7 14.6 10.3 7.1 5.8 5.0 4.4 4.0 3.6
RI9: 90 4.5 5.4 7.1 11.8 16.1 11.3 7.9 6.5 5.7 5.1 4.6 4.3
RI10: 100 5.1 6.1 7.9 12.9 17.6 12.3 8.7 7.3 6.4 5.7 5.2 4.8
RI11: 110 5.8 6.7 8.6 13.9 18.8 14.1 9.5 8.0 7.0 6.3 5.9 5.5
RI12: 120 6.3 7.4 9.4 15.2 20.7 15.3 10.3 8.7 7.6 7.0 6.4 6.0
RI13: 130 6.8 8.0 10.2 16.4 22.4 16.4 11.2 9.4 8.4 7.6 6.9 6.5
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of rainfall schemes.

2.2.2. Runoff Numerical Simulation

We applied the IFMS/urban (Integrated Urban Flood Modeling System) platform, an
urban flood simulation platform developed by China Institute of Water Resources and Hy-
dropower Research, to simulate the runoff processes of the studied rivers (Figure 2). Before
the simulations, the model was calibrated by the rainfall–runoff relationship measured
from 2018 to 2020. Based on 1313 rainfall processes, we constructed a set of input conditions
for the model, including the initial water level of each section, the previous rainfall, and the
infiltration process; these conditions were kept consistent for comparison. We calculated
the runoff processes of 414 sections in each scheme by using a parallel computing program
and output the result to structured files in CSV format.
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Figure 2. Location of the four rivers.

IFMS/urban model is a flood analysis model developed in China, which has been suc-
cessfully applied in Shenzhen, Beijing, Chengdu, Shanghai, Foshan and other cities [34,35].
Its main modules include: (1) Flood simulation and analysis: River, lake, nearshore flow,
flood simulation analysis and calculation of flood protection area and flood storage area;
urban rainstorm and waterlogging, overflow (break) flood and dam break flood simulation
Analysis; storm surge simulation and analysis; (2) Engineering scheduling simulation:
reservoir and lake gate dam, weir, culvert, box culvert and pumping station and other
water conservancy engineering facilities scheduling simulation; pipeline one-way valve
control; lake reservoir, underground storage, tank storage, and so on. (3) Data manage-
ment and pre-processing functions: 2D and 3D data and result display platform; data
pre-processing (grid generation, pipeline processing, data management).

2.2.3. Index of Peak Runoff Deviation

We designed a concise index to describe the peak runoff deviation (Equation (1)):

I f p =
Q f p

Qp
(1)

where I f p is the peak runoff deviation of a section caused by the rainfall scheme with
RI = p and RMD = f, Qp is the peak runoff (m3/s) of the section under the condition of a
synchronous rainfall scheme with RI = p, andQ f p is the peak runoff (m3/s) with RI = p and
RMD = f, where f ∈ 1, 2, . . . , 100.

In this paper, the I f p values of 414 sections were extracted from all 1300 rainfall processes.

2.2.4. Rainfall Movement Direction and Flow Concentration Direction

The trend in a set of line features is measured by calculating the average angle of the
lines, which called the “Linear Directional Mean”(LDM) in GIS [36,37]. The LDM often
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represents the paths of objects that move, such as rainfall. We use the LDM to represent the
confluence direction above a certain river section (Equation (2)):

LDM = arctan
∑n

i=1 sin θi

∑n
i=1 cos θi

(2)

where θi is the angle between section i-1 and section i in the confluence area.
The LDM is adjusted according to the angle quadrant, and the adjusted LDM is

between 0◦ and 360◦:

LDM =



LDM,
n
∑

i=1
sin θi ≥ 0 and

n
∑

i=1
cos θi > 0

180− LDM,
n
∑

i=1
sin θi ≥ 0 and

n
∑

i=1
cos θi < 0

360− LDM,
n
∑

i=1
sin θi < 0 and

n
∑

i=1
cos θi > 0

180 + LDM,
n
∑

i=1
sin θi < 0 and

n
∑

i=1
cos θi < 0

The angle between the LDM and RMD is calculated as Equation (3):

∆LDM =


∣∣∣Drain f all − LDMriver

∣∣∣, ∣∣∣Drain f all − LDMriver

∣∣∣ ≤ 180

360−
∣∣∣Drain f all − LDMriver

∣∣∣, ∣∣∣Drain f all − LDMriver

∣∣∣ > 180
(3)

where Drain f all represents RMD, LDMriver represents the LDM, and ∆LDM is between
0 and 180◦.

2.2.5. Dynamic Clustering of Sections

We use the dynamic clustering machine learning method to classify the I f p values of
all sections. The I f p value of each section in different RMD with same RI is used as the
attribute to construct the sample set. The calculation is as follows:

Si =
{

I f (1)p, I f (2)p, . . . I f (100)p

}
(4)

Ω = {S1, S2, . . . S429} (5)

where Si is section i and I f (1)p is the simulated result with RMD = f (1) and RI = p.
The dynamic cluster analysis method is used to classify the sections in Ω; then, the

features of each subset, that is, the typical features influencing the peak runoff of the section,
are extracted.

The k-means clustering algorithm is used to classify low dimensional with 4 steps:
(1) A total of r initial cluster centers is set up: Z1(p), Z2(p), . . . . . . Zr(p), where p is the

number of iterations.
(2) The distance from samples x (x ∈ X) to each cluster center is calculated,

if Dx(j) = min{Dx(i)} i = 1, 2, · · ·r, then x ∈ Sj

where Sj represents cluster j with the center of Zj.
(3) The new center of each cluster is calculated. The new center of Zj is calculated

as follows.

Zj(p + 1) =
1
N

N

∑
i=1

xi , j = 1, 2, · · · r
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where N is the number of samples contained in cluster Sj and xi is sample i. using Zj(p + 1)
as the new cluster center, the clustering criterion function can be minimized:

Jj =

 ∑
x∈Sj(k)

‖x− zj(k + 1)‖2

 1
2

where j = 1, 2, · · · , K.
(4) If Zj(p + 1) 6= Zj(p), j = 1, 2, . . . , r, then go to step (2); if Zj(p + 1) = Zj(p), j = 1,

2, . . . , r, then cease the iteration.
In this paper, different r values are calculated, and the initial values of different cluster

centers are selected for the k-means cluster analysis. Then, the rainstorms are divided into
3 modes. The mean value of each rainstorm is taken as a typical rainstorm mode.

In addition, we reconstructed the typical features of the river sections. With the inverse
calculation of the principal component analysis, the low-dimensional array is reduced to
a high-dimensional array to express the spatiotemporal process of each rainstorm. The i
clustering centers are reconstructed into i × m matrices (Equation (6)):

Xapp = Zi×p ×Vm×p
′ (6)

where i is the number of rainstorm modes and m is the dimension of the original data.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Influence of Variation in RI and RMD Combinations on the Peak Runoff

We found that the influence of variation in RI and RMD combinations on the peak
runoff can reach 30% based on the index of peak runoff deviation (Ifp) in the study area. The
statistics of 538,200 Ifps show that the variations in the RI and RMD are more likely to cause
negative effects on peak runoff, with 77.1% of Ifps < 1.0 and 22.9% of Ifps > 1.0. However,
this influence is always ignored, possibly due to most Ifps (83.3%) ranging from 0.9 to
1.1, indicating that the effect of these variations is smaller than 10% in most instances.
Additionally, a heavy RI will reduce the effect of RMD on the peak runoff, with more
concentrated of Ifps value of approximately 1.0 correspondingly with the more enhanced RI.
We found that 96% of Ifps values ranged from 0.9 to 1.1 when RI > 70mm/h. Furthermore,
the range of Ifps decreased to 0.95–1.05 when the RI reach an extreme value larger than the
once-in-one-hundred-years value (100 mm/h). We also found that the duration of the peak
runoff was lengthened with extremely high RI values (Figure 3), which is associated with
the processes of drainage networks operating under maximum waterlogging-elimination
capacities. Figure 3A shows that the heavier the RI is, the more concentrated the Ifp is
between 0.9 and 1.1, and the number of Ifp values less than 1.0 is obviously greater than
that of Ifp values more than 1 for all RIs. Figure 3B shows that with an increase in the RI,
the fluctuation range of Ifp decreases obviously and tends toward 1.0.

3.2. Influence of Variation in RMD on the Peak Runoff

To estimate the impact of RMD, we isolate the effect of RMD from the RI by analyzing
the spatial pattern of the RMD impact under similar RI. Based on the dynamic clustering of
414 sections with 100 RMDs each, we do find three typical patterns with proportions of 42%,
21% and 37% of total number of sections, including (1) model 1 shows a nondirectional
effect of RMD by reducing the peak runoff with most Ifps < 1.0; (2) model 2 shows an
obvious directional effect of RMD with a symmetrical distribution of Ifps, in which the
minimum effect of direction is opposite to direction of the maximum; (3) model 3 shows
completely no obvious effect of RMD on peak runoff neither in direction nor in magnitude
with Ifps approximately equal to 1.0 (Figure 4).
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Spatially, these three models are primarily related to the location of sections in rivers
(Figure 5).

Water 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 13 
 

 

completely no obvious effect of RMD on peak runoff neither in direction nor in magnitude 

with Ifps approximately equal to 1.0 (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Distribution of Ifps for typical modes. 

Spatially, these three models are primarily related to the location of sections in rivers 

(Figure 5). 

  

(A) (B) 

Water 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 13 
 

 

 

(C) (D) 

Figure 5. Influence of the peak runoff on the sections of four rivers. (A) Dasha River. (B) Buji River. 

(C) Xinzhou River. (D) Futian River. Only certain parts of the 414 sections are drawn. 

Figure 5 shows that the in lower reaches of the rivers, the larger the variation range 

of Ifp is, the more symmetrical is the influence. In model 1 and model 3, the influence of 

RMD on the peak runoff is negligible in the upper reaches of the river. However, model 2 

shows symmetrical variations in the lower reaches of the river. We also find that the river 

length potentially influences the RMD effect. Taking four rivers in Shenzhen as an exam-

ple, the Dasha River and Buji River show the effect of model 2 from middle reaches to 

lower reaches. While, this effect occurs at the ends of the lower reaches in the other two 

rivers, Xinzhou River and Futian River, the lengths of which are just half of the two afore-

mentioned rivers. The impact of RMD on the peak runoff is primarily present in the lower 

reaches, possibly due to the longer duration and larger area of the flow concentration that 

gradually increased the asynchrony of rainfall with the peak runoff. Furthermore, we find 

a slightly jagged shape in models of Ifps compared with the natural watershed, which may 

be explained by the uneven distribution of underground pipes used to drain flows into 

rivers in urban areas and their corresponding covering areas. In rapidly urbanizing area, 

the lack of pipe network datasets will increase the complexity of urban flood analyses. 

3.3. How RMD Affect the Peak Runoff across Rivers 

To further understand how RMD affect the peak runoff, we calculated three angles 

of sections: θmaxPR-FC (the angle between RMD with maximum peak runoff and flow con-

centration direction), θmin PR-FC (the angle between RMD with minimum peak runoff and 

flow concentration direction) and θmax PR-FD (the angle between RMD with maximum peak 

runoff and flow direction). In this paper, we used “Linear Directional Mean” (LDM) to 

represent the flow concentration direction, which is the geometric mean of all the reaches 

upstream. In contrast with the flow direction, we do find a significant relationship be-

tween RMD and the flow concentration direction during maximum peak runoff (Figure 

6), with decreasing trends of θmaxPR-FC from upstream to downstream. For example, the 

angles of the second half of downstream reaches of the Buji River are almost smaller than 

20°, and some sections even reach 0°. In contrast, θminPR-FC is gradually increased with the 

opposite RMD to θmaxPR-FC, which is consistent with the result of model 2 shown in Figure 

4. Additionally, the θmax PR-FC values are larger in more meandering rivers (e.g., Dasha 

River) than in rivers with straight channels (e.g., Buji River). We can therefore conclude 

Figure 5. Influence of the peak runoff on the sections of four rivers. (A) Dasha River. (B) Buji River.
(C) Xinzhou River. (D) Futian River. Only certain parts of the 414 sections are drawn.

Figure 5 shows that the in lower reaches of the rivers, the larger the variation range
of Ifp is, the more symmetrical is the influence. In model 1 and model 3, the influence
of RMD on the peak runoff is negligible in the upper reaches of the river. However,
model 2 shows symmetrical variations in the lower reaches of the river. We also find that
the river length potentially influences the RMD effect. Taking four rivers in Shenzhen
as an example, the Dasha River and Buji River show the effect of model 2 from middle
reaches to lower reaches. While, this effect occurs at the ends of the lower reaches in
the other two rivers, Xinzhou River and Futian River, the lengths of which are just half
of the two aforementioned rivers. The impact of RMD on the peak runoff is primarily
present in the lower reaches, possibly due to the longer duration and larger area of the
flow concentration that gradually increased the asynchrony of rainfall with the peak runoff.
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Furthermore, we find a slightly jagged shape in models of Ifps compared with the natural
watershed, which may be explained by the uneven distribution of underground pipes used
to drain flows into rivers in urban areas and their corresponding covering areas. In rapidly
urbanizing area, the lack of pipe network datasets will increase the complexity of urban
flood analyses.

3.3. How RMD Affect the Peak Runoff across Rivers

To further understand how RMD affect the peak runoff, we calculated three angles
of sections: θmaxPR-FC (the angle between RMD with maximum peak runoff and flow
concentration direction), θmin PR-FC (the angle between RMD with minimum peak runoff
and flow concentration direction) and θmax PR-FD (the angle between RMD with maximum
peak runoff and flow direction). In this paper, we used “Linear Directional Mean” (LDM)
to represent the flow concentration direction, which is the geometric mean of all the reaches
upstream. In contrast with the flow direction, we do find a significant relationship between
RMD and the flow concentration direction during maximum peak runoff (Figure 6), with
decreasing trends of θmaxPR-FC from upstream to downstream. For example, the angles
of the second half of downstream reaches of the Buji River are almost smaller than 20◦,
and some sections even reach 0◦. In contrast, θminPR-FC is gradually increased with the
opposite RMD to θmaxPR-FC, which is consistent with the result of model 2 shown in
Figure 4. Additionally, the θmax PR-FC values are larger in more meandering rivers (e.g.,
Dasha River) than in rivers with straight channels (e.g., Buji River). We can therefore
conclude that RMD is a significant factor to peak runoff downstream in urban areas, and
this influence is not isolated but needs to be combined with the spatial feature of rivers
such as direction and bending.

The impact of RMD on the peak runoff indicates that river flood risks and discharge
capacities should be evaluated from more rainfall variations including RI, rainfall duration,
etc. Commonly used methods that do not consider the impact of RMD, such as constructing
rainfall processes by independent zoning [34,38,39], may underestimate or overestimate
the peak runoff magnitude in rivers. Figure 7 compares the difference of peak runoff
between considering and not considering the impact of RMD, in four urban rivers of
Shenzhen with similar RIs. We found that the uncertainties yielded from RMD may reach
−40% and 50% (Figure 7). In most cases, these uncertainties range from −20% to 20%.
These analyses confirm that the impact of RMD on runoff cannot be ignored in urban
hydrologic management.
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4. Conclusions

Our results show that rainfall movement direction (RMD) are very likely responsible
for variations in flood risks in different sections of urban rivers, which should not be
ignored in urban hydrologic management. Although the impact of RMD on peak runoff in
rivers is always covered up by heavy rainfall intensity (RI), this impact is significant in the
downstream reaches of urban river when combined with spatial features of rivers, such
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as the river direction and bending. We propose that RMD should be involved in urban
hydrologic models and predication, as it may yield substantial uncertainties in peak runoff
in rivers. We provide an empirical evaluation to quantify the contribution of RMD to peak
runoff in urban rivers, indicating that the river flood risk and discharge capacity should
be evaluated based on more variations in rainfall such as RMD. Given the importance
of the prevention and treatment of urban waterlogging with the accelerating process of
urbanization, this empirical evaluation of peak runoff variations due to changing RMDs
represents a contribution for the development of an Early Warning System (EWS) for the
study area and provides critical information to inform policy and decision making.
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