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Abstract Fire suppression in western U.S. mountains has caused dense forests with high water
demands to grow. Restoring natural wildfire regimes to these forests could affect hydrology by changing
vegetation composition and structure, but the specific effects on water balance are unknown. Mountain
watersheds supply water to much of the western United States, so understanding the relationship between
fire regime and water yield is essential to inform management. We used a distributed hydrological model to
quantify hydrologic response to a restored fire regime in the Illilouette Creek Basin (ICB) within Yosemite
National Park, California. Over the past 45 years, as successive fires reduced the ICB's forest cover
approximately 25%, model results show that annual streamflow, subsurface water storage, and peak
snowpack increased relative to a fire-suppressed control, while evapotranspiration and climatic water
deficit decreased. A second model experiment compared the water balance in the ICB under two
vegetation cover scenarios: 2012 vegetation, representing a frequent-fire landscape, and 1969 vegetation,
representing fire suppression. These two model landscapes were run with observed weather data from
1972 to 2017 in order to capture natural variations in precipitation and temperature. This experiment
showed that wet years experienced greater fire-related reductions in evapotranspiration and increases in
streamflow, while reductions in climatic water deficit were greater in dry years. Spring snowmelt runoff
was higher under burned conditions, while summer baseflow was relatively unaffected. Restoring wildfire
to the fire-suppressed ICB likely increased downstream water availability, shifted streamflows slightly
earlier, and reduced water stress to forests.

1. Introduction
Mountain watersheds are vital sources of water, the availability of which is sensitive to changes in climate
and vegetation cover (Bladon et al., 2014; Tague & Dugger, 2010). Since the early twentieth century, a policy
of fire suppression in the mountains of the western United States has increased forest density in many areas
relative to its natural condition, especially in forests adapted to frequent fire (Collins et al., 2011; Miller et al.,
2012). Denser forests are believed to contribute to water scarcity and fire risk, stresses which are expected to
worsen in a warming climate (Boisramé et al., 2017; Department of Water Resources, 2008; Dettinger et al.,
2004; Westerling & Bryant, 2008). Although reintroducing wildfire to such landscapes might be expected
to alleviate water stress (and reduce fire hazards; Collins et al., 2009), in practice little is known about the
long-term effects of restoring a frequent, mixed-severity fire regime on forest water balance. In part, this
knowledge gap reflects a dearth of experimentation with restoring natural wildfire. An exception is in the
Illilouette Creek Basin (ICB) in Yosemite National Park. ICB was fire-suppressed for nearly a hundred years
during which only 8 ha burned (Collins & Stephens, 2007). Since 1972, however, the basin has been subject to
“Natural Fire Management” policy (van Wagtendonk, 2007). In the ICB, lightning-ignited fires are allowed
to burn unless specific risks require intervention (van Wagtendonk, 2007). The fires have reduced forest
cover by ≈25% (Boisramé et al., 2017; Boisramé et al., 2017). Shrubland, sparse meadows, and wet meadows
have replaced the tree cover (Figure 1 ; Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al., 2017). The altered fire regime has
also changed forest stand structure by increasing the heterogeneity in tree size, basal area, and canopy cover
(Collins & Stephens, 2010; Collins et al., 2016).

Plants regulate soil structure, transpiration, interception, and shade (Brown et al., 2005), meaning that
changes in vegetation cover and structure can induce multiple related, and potentially confounding, shifts in
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Figure 1. Vegetation maps of the Illilouette Creek Basin spanning the range from 1969 (fire-suppressed conditions) to 2012 (after 40 years of wildfires). Figure
details are in Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al. (2017).

water balance (Bart et al., 2016; Lundquist et al., 2013). In snow-dominated systems, for example, an intact
forest canopy intercepts falling snow and shortwave radiation while providing a source of longwave radia-
tion to the snowpack. Interception reduces snowpack accumulation, while both shortwave and longwave
radiation cause snowmelt and sublimation. Multiple studies have found reductions in modeled sublimation
from the canopy following leaf area index (LAI) reductions, while modeled sublimation from the snowpack
on the ground either increased or decreased depending on weather, topography, and original canopy density
(e.g., Frank et al., 2019; Svoma, 2017). Thus, removal of a canopy can result in either increases or decreases
in snowpack, depending on exactly which snow loss processes are most altered. The net impact depends on
local factors such as temperature, solar radiation, and the geometry of canopy openings (Bart et al., 2016;
Lundquist et al., 2013; Micheletty et al., 2014; Stevens, 2017; Tennant et al., 2017). Similar confounding pro-
cesses affect summer soil moisture, as dense canopies can reduce water stores by intercepting rainfall and
transpiring actively, but also shade the soil, reducing soil evaporation. In spite of these confounding factors,
previous work in the Sierra Nevada suggests that individual fires can induce net increases in streamflow
(Bales et al., 2018; Saksa, 2015).

Patterns of repeat wildfire, however, do not only change vegetation at a point but across entire landscapes
and with considerable spatiotemporal variation. Fire increases landscape heterogeneity (Boisramé et al.,
2017; Stephens et al., 2008), which can, for example, lengthen the snowmelt period relative to homogeneous
land cover (Ellis et al., 2013; Kattelmann et al., 1983). However, if fire occurrence is biased in space—for
instance, to preexisting dry, water-limited regions—the scope for water balance change at basin scale is
reduced (Roche et al., 2018; Saksa et al., 2017). Large-scale fire-induced vegetation change is well known
to increase runoff generation (Brown et al., 2005; Helvey, 1980; Mayor et al., 2007; Pierson et al., 2001), but
regrowth and forest succession mean that this effect is transient (Lane et al., 2010; Neary et al., 2005; Wine
& Cadol, 2016). Since the magnitude of hydrological response to fire is also dependent on weather (Roche
et al., 2018), there is considerable uncertainty about the intensity and persistence of these transient effects.
Thus, while restoring the ICB's frequent fire regime has reduced forest cover and density, which would be
expected to make the basin wetter, predicting the long-term water balance response remains challenging.

Ideally, water balance responses to changing fire regimes would be empirically quantified, but in practice
the data available to support such empirical analyses are limited. The nearest stream gauging point to the
ICB is located after the confluence of Illilouette Creek with the Upper Merced River (UMR; Figure 2a; Bois-
ramé, Thompson, Collins, & Stephens, 2017). Previous empirical work suggested a slight increase (at least
3%) in UMR annual streamflow due to the restored fire regime in the ICB (Boisramé, Thompson, Collins, &
Stephens, 2017). This estimate, however, is confounded by interannual weather variations and the difficulty
of extracting the signal of change in the ICB from the total UMR flow. This study therefore uses mechanistic
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Figure 2. (a) Location of the Upper Merced Watershed, Illilouette Creek Basin, Happy Isles stream gage, and weather
stations. The main stems of the Merced River and Illilouette Creek, along with their major tributaries, are also shown.
All fires from 1974 to 2012 are shown with outlines and texture within the fire boundary. The grayed-out region within
ICB indicates the area above elevations influenced by wildfire; this area was omitted when calculating changes per unit
area. (b) Map of the number of times each part of the ICB has burned since 1972. For a more detailed fire map, see
Figure S7.

modeling, specifically the Regional Hydro-Ecologic Simulation System (RHESSys) model, to better under-
stand fire-induced hydrologic change in the ICB. RHESSys provides a spatially distributed representation of
snow, water, energy, and vegetation dynamics (Tague & Band, 2004) at the level of detail needed to describe
mountain ecohydrology (Lundquist & Loheide, 2011). RHESSys has been extensively used in previous stud-
ies of hydrologic changes in the Sierra Nevada (Christensen et al., 2008; Tague & Peng, 2013), including
changes related to fire (Saksa, 2015).

Previous modeling efforts linking fire and water focused primarily on individual fires and their aftermath
(e.g., Seibert et al., 2010; Vieira et al., 2015), and the few studies that considered repeated fire occurrence
relied on synthetic fire regimes (e.g., Miller & Urban, 2000; Ursino & Rulli, 2011). In contrast, our study
combines historical vegetation and climate data with hydrologic modeling to explore the impacts of a real fire
regime over multiple decades. Our study consists of two experiments that aim to first quantify the history of
water balance change experienced in the ICB since the institution of the managed wildfire policy and second
to explore the range of possible water balance changes that could arise in the ICB between fire-suppressed
and fire-impacted conditions, subject to observed interannual climate variability. This second experiment
provides a benchmark for the order of magnitude, variability, and climate dependence of water balance
change following 40 years of a restored fire regime.

2. Methods
2.1. Study Area
The ICB is a 150-km2 basin within the 470-km2 Upper Merced Watershed (UMW) in Yosemite National
Park, California, USA (Figure 2a). The ICB lies in a 1,800- to 3,000-m elevation range, compared to the 1,230-
to 3,800-m range of the UMW. The region experiences a Mediterranean climate with cold snowy winters
and warm summers. The Yosemite Headquarters weather station in Yosemite Valley (the most complete
nearby weather record) shows a mean January daily minimum temperature of −2 ◦C and mean July daily
maximum temperature of 32 ◦C, with mean annual precipitation of 83 cm/year for water years 1972–2017
(www.ncdc.noaa.gov). According to recent data from temporary weather stations, ICB summer tempera-

BOISRAMÉ ET AL. 5753

 19447973, 2019, 7, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1029/2018W

R
024098 by U

niversity O
f C

alifornia - B
erkeley, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/10/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

www.ncdc.noaa.gov


Water Resources Research 10.1029/2018WR024098

tures are approximately 7 ◦C cooler than in Yosemite Valley, but precipitation and winter temperatures are
similar (supporting information Text S1). The basin is covered by coniferous forests (≈ 41% of the watershed,
dominated by Pinus jeffreyi, Abies magnifica, Abies concolor, and Pinus contorta), rocks (≈ 34%), meadows
(≈ 16%), and shrublands (≈ 9%, dominated by Ceanothus cordulatus; Collins et al., 2007; Boisramé et al.,
2017). Under the managed wildfire policy, fire now occurs approximately every 6.8 years in ICB (compara-
ble to an estimated 6.2 years prior to fire suppression; Collins & Stephens, 2007). Fifty-two percent of the
total watershed area and ≈75% of the vegetated area has burned at least once since 1972, at a range of fire
severities and sizes, leading to a 25% reduction in forest cover between 1972 and 2012 (Figures 2b, S6, and
S7; Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al., 2017).

Flow data (1915 to present) are available at the Happy Isles gage (USGS gage 11264500), located downstream
of the confluence of Illilouette Creek with the UMR. Mean flow in the UMR at Happy Isles was 11 m3/s, or
71 cm/year, for 1972–2017 (nwis.waterdata.usgs.gov). These data are supplemented by stream gage data for
Illilouette Creek from 2011 onward, which remain uncertain (in terms of absolute magnitudes of flow) due to
incomplete calibration of the rating curve for high flows (provided by the Yosemite Resources Management
and Science Division).

2.2. RHESSys Model
RHESSys is a spatially distributed model of coupled hydrologic and ecosystem biogeochemical cycling pro-
cesses. This study used version 5.20.1, run at a daily time step. A detailed description of RHESSys submodels
has been provided in previous papers (see C. ; Tague & Band, 2004; C. ; Tague & Peng, 2013). A brief overview
of key processes relevant to this study is provided here.

Vertical hydrologic processes in RHESSys include evaporation from canopy, litter and soil layers, sublima-
tion from snow, and transpiration from sunlit and shaded canopy layers, all computed separately using a
Penman-Monteith approach (Monteith, 1965). RHESSys implicitly accounts for redistribution of moisture
by roots (which has been shown to have important hydrologic impacts in semiarid systems; Prieto et al.,
2012) by averaging near-surface soil moisture over plant root depth. For transpiration, soil water content
modifies a stomatal conductance term to account for the impact of summer water limitation and accounts
for species and soil parameter differences in the water storage-conductance relationship. Shortwave radia-
tion for evapotranspiration (ET) and snow processes is varied spatiotemporally, accounting for slope, aspect,
topographic shading, and seasonality. Energy fluxes are attenuated through the canopy as a function of LAI,
as are wind speeds. Diffuse and direct radiative fluxes are considered separately. Infiltration of rain through-
fall and snowmelt is computed using a Green and Ampt-type approach (Green & Ampt, 1911). Drainage
fluxes between subsurface stores (rooting zone, unsaturated, and saturated) are computed as a function of
water content and soil parameters. Lateral surface and saturated subsurface water redistribution between
spatially explicit patches are based on surface topography and calibrated drainage parameters.

Precipitation and air temperature from point meterologic observations are varied spatially using
elevation-specific lapse rates. Incoming precipitation is assumed to be snow for air temperatures below−1 ◦C
and rain for air temperatures above 1 ◦C and a linear combination between the two temperature thresholds.
Canopy interception varies with a species-specific interception capacity per LAI as well as air temperature
(following ; Andreadis et al., 2009). Melting and sublimation of intercepted snow varies with air temper-
ature and solar radiation. A fixed daily canopy-snow unloading rate of 1% is also included. Melting and
sublimation of snow that reaches the ground is based on a simplified energy budget approach that accounts
for shortwave (diffuse and direct) and longwave energy inputs and a temperature-based estimate of latent
heat transfers. Capturing all of these processes is important, as sublimation and melt can both cause similar
levels of snowpack loss (Bair et al., 2015). Snowpack albedo decays with snowpack age. Of particular rele-
vance for this paper is that higher canopy cover translates to lower shortwave radiation (according to Beer's
Law) and increased longwave radiation in the model. Longwave radiation absorbed by the snowpack is esti-
mated as a function of snow and canopy temperatures, canopy cover fraction, snow and canopy emissivities,
and downwelling atmospheric longwave radiation. The implementation used here does not vary longwave
with LAI or stem density, only with canopy cover. Furthermore, canopy temperatures are assumed to be in
equilibrium with surrounding air temperature. The snow model has been evaluated via comparison with
point snow measurements (Dugger et al., 2013) and snow on-off imagery for various locations in the western
United States. While this snow model provides reasonable estimates of snowmelt rates, it has several limita-
tions. In particular, gap and beneath-canopy wind speeds are not modeled separately within a given patch,
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nor does the model account for snow redistribution or variable canopy unloading due to wind. However, we
expect that these are secondary to the effects of changing canopy density on the energy budget controls on
snow processes.
2.2.1. Model Domain, Parameterization, and Forcing
Lidar elevation data (Kane et al., 2015) were aggregated to 10-m resolution and used to delineate the ICB into
hillslopes according to aspect and drainage network and to subdivide hillslopes into patches at 25- or 100-m
elevation intervals (25-m intervals for slopes below 23◦, 100 m on steeper slopes). Each patch was assigned a
single vegetation type: conifer forest, aspen (Populus tremuloides), shrub (primarily Ceanothus cordulatus),
wet meadow (dense grasses and forbs), dry grassland (sparsely vegetated areas dominated by grasses), or
unvegetated (exposed rock or sand; Figure 1; see Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al., 2017, for vegetation map
details). The model was forced with daily temperature and precipitation data from the Yosemite Headquar-
ters weather station (www.ncdc.noaa.gov; Station ID GHCND:USC00049855). Missing data were gap-filled
from the Southern Entrance weather station (www.ncdc.noaa.gov; Station ID GHCND:USC00048380). For
the small number of days when no weather data were available, temperature time series were linearly inter-
polated from preceding and subsequent days, and precipitation was set to 0. A uniform lapse rate was used to
spatially interpolate temperature across the domain. We explored whether adopting more complex interpo-
lation techniques, such as those that account for common winter temperature inversions (Dobrowski et al.,
2009; Lundquist & Cayan, 2007; Lundquist et al., 2008), would improve the model; however, they did not
result in improvements relative to the simple temperature lapse rate (supporting information Text S10).

RHESSys was initialized with a “spin-up” procedure (i.e., running to steady state conditions) using the
observed 1969 vegetation cover and calibrated parameters (see section 2.2.2). Fire impacts were represented
in the model by imposing litter and biomass removal within mapped fire extents. Fire severity was derived
from Landsat data using the relative differenced Normalized Burn Ratio (RdNBR) for post-1983 fires, and
a relative difference of the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (RdNDVI) for earlier fires (Miller &
Thode, 2007; Collins et al., 2009; Miller et al., 2016; Morgan et al., 2001). We represented low-severity fires
by removing litter layers within the fire perimeter. We removed the litter layer and 50% of biomass to rep-
resent moderate-severity fires. Severe fires were modeled by removing all plant biomass and litter layers.
Vegetation-type transitions following high-severity fire were determined based on aerial photo records from
1969, 1988, 1997, 2005, and 2012 (Figure 1; Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al., 2017).

Additional details regarding the setup and parameterization of RHESSys for the ICB are given in supporting
information Text S4–S11.
2.2.2. Model Calibration and Validation
Calibrated parameters in the model were (i) temperature and precipitation lapse rates, and (ii) multiple
subsurface parameters: decay of hydraulic conductivity with depth (m), saturated hydraulic conductivity at
the land surface (K), depth of hydrologically active water storage across soil and saprolite layers (sd), the
proportion of saturated soil water routed directly (via preferential flow paths) to deeper groundwater stores
below plant root access (gw1), and the proportion of these deeper groundwater stores draining to the stream
each day (gw2). Subsurface parameters were calibrated against observed streamflow, using information from
field observations and other studies (e.g., Clow et al., 2003; Tesfa et al., 2009; Chamorro Lopez, 2016) to set
calibration ranges. More calibration details are provided in supporting information Text S10.

Calibration was initially conducted over the entire UMW, allowing us to leverage the streamflow record at
Happy Isles. We used a variety of performance metrics and goodness-of-fit measures to calibrate the model
to observed streamflow (Table S3). This broad approach to calibration ensured the model captured a range of
hydrological processes (Seibert & McDonnell, 2002). The metrics presented in Table S3 included the hydro-
logic features we expected to reveal the impacts of vegetation change. For example, summer month flows
were expected to respond to changing transpiration; February flow volumes, the flow center of mass, and
the monthly Nash-Sutcliffe efficiency (NSE) were included to reflect changes to flow timing and basin water
storage, and the total annual streamflow volume was included to represent annual water balance. The use
of multiple goodness-of-fit metrics including both NSE and Kling-Gupta efficiency (KGE) accounted for the
low density of precipitation measurements in the study area. We expected precipitation uncertainty would
have large impacts on peak flow predictions, to which NSE is particularly sensitive. Using KGE, which is less
sensitive to peak flow than NSE, therefore provides a more robust calibration target (Gupta et al., 2009) by
reducing the impact of any “disinformative calibration points” (e.g., streamflow peaks responding to rainfall
events that were missed by the observation gage; Beven & Westerberg, 2011; Boyle et al., 2000; Krause et al.,
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2005). A total of 4,100 randomly generated parameter combinations were tested in the calibration exercise,
of which 296 met the criteria in Table S3.

These 296 parameter sets were tested in an ICB specific model, run for the period 2011–2014 (when clean
ICB flow data were available). The ICB rating curve is currently under development, meaning that high flow
data are uncertain. The ICB tests therefore considered criteria that are not sensitive to high flows (Table S3).
Following this second round of testing, 93 parameter sets were retained and used in all model experiments
(Figure S5).

Following calibration, we validated the model to verify that it could do the following:

a. Accurately represent streamflow outside of the calibration period,
b. Capture spatial patterns in snow cover and soil moisture,
c. Realistically represent vegetation growth and water use, and
d. Realistically represent streamflow changes due to fire.

This validation included multiple steps, including the following:

a. Comparing modeled and observed streamflow for years beyond the calibration period using multiple
metrics,

b. Comparing the timing of snowmelt to Landsat imagery and comparing modeled soil moisture to field
observations,

c. Comparing patch-scale modeled transpiration to results from other models and transpiration measure-
ments in nearby forests (Goulden et al., 2012), and

d. Comparing observed postfire streamflow to models including or omitting fire effects on vegetation.

More details regarding the model calibration and validation are given in supporting information
Text S10–S12.

2.3. Model Experiments
We used the calibrated model in two experiments, described below. For all model runs and vegetation
cover scenarios, model spin-up simulations were used to initialize RHESSys at steady state vegetation and
groundwater conditions.

The first experiment, “historical,” modeled the ICB's water balance using the observed, fire-affected, veg-
etation cover dynamics for water years 1972–2017. The results were compared to a control model run for
the same 1972–2017 period but holding 1969 vegetation cover constant. The second model experiment,
“extremes,” again modeled the ICB using observed weather for 1972–2017, but this time holding vegetation
constant at its 2012 condition. This model was also compared to an unburned control which used 1969 vege-
tation cover. These two vegetation scenarios represent the largest changes in total vegetation cover caused by
fire since the restoration of the fire regime (Figure 1). The 2012 vegetation cover appears to still be in a tran-
sient state (Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al., 2017) following the change in fire regime, so the results from
this model experiment may underestimate the magnitude of water balance changes that could be induced
by a natural fire regime in the long run.

Model experiments were run using all calibrated parameter sets (defining subsurface storage and drainage)
that met the criteria in Table S3, generating an ensemble of results that we interpreted probabilistically using
the generalized likelihood uncertainty estimation method (Beven & Binley, 1992). From this ensemble, we
calculated the mean and 95% confidence intervals for all basin-scale model outputs. In each experiment, we
asked two questions:

(i) Were the modeled differences in water balance (and water balance components) between burned and
unburned scenarios significantly different from 0?

(ii) Given that fire led to significant changes in water balance components, what were the trends, magni-
tudes, and (in the extremes experiment) climatic sensitivity of these changes?

2.3.1. Model Output
RHESSys can produce exhaustive model output at multiple spatial and temporal scales. Our analysis focused
on the major components of the water balance: streamflow volume and timing, ET, subsurface water storage
(including both unsaturated and saturated storage), snowpack depth and snowmelt timing, and climatic
water deficit (CWD; the difference between potential and actual ET, a measure of how much water stress
vegetation is experiencing).
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 19447973, 2019, 7, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1029/2018W

R
024098 by U

niversity O
f C

alifornia - B
erkeley, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/10/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Water Resources Research 10.1029/2018WR024098

Figure 3. (a) Mean daily flow across all years within each month for both observed UMR flow (black) and modeled
UMR flow (red). Shaded areas give the 25th and 75th percentiles of flow in each month across all years. (b) Binned data
showing 7-day mean modeled versus observed streamflow on a log scale, compared to a 1:1 line. There is a strong
correlation between modeled and observed flows, but the lowest flows are overestimated. The model results shown in
both plots are for the parameter set that maximizes Kling-Gupta efficiency of the log of daily streamflow.
UMR = Upper Merced River.

We report all volumetric outputs as specific volumes (i.e., volumes per unit watershed area). To isolate
changes to areas affected by fire, specific volume changes are reported based on the 92 km2 located below
the highest elevation of any post-1972 fires, rather than the full 150-km2 basin area. Thus, the magnitudes
presented represent the change per unit area of fire-affected watershed. Specific volumes calculated in this
manner allow for a more relevant comparison to other watersheds, since different proportions of rocky
uplands in different watersheds would greatly affect basin-scale changes due to fire. The omitted 58 km2 are
shown in gray in Figure 2a.

We used a probabilistic approach to assess the meaningfulness of changes between scenarios. For each
parameter set, the difference between the results for the two scenarios (e.g., burned versus unburned) was
computed. Ninety-five percent confidence intervals were then computed for the ensemble of differences.
Differences between scenarios were considered significant if these confidence intervals did not include 0.

3. Results
3.1. Validation
The model's ability to reproduce observed streamflow was first validated by modeling the full UMW for
1966–2015 without including fire effects (Table S5). The model performance was strongest in describing
annual streamflow (NSE ≥ 0.88) and monthly streamflow (r2 ≥ 0.96, NSE ≥ 0.89). Variations in daily time
series were also well represented (r2 ≥ 0.64), although overall model performance at the daily scale was
only moderate (KGE ≥ 0.56) and potentially biased by high flows (KGE log(flow) ≥ 0.28 and NSE log(flow)
≥0.55). Late summer flows and the timing of the snowmelt pulse were reproduced well. The model predicted
slightly greater variability in streamflow than was observed and tended to overestimate both total and low
flows (Figure 3). The model also predicted slightly later peak discharge than observed (Figure 3a). These
small inaccuracies are likely due to a combination of imperfect precipitation and temperature input data
and our inability to capture certain subsurface flow behavior such as heterogeneous flowpaths through talus
(Roy & Hayashi, 2009). Such effects are not dependent on vegetation cover and therefore should not directly
impact the model's ability to capture changes due to fire.

Modeled snowmelt timing agreed with satellite imagery, soil moisture spatial patterns were consistent
with field observations, and the magnitude of annual transpiration was consistent with observations from
experiments in comparable watersheds (supporting information Text S12).

The runoff ratio increased in the burned model scenario, as expected from empirical observations (sup-
porting information Text S12; Boisramé, Thompson, Collins, & Stephens, 2017). However, including fire in
the model did not lead to significant improvements in the model's accuracy when reproducing observed
streamflow (supporting information Text S12).
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Water Resources Research 10.1029/2018WR024098

Figure 4. Changes in annual values when fires are included in the model (1972–2017). All changes are calculated for
only the portion of the Illilouette Creek Basin affected by fire at some point during the study period. (a) Peak snow
water equivalent generally increases over time but is lower in some years, (b) streamflow increases, (c) mean subsurface
water storage increases, (d) transpiration generally decreases, (e) evaporation decreases, and (f) climatic water deficit
(CWD) decreases following each fire but increases in some regrowth years. Shaded areas show the 95% model
confidence interval across the range of subsurface soil parameters. Vertical lines mark the years with the largest fires.

3.2. Model Experiments
3.2.1. Historical Model Experiment
With the restoration of the fire regime from 1972 onward, the model results suggest that over time the ICB
became increasingly “wet” relative to the fire-suppressed control. This wet up is indicated by the mean
changes in three major water balance elements: first, peak snowpack depths (in terms of snow water equiv-
alent [SWE]) in the burned scenario increased over time relative to the unburned scenario. This effect was
generally persistent but varied substantially from year to year, reflecting the importance of interannual vari-
ation in climate as a dominant control on fires' hydrologic impacts (Figure 4a). Second, the subsurface water
storage in the basin increased persistently during the early part of the new fire regime before stabilizing at
approximately 60-mm additional storage by the last decade of the simulation (2008–2017; Figure 4c; note
that, for many locations, a higher annual mean subsurface water storage may reflect a lengthening of the
time that summer soil moisture remains above a minimum value—e.g., wilting point—for a given loca-
tion). Third, the enhanced snow and water storage were reflected in a small increase in annual discharge, of
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Figure 5. (a) Water balance when using vegetation maps from 1969 (fire-suppressed) and 2012 (after 40 years of fires).
The water balance is divided into streamflow (Q), evaporation (E), transpiration (T), and annual change in storage
(dS); annual precipitation is equal to the sum of these four components and is the same for both model scenarios. (c)
Mean difference between burned and unburned scenarios for each water balance component. Error bars for (a) and (c)
denote standard deviation across all years, representing interannual variability. (b) Mean difference between the
burned and unburned model scenarios for streamflow compared to each water year's precipitation. (d) Mean difference
between the burned and unburned scenarios for transpiration compared to each water year's precipitation. Gray lines
show a linear fit to the data. Differences for (b) through (d) were calculated by subtracting results using the 1969
vegetation map from those using the 2012 map.

≈20–40 mm/year for the 2008–2017 period, although the magnitude of the impact varied substantially with
model parameters (Figure 4b). While snowpack inputs increased, water losses from the basin via transpira-
tion decreased by 10–30 mm during the last decade of the simulations (Figure 4d). Evaporation decreased
following each fire (Figure 4e). Approximately 80% of this decrease was due to less evaporation from canopy
surfaces. CWD, a measure of potential water stress experienced by the forests in the ICB, had variable
responses but was generally lower in the fire-affected scenarios compared to the control (Figure 4f). All
of these variables show their largest and most persistent changes following the wildfires in 2001 and 2004
(Figure 4). These were the most extensive fires experienced in the ICB during the study period (Figure S6)
and led to widespread land cover changes that persisted at least until 2012 (the date of the most recent maps;
Figure 1).

There is considerable uncertainty regarding the modeled changes in the ICB due to fire. Variations due to the
range of calibrated subsurface drainage parameters are particularly notable for subsurface storage and for
streamflow responses (Figure 4). The magnitude of effects generally increases with time since 1972 such that
changes in transpiration, subsurface water storage, and peak snowpack are significant from 1994 onward.
Modeled streamflow changes are only significantly different from 0 for 5 years in the historical simulation.
The impact of subsurface parameter uncertainty on the actual magnitude of water balance components
(i.e., the range across all parameter sets) is even more extensive, with the range of modeled values often
strongly overlapping between the burned and unburned scenarios (supporting information Text S14). In
other words, although the magnitude of change evaluated across all parameter sets is often significantly
different from 0, the model uncertainty around a given water balance component's magnitude is often larger
than the difference between ensemble means for the two scenarios. For this reason, our analysis focused on
differences between scenarios, rather than focusing on absolute magnitudes expected under each scenario.
For comparison, the absolute magnitudes of all modeled values and their uncertainty are shown in the
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Figure 6. Difference in mean monthly values between model runs using 1969 and 2012 vegetation maps for the top
33% wettest years (blue dashed line) and the bottom 33% driest years (red dotted line) in terms of total water year
precipitation (from water years 1972–2017). Shaded areas show the 95% confidence interval for these means, calculated
across all model parameterizations. Each 𝛥 value is calculated by subtracting model output using 1969 vegetation from
those using 2012 vegetation for the following values: (a) snowpack (b) streamflow, (c) subsurface water storage, (d)
evapotranspiration (ET), and (e) climatic water deficit (CWD). (f) Changes in annual center of mass of streamflow
timing when using 2012 vegetation map versus 1969 vegetation map; negative values mean that the 2012 vegetation
map gives earlier center of mass.

supporting information; annual climatology is also shown to illustrate how climate provides a strong source
of interannual variability (Figure S12).
3.2.2. Extremes Model Experiment
In the historical experiment, both weather and vegetation cover varied in time in order to mimic historical
conditions as closely as possible. In this experiment we examine the hydrologic responses of landscapes rep-
resenting two extremes of vegetation condition. Responses are shown across all years in the historic record
in order to analyze the impact of weather, separate from any time-dependent changes in vegetation cover.
Figure 5 provides an overview of this isolated effect of fire by showing the annual water balance partition-
ing (between years 1972 and 2017) for fire-suppressed (1969) and contemporary (2012) vegetation cover. A
small but significant increase in mean streamflow across all years (≈ 3%) was associated with compensating
decreases in evaporation and transpiration (≈ −4% and −25%, respectively). There was large interannual
variation in streamflow for both scenarios (standard deviations of 374 and 381 mm for unburned and burned,
respectively; Figure 5a; These standard deviations varied only ±5 mm across all model parameterizations),
which largely reflects the variable precipitation among the years. Standard deviations in the other annual
water balance components are over an order of magnitude smaller than those for streamflow. The differ-
ences between scenarios also varied across years, particularly in terms of the partitioning of precipitation
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Figure 7. (a) Mean difference in monthly SWE in Illilouette Creek Basin between fire-suppressed (1969) and burned (2012) vegetation covers (a positive value
means deeper snowpack using 2012 vegetation compared to 1969 vegetation). Dashed lines show the range between the maximum and minimum changes
across all years of weather data (1972–2017). (b–d) Maps of change in SWE for February 2015 and May of 2011 and 2015 when historical fires are included in
the model compared to the unburned model scenario. Exposed rock areas which were unaffected by fire are grayed out; nearly all vegetated areas have
experienced fire. SWE = snow water equivalent.

between streamflow and transpiration (standard deviations of ≈ 13±3 and 9±1 mm, respectively; Figure 5c).
The influence of fire was most pronounced in wet years; precipitation was positively correlated with both the
higher flow and lower transpiration in the fire-affected scenario compared to the fire-suppressed scenario
(Figures 5b and 5d). This sensitivity indicates that water limitation in dry years reduced the impact of vege-
tation on modeled water balance. Annual storage was almost constant from year to year, indicating limited
carry-over from wet to dry years. Changes in annual water balance components were not strongly related to
temperature (not shown). For all values in Figures 5a and 5c, mean variance across all years was greater than
mean variance across parameter sets, meaning that natural interannual variability had a stronger impact
than model parameter uncertainty.

Peak snowpack depths were greater for the fire-affected vegetation cover, but snowmelt occurred earlier,
leading to lower snowpack depths in May and June of wet years (Figure 6a). On average, an additional
3 mm of SWE was present in February (the month with the largest mean increase), which represents an
additional 300,000m3 of water storage in the ICB under fire-affected versus fire-suppressed cover. From
October to April the model predicts more snow in the burned versus the unburned model for most years
(Figure 7a). This included the exceptionally low snow year of 2015, when even small increases had a large
effect proportionally (Figure 7c). The changes in snowpack between burned and unburned scenarios were
not spatially uniform, due to differences in elevation, aspect, precipitation, temperature, and their interac-
tions with vegetation changes throughout the basin (Figure 7c). After April the model predicted less SWE
on average in burned areas, due to earlier snowmelt (Figure 7a), but these snowpack changes were highly
variable through time and space. For example, in May 2011 (a fairly high precipitation year) most burned
patches experienced decreases in snow cover compared to the unburned scenario, while in May 2015 (a
drought year) fire-induced vegetation change had less overall impact on snowpack but nearly all impacted
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Figure 8. (a) Modeled change in June 2015 soil moisture due to fire between the burned and unburned scenarios,
measured using the percent saturation (𝜃). Blue patches have higher soil moisture when fires are included in the model,
and in red patches soil moisture decreases with fire. Red and blue boxes show examples of areas where increased soil
moisture is spatially correlated with increased May snowpack, shown in boxes b and c, excerpted from Figure 7d.
Exposed rock areas which were unaffected by fire are grayed out; nearly all vegetated areas have experienced fire.

patches showed an increase in SWE (Figures 7b and 7d). Figures 7a, S13, and S16 confirm that in certain
years modeled increases in basin-averaged snowpack due to fire can persist until May. This is consistent
with empirical observations in the basin which found higher spring SWE in high-severity burn areas (with
no remaining tree cover) than in those with forest cover (supporting information Text S12).

The earlier melting of a larger snowpack was reflected in greater March–May streamflow (Figure 6b) and
in shifts of up to 19 days earlier for the date of the center of mass of streamflow (Figure 6f). However, most
shifts in flow timing due to fire were only a few days, compared to the interannual variability in timing of
72 days, and the change was never significant (Figure 6f). Changes in ET and CWD were concentrated in
the months of May–September. Although ET reductions in the fire-affected scenario were greatest in wet
years (Figure 6d), CWD reductions were most pronounced in dry years (Figure 6e). There was approximately
60-mm additional water storage in the fire-affected vegetation scenario for all years, with limited seasonality
and minimal sensitivity to annual precipitation (Figure 6c). The modeled changes in subsurface water stor-
age were spatially heterogeneous, incorporating both increases and decreases in volumetric water content
(Figure 8), which is consistent with field observations made in the basin (Boisramé et al., 2018).

4. Discussion
4.1. Historical Model Experiment
Restoring fire to the ICB resulted in a slow, long-term shift in vegetation cover and composition (Figure 1).
The model results presented here indicate that a similarly gradual shift in water balance, toward an overall
“wetter” basin, also occurred. With less canopy area in the basin as a whole, peak snowpack water content
has increased. The increases resulted mainly from reductions in canopy interception; forest cover removal
also reduced longwave radiation emissions from the canopy, which lowered ground snowpack sublimation
(Figures S17 and S18; supporting information Text S15). ET decreased, primarily due to reduced transpira-
tion demands and reduced canopy (interception) evaporation. Total subsurface water storage also increased,
consistent with observations of increased soil water content in many fire-affected areas throughout the ICB
(Boisramé et al., 2018), and with other studies (Brown et al., 2005; He et al., 2013). Although the mean trajec-
tory of change is positive, changes in streamflow are not significantly different from 0 in most modeled years.
The fact that changes in streamflow are highly sensitive to parameters that determine subsurface storage
and drainage characteristics is important, since Sierran watersheds have substantial spatial heterogeneity in
soil and subsurface hydrologic properties (Clow et al., 1996; Tague & Grant, 2009). This may lead to spatially
variable patterns of runoff responses to postfire vegetation change. Changes in peak flows and flood risk,
often a major negative impact of fire occurrence (Helvey, 1980; Moody & Martin, 2001; Seibert et al., 2010;
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Wine & Cadol, 2016), were minimal. However, these risks may be underestimated as ash clogging of soil
pores and fire-induced soil hydrophobicity are not represented in the model. The ability to accurately model
flood pulses is also limited in general due to the lack of spatially distributed precipitation input data, as pre-
cipitation estimates in the Merced River Basin have relatively high uncertainty in terms of both magnitude
and spatial patterns (Henn et al., 2018).

Some of the temporal variability in these responses was related to the diverse effects of individual fires, as
shown in an example hillslope in supporting information Text S13. Two fires on this hillslope induced only
small LAI changes, and consequently there were only small changes in snowpack for a few years following
each fire (Figures S11a and S11d). In comparison, a third fire permanently removed a large proportion of
LAI, leading to a large and persistent increase in peak snowpack (Figures S11a and S11d). After one fire,
the hillslope's outflow increased initially but then decreased below unburned levels 3 years later, while the
other two fires led only to flow increases (Figure S11f). These variations show that even within the same
relatively small area, different fires can have varying impacts.

Fire impacts snow accumulation and melt by thinning canopies or replacing forest cover with shorter
and less dense vegetation types. These reductions in LAI reduce snow interception, which in turn reduces
interception sublimation and melt (Lundberg & Halldin, 2001; Svoma, 2017; Figure S17). Reduced LAI
also increases shortwave radiation while decreasing longwave radiation incident on the ground snowpack
(Lundquist et al., 2013; Svoma, 2017). The net effect of reduced interception, increased shortwave, and
decreased longwave radiation on the snowpack depends on the relative importance of all three processes.
This relative importance varies with air temperature, solar radiation, and the amount and timing of snow-
fall. Snowfall and temperature vary both interannually and spatially and interact with the spatial pattern of
fire effects on vegetation. Changing canopy cover also alters wind speed and other conductance terms at the
surface, influencing sublimation.

All of these interacting processes lead to considerable spatiotemporal variability in snowpack response, as
is illustrated by comparing modelled changes in May snowpack from fire-suppressed to fire-affected condi-
tions in 2011 and 2015 (Figures 7b and 7d). Fire-affected patches show both increases and decreases in SWE
for 2011, while in 2015 fire-affected patches mostly show higher SWE. This difference arises from a combi-
nation of drought conditions and warmer 2015 temperatures, as well as different distributions of snow cover
(e.g., in May 2015 the lowest elevations have no remaining snow available to be impacted by vegetation one
way or another, while in May 2011 the low-elevation snow is mostly melting faster under the burned sce-
nario). Modeled spring snowpack is lower when increased solar radiation causes accelerated spring melting
and is higher when the lowered longwave radiation from the canopy outweighs the raised shortwave solar
radiation (which occurs mostly in warmer years; Figure S15; Lundquist et al., 2013). These model results
suggest that open burned patches were particularly important for snowpack retention during hot, dry years.
More fundamentally, the spatial and temporal variability in the responses highlights the potential pitfalls
of attempting to extrapolate from small-scale or immediate postfire observations to predict the long-term,
basin-scale impacts of fire regime change. Further, the longer-term effects are likely to vary as a function of
the severity of fire and climate trajectory following the fire.

We also note that RHESSys likely underestimates the spatial heterogeneity in the ICB. RHESSys is a lumped
canopy model which simplifies the relationship between fire-related change in canopy structure and the
resulting changes in snowpack radiation fluxes as well as near-surface aerodynamic conductance. A model
that explicitly accounts for fine-scale heterogeneity in canopy structure, including the distributions of gaps
and individual trees, would be likely to add even more heterogeneity to estimates of snowpack responses
to fire.

The fire-affected model showed lower CWD than the model without fire for most years (Figure 4f). This
suggests that enhanced dry-year snowpack in conjunction with overall increases in subsurface water avail-
ability in the ICB resulted in more resilient forest cover. These CWD reductions were present during the
extreme drought years of 2012–2015, even though there had not been any major fires in the ICB since 2004
(Figure 4f), and are consistent with observations of reduced tree mortality in the ICB compared to nearby
watersheds during the drought summers of 2014 and 2015 (Boisramé et al., 2017) and other studies show-
ing decreases in drought stress and mortality following forest thinning (e.g., Grant et al., 2013; Hood et al.,
2016; Tague et al., 2019).
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Previous studies of the ICB showed that the landscape does not appear to have reached a steady state,
and that land cover metrics are trending toward more heterogeneity and less forest cover as wildfires and
regrowth continue to alter the watershed (Boisramé, Thompson, Kelly, et al., 2017). This suggests that the
observed and modeled changes to the hydrologic cycle in this basin over the past 45 years do not represent
the maximum amount of change possible; continued burning could lead to more changes along the trends
observed in Figure 4, although climate change might mediate some of these changes.

4.2. Extremes Model Experiment
The extremes model experiment highlighted the interaction of climate with vegetation in generating a range
of water balance responses to fire impacts on the ICB. Results indicated a first-order impact of climate on
streamflow (interannual standard deviation of ≈ 400 mm) which was largely independent of vegetation
cover (standard deviations were similar regardless of vegetation). A second-order effect of vegetation cover
on water balance partitioning between ET and streamflow was also sensitive to climate—with the vegeta-
tion impacts largest in wet years (Figures 5d, 6b, and 6d). This is consistent with other Sierra Nevada studies
that indicate ET reduction due to thinning is greatest in wet environments (Roche et al., 2018). Stream-
flow impacts were greatest during spring, while summer baseflow was insensitive to vegetation change
(Figure 6b), suggesting water-limited conditions in summer, regardless of changes in vegetation cover. Lower
CWD in the burned scenario (especially during summer in the driest years) shows that fires may support
greater forest health by increasing plant water availability during times of water stress (Figure 6e). Thus,
the benefits of increased water availability are primarily expressed through reduced vegetation water stress
rather than changes in summer baseflow.

Effects on soil moisture did not vary greatly between wet and dry years or between seasons (Figure 6c),
potentially because subsurface water storage responds more slowly to change than do other hydrologic vari-
ables. Soil moisture changes were highly spatially variable, and localized areas of increased moisture appear
to be correlated with areas of increased spring snowpack (Figure 8). Such areas can be important hydrologic
refugia, mitigating the effects of droughts or a warming climate (McLaughlin et al., 2017).

Spring snowpack was either lower or higher in the burned scenario, depending on the balance between
higher snowmelt and lower losses from sublimation and interception melt at the basin scale (Figure S17).
The largest impacts of fire were to lessen the amount of snow sublimated from the canopy while caus-
ing greater melt from the snowpack on an annual scale (Figure S17). Higher melt is largely due to having
a deeper peak snowpack available for melting but also partly due to more solar radiation reaching the
snowpack during warm spring periods (results not shown). Lower sublimation and melting of intercepted
snowpack were due to less snow being intercepted when LAI was reduced. The burned scenario also showed
slightly lower basin-averaged sublimation from snowpack on the ground, which was associated with a
decline in longwave radiation with canopy reduction (supporting information Text S15). Changes in snow-
pack sublimation, however, were small (≈1 mm/year when averaged over the watershed) and highly variable
in space and time. These results are consistent with the modeling results of Svoma (2017), which showed
basin-scale decreases in sublimation in response to reduced LAI in an Arizona watershed, with snowpack
sublimation decreasing to a much lesser extent than canopy sublimation.

Modeled increases in spring snowpack during dry years (Figures 6a, 7d, S16, and S17) as well as decreased
water stress during dry years (Figure 6e) suggest that natural wildfire regimes could help protect watersheds
from predicted increases in drought severity and reductions in snowpack under climate change (Tague &
Dugger, 2010; Maurer, 2007). However, these results also suggest that observed streamflow increases in the
past (Boisramé et al., 2017) may not continue into the future if the climate is drier (Figure 5b), though climate
models disagree on the net impact of climate change on California's annual precipitation (Maurer, 2007).

Despite changes to spring snowpack and subsurface water storage, the models did not show a consistent
impact of fire on streamflow timing (Figure 6f). This may be largely due to snowmelt from higher, rocky
areas (which are unaffected by fire) being the dominant control on streamflow timing. However, deeper
peak snowpacks (due to reduced interception and reduced longwave radiation from vegetation) coupled
with increased basin-averaged melting of spring snowpack (due to increased sun exposure) led to signifi-
cantly higher streamflows during the spring snowmelt periods (Figures 6a and 6b). This also demonstrates
the importance of snowpack depth in driving increases in streamflow. Across all model parameterizations,
spring runoff was higher under 2012 (burned) vegetation. This could counter predicted reductions in stream-
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flow in warmer climates, which are expected to happen as snowpacks melt more slowly, earlier in the year
(Barnhart et al., 2016; Trujillo & Molotch, 2014). In fact, a previous study showed runoff ratios decreas-
ing in nearby unburned watersheds, while the UMR runoff ratio stayed steady or increased slightly, so
the restored fire regime may already be countering effects of climate change (Boisramé et al., 2017). This
timing of streamflow increases has important implications for reservoirs and water-dependent ecosystems
downstream.

4.3. Model Performance and Limitations
Our models are unique in that they represent observed landscape changes due to fire over multiple decades.
This provides the opportunity to estimate actual changes in hydrological partitioning that have occurred
and to verify some of these estimates. We expected model output from the burned scenario to better match
observed streamflow, since the burned scenario should be closer to the true land cover dynamics in the
study watersheds. However, this was not always the case due to the fact that the model has a slight positive
bias rather than completely random error. The differences in streamflow (and thus in measures of accuracy)
between the historical and unburned runs were very small, which is at least partially due to UMW and ICB's
high proportion of exposed bedrock, and therefore is not susceptible to change from wildfire. Some measures
of model accuracy, especially those that incorporate timing of streamflow such as monthly flow correlation
and date of center of mass, showed slightly higher model accuracy when fire was included (although this
increase in accuracy was not statistically significant). It is expected that streamflow timing would be altered
by fire due to vegetation cover's effects on snowpack (Godsey et al., 2014). Observations of increased runoff
ratio and soil moisture appear to match with model output, suggesting that at least coarse effects of fire on
this watershed are being well represented.

While our models capture fire-induced landscape changes fairly realistically by incorporating maps of actual
vegetation cover over time and modeling the resulting changes in LAI, they also include some simplifications
of hydrologically relevant processes. For example, high-severity fire was modeled as removing all vegetation
and litter cover, although in practice this is rarely achieved; this could have led to overestimates of reductions
in interception, transpiration, and evaporation from litter surfaces. Changes to forest structure, especially
gap sizes, could be important to snow dynamics (Lawler & Link, 2011; Stevens, 2017). However, such effects
were not fully captured in this model since we represented thinning with a proportional stand-scale reduc-
tion in biomass, litter, and LAI rather than modeling specific changes in gap sizes, or tree height and stem
size. This simplification potentially underestimates the impact of increased turbulent water vapor fluxes in
forest gaps. The model also simplifies the relationship between rooting depth, shallow soil moisture, and
soil evaporation; this could lead to slight overestimation of evaporation reductions following fire (support-
ing information Text S14). In addition, there are effects of fires other than vegetation/litter removal that
are not captured in the model, such as reduced albedo from charred surfaces (Burles & Boon, 2011; Glea-
son et al., 2013; Gleason et al., 2019), potentially reduced soil infiltration capacity (Neary et al., 2005), or
increased erosion (e.g., Helvey, 1980). If they could have been included, these processes might have led to
increased surface runoff and reduced groundwater recharge in the burned model scenario and had various
counteractive impacts on snow dynamics and evaporation. However, most of these effects are likely to be
more important in the short term following fire, while the focus of this study is on longer-term effects of
vegetation cover change. Also, compared to large-scale vegetation change, the omitted processes are likely
to have secondary effects on water balance partitioning and partially compensate for each other.

Although the model results match observations of higher peak snowpack in burned areas of the ICB, mod-
eled late spring snowpack dynamics did not always match observations (supporting information Text S12).
As noted above, there are a number of limitations to RHESSys estimates. Most importantly, RHESSys esti-
mates do not account for the spatial arrangement of canopy gaps, which likely affect the impact of tree-scale
longwave radiation on snowmelt as well as the response of wind and aerodynamic conductance to changes
in canopy structure with fire. Further, uncertainty in surface temperatures, which have a dramatic impact
on longwave estimates (which are proportional to temperature to the fourth power), may also contribute
substantial error to estimates of spring snowpack losses. Further study should explore how to better account
for the impact of finer-scale canopy structural parameters on RHESSys energy and moisture estimates.

Although both Figures 4a and 6a show very narrow confidence intervals for fire effects on snowpack,
these intervals reflect only uncertainties in the model's subsurface parameters (which affect snowpack only
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through small variations in LAI), not uncertainty in precipitation inputs, although the precipitation inputs
have fairly high uncertainty (Henn et al., 2018). The sensitivity of snowpack responses to precipitation inputs
(Figure 6a) shows that errors in precipitation data could have meaningful impacts on the model output.
However, the general trend of higher peak snowpack appears to be robust across the range of precipitation
inputs used, giving us high confidence in the direction of change even if the full range of uncertainty is not
captured.

5. Conclusion
The reintroduction of a near-natural wildfire regime to the ICB has reduced transpiration, increased peak
snowpack while leading to earlier snowmelt overall, increased subsurface water storage in the basin, and
is likely to have increased streamflow. The changes are suggestive of a slight shift in hydrological regime
from a more arid, densely forested basin, to a more mesic basin, in which vegetation fragmentation reduces
losses of water to the atmosphere and increases water storage and discharge from the landscape. This shift
is sustained by fire: Were fire to be removed from the basin again, it is probable that woody cover and water
use would again increase. The hydrological impact of the changed fire regime is thus broadly positive. From
a cost-benefit perspective, it suggests that there are probable (although uncertain and highly variable with
climate) increases in snowpack and streamflow: up to 1% higher, or 5×105 m3 of additional SWE per year,
and up to 7×106 m3 of increased streamflow per year (approximately 1/60 of the capacity of the nearby
Hetch-Hetchy reservoir and 1/10 of mean flow from the fire-affected portion of the watershed), with no
indication of significant increases in flood risk. While these differences may provide an important increased
water store, they can be relatively small compared to the watershed's total output (7×106 m3 is approximately
5% of mean annual outflow from the ICB)—and thus even significant changes may not always be apparent
in observed data given high interannual variation in these water fluxes. For this watershed, comparing UMR
streamflow records to reference (unburned) watersheds does reveal a likely increase in streamflow due to
fire, also on the order of 5% (Boisramé et al., 2017). Other studies of changing forest structure on streamflow,
however, have shown a wide range of impacts including increases (again approximately 5%; Roche et al.,
2018, negligible changes ; Biederman et al., 2014) and even decreases (e.g., Adams et al., 2012) due to com-
pensating changes in evaporation and other factors. The small-magnitude, high interannual variation and
sensitivity to drainage parameters of the impacts of fire-mediated vegetation change shown here suggests
why changes to streamflow may be both hard to detect and vary with location and climate.

Increases in subsurface water storage and reductions in transpiration were predicted by all model runs and
resulted in reductions in climatic water stress that were also predicted by all models for several important
drought periods. Thus, how these changes should be evaluated in the context of setting policy for forest
management in the western United States remains uncertain, but the model results are broadly consistent
with a possible “win-win-win” scenario in which the managed wildfire regime of ICB yields benefits for
water management, forest health, and reductions in fire hazard (Boisramé et al., 2017).

The model results presented here contain nontrivial uncertainties, due to parameter uncertainty and the
simplifications of snowpack dynamics, fire-related changes to vegetation and soils, and other process repre-
sentations in RHESSys. However, the overall trends in hydrologic variables appear to be consistent across a
range of parameters, and the larger-scale effects of fire should be well captured. Future efforts should address
more comprehensive model representation of fire impacts, drawing on new observations made with lidar
(for example) to describe changes in forest density, representing species changes and understory changes
in more detail, exploring likely postfire soil modifications in western U.S. mountains, and quantifying the
role of burned surfaces on snowpack energy dynamics. Addressing whether climate change will amplify
or reduce the hydrological impacts of vegetation change is another important area for future study, as our
results show that hydrologic impacts vary with temperature and precipitation. For example, fires led to
increased spring snowpack in years with low snowpack, and snowpack is expected to decrease due to cli-
mate change (Maurer, 2007). While preliminary, with its focus on a single basin, the example of the ICB
is encouraging. It suggests fire management could have important benefits for the natural infrastructure
provided by mountain watersheds in the western United States. While the local changes in water balance
are modest, they have potential for extensive upscaling, and to deliver benefits in areas of significant stress:
water supply, forest health, and fire risk.
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