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Abstract

This study examines the characteristics of sediment rating parameters recorded at various gauging stations in the Yangtze Basin in
relation to their controls. Our findings indicate that the parameters are associated with river channel morphology of the selected reaches.
High b-values (N1.600) and low log(a) values (b−4.000) occur in the upper course of the steep rock-confined river, characterizing high
unit stream power flows. Low b-values (b0.900) and high log(a) values (N−1.000) occur in the middle and lower Yangtze River
associated with meandering reaches over low gradients, and can be taken to imply aggradation in these reaches with low stream power.
Higher b-values (0.900–1.600) and lower log(a)-values (−4.000 to −1.000) characterize the reaches between Yichang and Xinchang,
immediately below the Three Gorges. These values indicate channel erosion and bed instability that result from changes in channel
gradient from the upstream steep valley to downstream low slope flood plain settings. Differences in channel morphology accompany
these changes. Confined, V-shaped valleys occur upstream and are replaced downstream by broad U-shaped channels. The middle and
lower Yangtze shows an apparent increase in channel instability over the past 40 years. This inference is based on sediment rating
parameters from various gauging stations that record increasing b-values against decreasing log(a)-values over that time. Analysis of the
sediment load data also reveals a strong correlation between changes in sediment rating curve parameters and reduction of annual
sediment budget (4.70×108 t to 3.50×108 t/year, from the 1950s to 1990s), largely due to the damming of the Yangtze and sediment load
depletion through siltation in the Dongting Lake. Short-term deviations from the general trends in the sediment rating parameters are
related to hydroclimatic events. Extreme low b-values and high log(a)-values signify the major flood years, while the reverse indicates
drought events. When compared with rivers from other climate settings, it is evident that the wide range of values of the Yangtze rating
parameters reflects the huge discharge driven by the monsoon precipitation regime of eastern China.
© 2006 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

During recent decades, river erosion and sedimentation
have been linked to questions of variations in fluvial
sediment transport and sediment flux (Vansinckle and
Beschta, 1983; Fenn et al., 1985; Ferguson, 1986;Milliman
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and Syvitski, 1992; Miller and Gupta, 1999; Chen et al.,
2001a; Zhao and Chen, 2003). Riverbed stability and its
significance as a factor in sediment yield and transport
estimates have been evaluated over time and space (Bel-
perio, 1979; Ferguson, 1987; Jansson, 1996; Córdpva and
González, 1997;Moog andWhiting, 1998;Whiting et al.,
1999; Asselman, 1999, 2000; Syvitski et al., 2000;
Horowitz, 2003;Morehead et al., 2003; Simon et al., 2004).

The sediment rating curve is defined as the statistical
relationship between suspended sediment concentration
(SSC) or sediment load (Qs) and stream discharge (Q).
The relationship generally takes the form of a power
function, although other types of relationships have also
been advocated (Syvitski et al., 1987; Córdpva and
González, 1997). The general relationship between Q
and SSC is expressed as:

logSSC ¼ logaþ b logQ

Asselman (2000) argued that the parameters a and b
in the sediment rating curve contain no particular physi-

cal meaning. Other studies see the sediment rating pa-
rameter a as an index of erosion severity in the river
channel (Peters-Kümmerly, 1973; Morgan, 1995). Usu-
ally, high a-values occur in areas characterized by easily
eroded and transported materials. The rating parameter b
is taken to depict the erosive power of the river. Large
values are thought to be indicative of rivers that show a
strong increase in entrainment and transport with in-
creasing discharge. However, b can also reflect the ex-
tent to which new sediment sources become available
when discharge increases (Asselman, 2000). According
to Walling (1974), b-values can be affected by the grain-
size distribution of the material available for transport.
Syvitski et al. (2000) stated that in North American
rivers the sediment rating parameters are often influ-
enced by sediment rating, erosion and climate.

Due to the inverse correlation between log(a) and b-
values of the sediment rating curve, it has been suggest-
ed that a combination of the log(a) and b-values may act
as a measure of soil erodibility and erosivity (Rannie,
1978; Thomas, 1988; Asselman, 2000). Steep rating

Fig. 1. A. Sketch map of Yangtze drainage basin showing ten gauging stations selected for the present study and Dongting Lake of the middle Yangtze
Basin; B. Three morphological levels of the basin.
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curves, characterized by high b-values and low log(a)-
values, reflect river sections in which little sediment
transport takes place at low discharges. In such channel
reaches, an increase in discharge is matched by an
increase in sediment concentration. This relationship
implies that either the power of the river flow to erode
material is high, or important sediment sources have
become available (Asselman, 2000). In contrast, rating
curves with low slopes indicate rivers flowing through

intensively weathered materials, or the availability of
easily entrained channel sediments (Asselman, 2000).

A number of research papers, concerned with fluvial
sediment transport and monitoring of environmental
change in the Yangtze Basin have recently been
published (Lu and Higgitt, 1998; Shen et al., 2000;
Zhu, 2000; Chen et al., 2001a; Chen and Zhao, 2001;
Pan, 2001; Shi et al., 2002; Yang et al., 2002, 2003; Fu
et al., 2003; Xia and Li, 2004; Yin et al., 2004). Little

Table 1
The sediment rating parameters recorded at the various gauging stations in the Yangtze River (shaded boxes indicate the maximum or minimum values
of sediment rating parameters)
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attention, however, has been given to the possible sig-
nificance of the rating parameters. This paper examines
the correlation between sediment rating parameters and
their controls, and their close association with the re-
gional geology and climate in the Yangtze Basin. We
evaluate the likely riverbed changes represented by
channel erosion and aggradation along the Yangtze
River, based on long-term daily discharges and SSC
records at a series of gauging stations (Fig. 1). The
present study will shed light on monitoring river channel
change and associated catchment issues, emphasizing
the intensifying anthropogenic activity, such as the well-
known Three Gorges Dam project.

2. The Yangtze River

The Yangtze River originates from the Tuotuo River
on the southwestern side of the snow-draped Geladan-
dong Mountains on the Tibetan Plateau. It flows east-
ward across Qinghai, Tibet, Sichuan, Yunnan, Hubei,
Hunan, Jiangxi, Anhui and Jiangsu provinces into the
East China Sea at Shanghai. More than 700 tributaries
join this 6300 km long river draining a 1.8 million km2

basin, accounting for 19% of China's national area
(Chen et al., 2001a). The mean average annual discharge
to the sea is 9.24×1011 m3 and the mean annual SSC
4.70×108 t (Chen et al., 1988).

The Yangtze River consists of three segments. The
upper segment extends from the source to Yichang, with a
length of 4504 km and a drainage basin area of 100×
104 km2. The Yangtze flows primarily across mountain-
ous regions with steep channel slopes (10–40×10−5).
The middle Yangtze lies between Yichang and Hukou,
extending over a distance of 955 km and draining an area
of 68×104 km2. Low relief topography with channel
slopes of 2–3×10−5, and meandering platforms are
characteristics of the region. The segment from Hukou to
the river mouth constitutes the lower Yangtze. It is 938 km
long and has a drainage basin area of 12×104 km2. An
anabranching river pattern accompanies the lower chan-
nel gradient of about 0.5–1.0×10−5 (Chen et al., 2001b).
The main stream is tidally influenced below Datong
gauging station.

Three morphological levels occur in the Yangtze
drainage basin. The Tibetan Plateau in the southwest
serves as the highest step. The second step comprises a
series of high mountains and mountain-girt basins with a
southwest to northeast orientation. The third step con-
stitutes the lower fluvial to coastal plains of eastern China.

The climate of the Yangtze drainage basin is typically
subtropical, wet and warm in summer andmoist and cool
in winter. High humidity (relative humidity— 65–80%),
particularly during the summer, is typical of the basin
(Shen, 1986; Chen et al., 2001a). The annual mean

Fig. 2. An inverse linear relationship between annual rating parameters. Log(a) and b values for the 10 gauging stations on the Yangtze (Data:
Changjiang Water Resources Commission, 1950–1988).
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Fig. 3. Two groups (with high and low slopes) of sediment rating curves from the 10 gauging stations. The inset indicates the reverse correlation
between log(a) and b values. The 10 channel cross-sections with V and U-shaped morphology are shown to correlate to the rating parameters.
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precipitation is about 1000–1400 mm, with an annual
mean evaporation of 700–800 mm (Shen, 1986; Yang
et al., 2002). The precipitation arrives in the East Asian
summer monsoon, resulting in a clear seasonality in the
riverflow regime, 80% precipitation occurring between
June and October (Chen et al., 2001a).

3. Methodology

Ten gauging stations on the Yangtze were selected for
the present study. These are Cuntan, Wanxian, Yichang,
Zhijiang,Xinchang, Jianli, Chenglingji, Luoshan,Hankou,
and Datong in the downstream direction along the river
(Fig. 1). Daily measurements of discharge and SSC were
recorded at these stations, and documented in ‘Hydrolog-
ical Records on theChangjiangRiverWater and Sediment’
by Changjiang Water Resources Commission (1950–
1988). This database serves as the key for the present study.
The database extends up to 1989. The hydrological records
of the subsequent period have not been released.
Furthermore, certain gaps occur in the records at some
stations, mostly during the 1970s or 1980s.

Sediment rating parameters (a and b) were obtained
from annual rating curves for a period exceeding 20 years
(Table 1 and Fig. 2). The sediment rating curves of the 10
stations were constructed in order to examine the rela-
tionship between the parameters and river morphology
(Fig. 3). The channel cross-sections at the stations were
established from surveyed traverses (Changjiang Water
Resources Commission, 1950–1988), and from unpub-
lished historical maps on a scale of 1:25000 (Changjiang
Water Resources Commission, 1997; 1:25000; Chang-
jiang Water Resources Commission, 2000). Available
data on decadal time scale on erosion and sedimentation
in the river channel for the middle and lower Yangtze,
were also used (Fig. 2 in Yin et al., 2004). Unit stream
power was calculated for these stations, using data col-
lected from on-site field investigations along the Yangtze
River channel in 2002. In addition, water surface slopes
provided by a series of maps (Changjiang Water Re-
sources Commission, 1997; 1:25000; Changjiang Water
Resources Commission, 2000) were utilized (Fig. 4). The
variations in time in the values of the rating parameters log
(a) and b were computed (Fig. 5).

4. Observation

Table 1 shows the sediment rating parameters of the 10
gauging stations, chronologically and along the river. The
values of log(a) ranges from−7.669 to 3.843 and that of b
from −0.416 to 2.460. The two parameters show a nega-
tive linear correlation with R2=0.988 (Fig. 2). Generally,

high b (N1.600) and low log(a) (b−4.000) occur in the
upper river (Cuntan, Wanxian and Yichang) and the
values gradually change in a downstream direction from
Zhijiang, Xinchang, Jianli to Hankou, as b decreases from
1.600 to 0.900 and log(a) increases from −4.000 to
−1.000). However, the rating parameters from Chen-
glingji (b=2.371; log(a)=−0.043) and Luoshan (b=
0.426; log(a)=0.530) in the middle river and the values
from Datong (b=−3.195 and log(a)=1.290) in the lower
river do not follow this general trend (Fig. 1). The param-
eters at Datong have a range, which encompasses that of
most stations in the middle Yangtze.

The 10 river channel cross-sections from the gauging
stations exhibit distinctive channel morphologies. Usually,
the V-shaped narrower river channel (generally b800 m
wide) with deeper water (commonly N50 m deep) occurs
in the upper Yangtze (Fig. 3: Cuntan and Wanxian).
Although the river begins to widen its channel (about
1600 m wide at Yichang below the exit from the Three
Gorges), it still exhibits a distinctive V-shaped form.
Zhijiang and Xinchang, about 70–230 km downstream
from Yichang are beyond the rocky gorges, but, their
river cross-sections remain resemble a V-shaped channel
(Fig. 3). The river cross-sections further downstream
from Jianli to Datong takes on a U-shaped morphology,
marked by wider (N1200 m) and shallower (about 20–
30 m deep) channels (Fig. 3).

Fig. 4 indicates the change in unit stream power at the
10 gauging stations. As expected, the extreme high
values (3–4 times higher when compared with the fig-
ures for the downstream stations) occur in the upper
Yangtze valley. Unit stream power values drop abruptly
below the Three Gorges, from Yichang to Datong. The
unit stream power at Zhijiang, Xinchang, Jianli, and
Datong is higher than that at Yichang, Chenglingli,
Luoshan, and Hankou (Fig. 4). Inter-annual deviations

Fig. 4. Unit stream power at the 10 gauging stations on Yangtze River.
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Fig. 5. The interannual variability series of the rating parameters of the 10 stations, indicating change in sediment rating parameters with time. The changes in parametric value suggest large floods and
droughts in the past 40 years. A decreasing trend in log(a) and increasing one in b values shown Yichang, Zhijiang, Luoshan, Hankou, and Datong.
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from the general trend of the sediment rating parameters
are prominent for certain stations (Fig. 5: Cuntan,
Yichang, Xinchang, Jianli, Luoshan, Hankou, Datong).
A decrease in log(a) values is recorded at Yichang,
Zhijiang, Luoshan, Hankou, and Datong over the last
40 years, but the b increases for the same time period.

5. Discussion

The distribution of sediment rating parameters is
closely associated with riverbed morphology, gradient,
and unit stream power, etc. (Peters-Kümmerly, 1973;
Walling, 1974; Fenn et al., 1985; Morgan, 1995;
Asselman, 1999, 2000; Syvitski et al., 2000; Horowitz,
2003; Morehead et al., 2003). The negative linear
correlation between log(a) and b of the 10 gauging
stations on the Yangtze actually reflects the coupling
relationship among the variables controlled by local
geology and hydroclimate. Generally speaking, the
higher b and lower log(a) values in the study area imply
the high SSC (Figs. 2 and 3), which occurs in the
upstream bedrock-confined V-shaped Three Gorges.
High gradient, high-flow settings, and a deep river
channel upstream (Figs. 2–4) produce higher unit
stream power with the potential for riverbed erosion
and sediment transport (Asselman, 1999, 2000; Chen et
al., 2005). In contrast, a combination of low b and high
log(a) values relates to lower unit stream power in the
less confined, wider and low channel slope of the U-
shaped reaches of the middle and lower Yangtze (Jansen
and Panter, 1974; Crawford, 1991).

The rating curve parameters for Chenglingji,
Luoshan, and Datong, are at variance with the general
upstream–downstream trend apparent along the river.
Chenglingji, located immediately downstream of
Dongting Lake (Fig. 1), and Luoshan, about 30 km
further downstream, exhibit remarkably lower b-values
and higher log(a)-values. These could be the result of
long-term aggradation of the riverbed, partially due to
extra-sediment sources (amounting to about 0.50×108 t
a year) from Dongting Lake, sourced from both the
upper Yangtze River Basin and its own watershed in
southern China (Fig. 1; Changjiang Water Resources
Commission, 1999; Chen et al., 2001b; Yin et al., 2004).

The wide scatter for Datong, is likely to be associated
with an increasing trend in riverbed and bank erosion
with time, although the river section has been stable
over the last N100 years (Fig. 2 in Yin et al., 2004). The
long-term observation demonstrates that the lower
Yangtze River has virtually acted as a ‘sediment trans-
port corridor’ for material arriving from upstream on the
way to the East China Sea (Chen et al., 2001b). This

inference is supported by the apparent balance in the
annual sediment load of the middle Yangtze (4.30×
108 t) and the lower Yangtze (4.70×108 t). There has
been a decreasing trend in the annual sediment load
recorded in Datong station over the last 40 years, from
about 4.70×108 t to 3.50×108 t (Chen et al., 2001a;
Yang et al., 2002). This change, most likely due to
intensifying human activities, including damming, dyke
construction and sediment mining in the upstream, can
cause riverbed and bank erosion in the lower Yangtze
River channel, particularly during the flood season.

The parameters of the sediment rating curves (Fig. 5)
of the Yangtze River relate to the normal discharge
regime (Syvitski et al., 2000; Morehead et al., 2003).
During years with abnormally high flow events, often
reaching more than 5–8×104 m3 s−1 on the Yangtze
(Changjiang Water Resources Commission, 1999; Chen
et al., 2001a), changes in rating curve parameters be-
come apparent, with low b and high log(a)-values,
clearly different from the general trend (Fig. 5: Yichang,
1950; Hankou, 1954; Datong, 1954; Jianli, 1954;
Luoshan, 1954, 1959; Xinchang, 1980). But there also
have been years with anomalously high b and low log
(a) values (Fig. 5: Xinchang, 1959; Cuntan, 1977;
Yichang, 1981–1985; Luoshan, 1984–1985). Such
values occurred during lower than average discharges
coincident with droughts in the river basin (Changjiang
Water Resources Commission, 1950–1988).

A general decrease is seen in log(a) values as well as
an increase in b from the 1950s to 1980s at Yichang,
Zhijiang, Luoshan, Hankou, and Datong (Fig. 5). This
could be linked to the reduced sediment flux over the
last 40 years throughout the river, from 4.70×108 t/year
to 3.50×108 t (Yang et al., 2002).

Reid and Frostick (1987), after reviewing a number
of world rivers, proposed parameters of arid rivers with
log(a) values of 2.000–4.903, and b values of 0.200–
0.700 and temperate and humid rivers with log(a) values
between −2.398 and 1.602 and b values of 1.400–
2.500. Our study computes figures such as log(a) values
of −7.699–3.843, and b values of −0.416–2.460. The
Yangtze parameters, especially the low b values of the
middle and lower Yangtze (Table 1), reflect the large
annual stream discharge, which, together with the wide
range of the parametric values, appears to characterize
the distinctive monsoon hydroclimatic setting of the
Yangtze basin of eastern Asia (Chen et al., 2001a).

6. Conclusions

The sediment rating parameters obtained from the 10
gauging stations on the Yangtze highlight the river
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channel morphology in relation to channel aggradation
and degradation controlled by regional geology and the
monsoonal climatic settings. The high b and low log(a)
values that occur in the upper Yangtze, reflect the high
erosion potential of the mountainous reaches with high
unit stream power. In contrast, low b and high log(a)
values are found in the downstream alluvial floodplain
of the middle and lower Yangtze, where unit stream
power is significantly lower. Rating curves with high
slopes and high b values relate to rock-confined V-
shaped channel morphology whereas those with low
slopes and high log(a) values are associated with U-
shaped channels in floodplains.

Sediment rating curves with very high log(a) and very
low b-values represent unusually high discharges and
those with the opposite characteristics indicate very low
flows. A progressive decrease in log(a) accompanied
with the increase in b in the middle and lower Yangtze
River over the last 40 years, coincides with reduced
annual sediment load from 4.70×108 t to 3.50×108 t.
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