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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Estuaries are among the most densely populated and heavily utilised regions in the world, where crucial
Estuaries functions - e.g., freshwater availability and water safety — strongly relate to the natural dynamics of the system.
Nat‘{re'bafed solutions When developing nature-based solutions to safeguard these essential functions, a thorough understanding of
Saltintrusion estuarine dynamics is required. This study describes an elaborate sensitivity analysis on the salt intrusion length
Sensitivity analysis . . . L . . . .

3D modelling using an idealised estuary, which is parametrically designed using key estuary-scale parameters — e.g., river

discharge and tidal flats — to cover a wide range of estuary classes. We were able to systematically investigate
such a wide range of estuary classes due to the combination of (1) state-of-the-art hydrodynamic modelling
software, (2) high performance computing, and (3) reduction and analysis techniques using machine learning.
The results show that the extent of the estuarine salt intrusion length is largely determined by four estuarine
features: (1) river discharge; (2) cross-sectional area (especially water depth); (3) tidal damping/amplification;
and (4) tidal asymmetry. In general, the salt intrusion length shows clear correlations with (a combination
of) estuary-scale parameters, which all put an upper limit on the salt intrusion length. These relations provide
crucial insights for successful development of nature-based solutions to mitigate salt intrusion in estuarine
environments.

1. Introduction

Around the world, estuarine regions are among the most populated
areas with approximately 1.2 billion people living within 100 km from
the coastline (Small and Nicholls, 2003). These regions heavily rely on
the supply of freshwater from the river systems, which can salinise due
to their closeness to the sea (Costall et al., 2018). Currently, water stress
—i.e., the unavailability of freshwater — is a global issue (Mekonnen and
Hoekstra, 2016), and it is most profound in these coastal regions (Wada
et al., 2011). Unsustainable groundwater abstraction is already occur-
ring worldwide (Wada et al., 2010), which is a clear indicator of the
current water stress.

The severity of water stress will likely increase due to climate
change (e.g., Distefano and Kelly, 2017; Veldkamp et al., 2015) by
means of (relative) sea level rise and increased frequency and duration
of droughts. Both will enhance the salt intrusion and so further reduce
the availability of freshwater in estuarine regions. In addition, while the
supply of freshwater is threatened due to climate change, the demand
will grow due to the expected increase in population density in coastal
regions (Small and Nicholls, 2003).
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Freshwater challenges due to salt intrusion via surface water can be
mitigated by means of hard measures, such as dams and locks. How-
ever, these measures have many negative side-effects, e.g., blockage of
the river flow and disturbance of the environment. This has resulted
in the motivation for this study: Are nature-based solutions to mitigate
salt intrusion a viable substitute for their hard counterparts?

Nature-based solutions follow the Building with Nature-approach (de
Vriend et al., 2015) in which there is special attention for the system as
a whole. Note that such a system extends beyond the physical domain
as it also includes the ecological and socio-economic perspectives (van
Slobbe et al., 2013).

Because nature-based solutions attempt to utilise natural processes,
they are commonly more resilient to changes in the boundary condi-
tions and can adapt along those changes (Borsje et al., 2011). There
are, of course, limitations to the adaptability of a nature-based solu-
tion. Nonetheless, this adaptability is of increasing importance due to
climate change. Furthermore, including ecological processes that are
accommodated by these natural processes also creates additional value
from both socio-economic and ecological perspectives (e.g., Scheres and
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Schiittrumpf, 2019; van Wesenbeeck et al., 2014). Therefore, they ac-
commodate for a sustainable solution on the long term. The application
of the Building with Nature-approach on the topic of salt intrusion has
not yet been studied so far, which is the focus point of this study.

The first step of the Building with Nature-approach is to understand
the system (de Vriend et al., 2015); in this study, this is the estuarine
system. There have been significant developments in attaining knowl-
edge and expertise in understanding the salt intrusion in estuaries (see
reviews by MacCready and Geyer, 2010; Geyer and MacCready, 2014).
For example, many studies have highlighted the importance of the
water depth (e.g., Chant et al., 2018; Ralston and Geyer, 2019) and the
river discharge (e.g., Gong and Shen, 2011; Lerczak et al., 2009) on the
salt intrusion length. In addition to these, many geometric features have
been shown to influence the salt intrusion (Veerapaga et al., 2020),
such as tidal flats (Lyu and Zhu, 2019; Zhou et al., 2020). The literature
about salt intrusion in estuaries is vast of which a very comprehensive
review is presented in Section 2.

Due to the complexity associated with salt intrusion processes, state-
of-the-art, computationally expensive models are required to assess
these processes with sufficient detail. This often yields limitations in
terms of number of simulations that can be achieved (e.g., Ralston
et al., 2010; Warner et al., 2005). Alternately, simplified models are
used to explore a broader range of input conditions and/or estuary
geometries (e.g., Dijkstra and Schuttelaars, 2021; Kuijper and van
Rijn, 2011; MacCready, 1999). Although these studies provide valuable
insights into the estuarine processes, they may easily overlook impor-
tant interactions in a system determined by a highly multidimensional
parameter space.

The aim of this paper is to systematically assess the sensitivity of
salt intrusion length to changes in system characteristics. Thereby we
address the research question how sensitive salt intrusion length is
to changes in the forcing conditions and geomorphological features
of an estuary. These relations are explored by means of a sensitivity
analysis with the aim to enable the evaluation of nature-based solutions
to mitigate salt intrusion. Subsequently, this study includes a first
overview of the translation from the sensitivity analysis to the valida-
tion of hypothesised potential nature-based solutions to mitigate salt
intrusion. These potential nature-based solutions are based on literature
- reviewed in Section 2 — and function as design directions.

To answer the research question and evaluate subsequent hypothe-
ses, Section 2 presents a literature review from which the hypotheses
are drawn. The methodology used to conduct the sensitivity analysis
is presented in Section 3. The results of the sensitivity analysis are
presented in Section 4. Section 5 further discusses the results and
evaluates the posed hypotheses of Section 2. Finally, Section 6 draws
conclusions on the estuarine response to various modifications with a
special focus on the hypothesised nature-based solutions.

2. Estuarine salt dynamics

Estuarine salt intrusion is the result of a continuously changing com-
petition between inward and outward transport mechanisms. The main
driver of the outward transport is the river discharge, which flushes the
system and advects salt seaward. Inward transporting mechanisms can
be split in tide-averaged shear and tidal flow related mechanisms. Tide-
averaged shear is generally referred to as estuarine circulation, which
can be decomposed into various driving mechanisms (Burchard and
Hetland, 2010), most notably gravitational circulation (e.g., Hansen
and Rattray, 1965) and tidal straining (e.g., Jay and Musiak, 1994). An
example of the second category is tidal trapping (Fischer et al., 1979),
where the timing of the release of salt water that has come in during
flood but was temporarily stored, e.g., in side-channels or on tidal flats,
causes a net influx of salt (e.g., Garcia et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2020).

The strength of the various transport mechanisms is predominantly
determined by the hydrodynamic forcing conditions and system geo-
morphology. In estuaries, the main hydrodynamic forcing consists of

Estuarine, Coastal and Shelf Science 295 (2023) 108564

the tide and the river discharge (e.g., Geyer and MacCready, 2014).
During flood tide, salt water is pushed into the estuary, while intro-
ducing energy to mix the water column (e.g., Simpson et al., 1990). In
contrast, the river discharge pushes the salt water seaward and provides
buoyancy by the supply of freshwater (e.g., Lerczak et al., 2009). Thus,
both forcing terms have enhancing and reducing effects on the salt
intrusion.

In addition to tidal forcing and river discharge, other key coastal
processes modify the salt intrusion length. For example, the occurrence
of strong onshore directed winds and the resulting storm surge enhance
the salt intrusion in an estuary (Kranenburg et al., 2022). However,
storms have also shown to reduce the estuarine salt intrusion (Geyer,
1997) in which the wind direction plays an important role.

In essence, the estuary’s geomorphology largely determines how the
estuary responds to these forcing conditions and can even modify the
forcing to a certain level. In the end, the balance between the forcing
terms determines the salt intrusion length, where the estuarine geomor-
phological features modify the arena in which this battle is played out.
In this study, we focus on the key geomorphological features listed in
Table 1.

The water depth of the estuary has long been known to be of
great influence on the salt intrusion (e.g., Hansen and Rattray, 1965):
An increased water depth reduces the vertical mixing as the vertical
shear velocity becomes smaller (Chant et al.,, 2018; MacCready and
Geyer, 2010). Furthermore, the fluvial flow velocity reduces as the
cross-sectional area increases, which is similarly affected by the width.

In addition to these two basic geometric characteristics, the balance
between width convergence and bottom friction determines whether
the tidal signal is amplified or damped (e.g., Savenije and Veling,
2005; van Rijn, 2011): Convergence causes tidal amplification, while
bottom friction results in tidal damping. As the tide is one of the main
forcing conditions, these two geometric features indirectly modify the
salt intrusion length by modifying the tidal wave.

Tidal asymmetry plays an important role in the salt intrusion, where
an ebb-dominant system reduces the salt intrusion (Pein et al., 2018;
Cheng et al., 2013) by stimulating a two-layered flow opposing the
gravitational circulation (Cheng et al., 2010; Stacey et al., 2008). Ebb-
dominance in an estuary can be enhanced by (1) introducing tidal
flats (Friedrichs and Aubrey, 1988); (2) reducing the ratio of the tidal
range over the water depth (Friedrichs and Madsen, 1992); and/or (3)
increase the river discharge relative to the tidal flux (Nidzieko and
Ralston, 2012).

At last, two geometric features enhancing lateral mixing are: (1)
lateral depth variation, and (2) meandering (Burchard et al., 2011;
Lerczak and Geyer, 2004; Pein et al., 2018). The presence of lateral
circulation patterns on their own reduces the salt intrusion by reducing
the forward momentum. The lateral circulation pattern originate from
laterally directed momentum, which has to draw from the forward mo-
mentum due to the conservation of momentum. Despite both a lateral
depth variation and meandering promoting the formation of lateral
circulation patterns, their net effects on salt intrusion are opposite;
lateral depth variation enhances the salt intrusion, while meandering
reduces the intrusion.

The lateral depth variation is often represented by a cross-sectional
curvature of the bottom profile (e.g., Burchard et al., 2011; Lerczak
and Geyer, 2004). The flow velocity in the centre of the channel is
larger due to this bottom curvature, which enhances the salt trans-
port in the centre (Burchard et al., 2011; Lerczak and Geyer, 2004).
Although the resulting lateral density differences do create lateral
circulation patterns (i.e., differential advection; Nunes and Simpson,
1985), this process generally enhances the longitudinal dispersion of
salt, i.e., the salt intrusion. The salt moves faster landward during flood
where it is pushed to the sides due to the lateral circulation, but is
afterwards not completely flushed out by the ebb flow which is also
faster in the centre, while the salt has partly moved to the sides of the
channel (Burchard et al., 2011).
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Conversely, meandering within the reach of salt intrusion can re-
duce its landward extent (Pein et al., 2018). The lateral mixing due to
the secondary circulation initiated by bends in the estuary reduces the
propagation of salt water upstream and so reduces the salt intrusion.

On the basis of the aforementioned processes and studies, we hy-
pothesise six design directions for nature-based solutions to mitigate
salt intrusion:

. reduced cross-section;

. increased bottom friction;

. enlarged tidal flats;

. reduced lateral depth variation;
. increased meandering;

. managed river discharge.

U WN

The type of estuary is expected to influence the salt intrusion, as
different physical processes are dominant per type. In this study, we
use the classification by Geyer and MacCready (2014), which divides
estuaries into eight classes based on two non-dimensional parameters:
(1) the mixing parameter, M (Eq. (1)); and (2) the freshwater Froude
number, Fr r (Eq. (2)). Their definitions are presented below (Geyer
and MacCready, 2014):

2
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where ¢ s the non-dimensional friction coefficient [-]; u, the tidal flow
velocity [ms~'1; o, the tidal frequency [s~']; N the buoyancy frequency
[s711; and d, the (channel) depth [m]. These variables are defined as
functions of the input space (Table 1) as follows:
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where Q is the river discharge [m3s~1]; W, the (channel) width [m];
and ¢; the maximum frontal propagation speed, or internal celerity
[ms~1]:
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The aforementioned dominant roles of the tide and the river dis-
charge are encapsulated in these non-dimensional parameters, where
the mixing parameter (M) reflects the tidal energy, and the freshwater
Froude number (Fr) the fluvial energy input.

3. Method

To perform the sensitivity analysis, we implemented a simulation
strategy enabled by machine learning techniques. The use of adap-
tive sampling allowed the use of computationally expensive models
for exploring the salt intrusion length for various estuarine layouts
while remaining computationally feasible. This strategy required the
description of the input space (Section 3.1) used by various machine
learning techniques to draw the “most valuable samples” following
an adaptive sampling approach (Section 3.2). These selected samples
determined the layout of an idealised estuary, which was subsequently
simulated using a state-of-the-art hydrodynamic model (Section 3.3). As
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Table 1
Input parameters including their ranges and units. The values are largely based on
datasets included in Dronkers (2017), Leuven et al. (2019) and Savenije et al. (2008).

Parameter Symbol  Range Unit
Tidal range a 1.0 5.0 m
Forcing Storm surge level g 0.0 2.0 m
River discharge 0 100 16,000 m3 s!
Channel depth d, 5.0 25.0 m
Channel width w, 500 3,000 m
Channel friction n, 0.01  0.05 s m~'/3
Flat depth ratio® ry -1 1 -
Geomorphology Flat width W, 0 3,000 m
Flat friction ng 0.02  0.05 sm~!/?
Convergence Y 2.5 40 %107 m~!
Bottom curvature K, 0.0 6.0 %107 m™!
Meander amplitude A, 0 6 km
Meander length L, 0 100 km

2 The flat depth is defined as the product of the flat depth ratio and the tidal range:
d; = %rda. Thereby ensuring that the tidal flats are at all times exposed and flooded
during a tidal cycle, which is inherent to a tidal flat.

the simulated samples do not form clear planes through the explored
13-dimensional space, various techniques have been used to post-
process and analyse the output data (Section 3.4). The implemented
simulation strategy is discussed in detail in Hendrickx et al. (2023) and
this section is a brief overview of their work.

3.1. Input space

Based on the aforementioned literature on key estuarine character-
istics, thirteen input parameters have been selected to include in the
sensitivity analysis: three hydrodynamic forcing conditions, and ten ge-
ometric features. The definitions of the input parameters are presented
in Table 1 (modified from Hendrickx et al., 2023) and visualised by the
schematic overview of the parametric design in Fig. 1.

The results from the many estuarine layouts that follow as a com-
bination of the input parameters presented in Table 1 (and discussed
in Section 2) allow the investigation of the hypotheses presented in
Section 2 representing the worldwide variations in estuaries. The para-
metric design is a simplification of real-life estuaries, which allows
the analysis to focus on the relevant estuary-scale parameters and the
differences in output they enforce.

3.2. Simulation strategy

For a sensitivity analysis, the number of simulations required for
robust results increases rapidly with the number of input parame-
ters; the thirteen input parameters considered in this study would
require at least 3'3 (x1.6 x 10°) simulations (Wang et al., 2020), which
would cover three values per input parameter. As a computationally
expensive hydrodynamic model is used for every single simulation
(see Section 3.3), this number of simulations becomes computationally
infeasible to execute.

Therefore, machine learning techniques have been adopted to op-
timise the selection procedure of forcing conditions and geomorpho-
logical features for simulation (Hendrickx et al., 2023). The number of
simulations is drastically reduced to approximately 1250 simulations
while still being able to gain insights into the response of the system to
the parameter variations.

The core of the used simulation strategy follows an adaptive sequen-
tial design, where the configuration of the next simulation is based on
the output of completed simulations instead of prescribing all model
configurations a priori. The new set of input parameters are chosen
based on the method developed by Gramacy and Lee (2009) in which a
treed Gaussian process, limiting linear model determines new samples
by maximising the expected entropy. Due to this adaptive sampling
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_/ (b)

Fig. 1. Parametric model design. (a) Plan view; (b) longitudinal cross-section; and (c) lateral cross-section. The meaning of the symbols are presented in Table 1, except for W;:
This is the total width, i.e., W, = W, + W,.

technique, the choice to sample an estuary layout is based on the
expected added information it will provide; translated to this study,
“information” can be expressed as “better understanding the estuarine
response.”

This adaptive simulation strategy was initiated by an initial batch
of 100 samples for which the maximum dissimilarity algorithm (Ken-
nard and Stone, 1969) was used to explore the outskirts of the input
space. As the algorithm’s name suggests, it selects the most dissimilar
samples in a given dataset based on their Euclidean distance (the
dataset is normalised such that it forms a unit hypercube, i.e., min—
max scaling). Subsequently, the adaptive sequential design contributed
approximately 1100 samples to the dataset.

The resulting dataset of approximately 1200 simulations was used
to train a neural network. Together with a genetic algorithm, this
neural network was used to predict extremes in the output space, which
were subsequently simulated with the hydrodynamic model as well.
In this way, 50 additional simulations are executed creating a dataset
of approximately 1250 simulations that has been used for the analysis
presented in this paper.

3.3. Hydrodynamic model

The hydrodynamic modelling software used for the simulations is
Delft3D Flexible Mesh (Kernkamp et al., 2011), which assumes hydro-
static pressure and solves the Reynolds-averaged Navier-Stokes equa-
tions using a k- turbulence closure. This state-of-the-art hydrodynamic
model is used to enable relaxation of most assumptions that restrict
the application of many other, simpler models. However, the use of
such a process-based model comes at a higher computational cost,
which motivated the aforementioned simulation strategy ( Section 3.2;
Hendrickx et al., 2023).

For this exploratory study, an estuary with idealised geomorphology
is used as basis for the parametric model design in which all thirteen
input parameters are reflected (see Table 1 and Fig. 1). The domain
of the model consists of two parts: (1) the shelf, and (2) the estuary.
The shelf domain is largely constant for all model configurations but
the estuary domain changes substantially based on the provided geo-
morphological features; e.g., the width of the estuary changes between
different simulations.

The definitions of the boundary conditions are kept relatively sim-
ple: The tide at sea is fully represented with a tidal period of twelve
hours, similar to an S,-tide, and there is a constant river discharge.
A storm surge level is superimposed on the tidal water levels. The
storm surge follows a triangular profile over time from 0 m to its
maximum (i.e., #,) after twelve hours, subsequently reducing back to
0 m (following the same approach as Perk et al., 2019). Furthermore,

the upstream channel dimensions are a power function of the river
discharge (based on Leuven et al., 2018b) to ensure reasonable flow
conditions upstream.

The shelf model domain is a square of 30 x 30 km. Its grid resolution
increases from the seaward boundary to the estuary mouth, with cell
sizes decreasing from 1000 x 1000 m to 62.5 X 62.5 m. The estuarine
domain has a length of 200 km and a varying width. The grid resolution
decreases further upstream, with cell sizes increasing from 62.5x62.5 m
at the estuary mouth to <250 x 1000 m at the upstream boundary; due
to the convergence of the estuary, the grid cells are reduced in width.

The extent of the high resolution in the estuary domain - i.e., the
grid resolution of 62.5 X 62.5 m — is determined based on an estimated
salt intrusion length plus half the tidal excursion; both are determined
analytically following Savenije (1989, 1993). The transition between
different grid resolutions is facilitated by using triangular grid cells.

The models have been discretised vertically by twenty c-layers. We
are aware that Z-layers are preferred, especially for modelling of salt
wedges (Stelling and Van Kester, 1994). However, c-layers have been
used to accommodate for the large range of water depths considered in
this study (Table 1).

The initial salt concentration in the hydrodynamic model is based on
an analytical model (Savenije, 1989, 1993) to reduce the spin-up time.
To ensure that the results are not influenced by the initial conditions,
the first eight days of the simulation are considered part of the spin-up
time. The model data of the ninth simulated day is used for subsequent
analyses. One day of data suffices, as the tidal forcing consists of only
one tidal component, which occurs exactly twice per day due to its 12-
hour period. Therefore, there are no neap-spring cycles or alike in the
tidal forcing, which would require a longer simulation period.

The simulations were executed on a supercomputer. A single Delft3D
Flexible Mesh simulation was run in parallel on 32 cores and has
an execution time between fifteen minutes and five days—largely
influenced by the geomorphology of the estuary, and thus the grid size.

3.4. Post-processing

The output of the simulations is expressed in terms of the salt
intrusion length. This length is defined as the distance from the mouth
of the estuary at which the depth- and tide-averaged salinity equals
1 psu. Because the salinity data is retrieved in a discrete manner
from the hydrodynamic model’s numerical grid, the salinity is linearly
interpolated between data points to determine the salt intrusion length.

As the used simulation strategy results in a reduced dataset (see
Section 3.2), standard quantification methods for sensitivity analyses
cannot be used (such as Saltelli et al., 2006; Sobol’, 2001; Wang et al.,
2020). Instead, we apply a regression analysis. A multiple regression
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Salt intrusion length
M ,Fr-space from Geyer & MacCready (2014)
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Fig. 2. Simulated estuary configurations overlaying the classification diagram by Geyer
and MacCready (2014). The data is colour-coded with the salt intrusion length. The
abbreviations refer to the estuary classes: SW, salt wedge; TDSW, time-dependent salt
wedge; SS, strongly stratified; PM, partially mixed; F, fjord; B, bay; SIPS, strain-induced
periodic stratification; WM, well-mixed.

model and neural network are fitted with the input and output data to
determine the underlying relations between the input parameters and
the output variable, i.e., salt intrusion length.

Although the predictive capability of a neural network is generally
superior to the multiple regression model for highly dimensional input
spaces, the neural network is often perceived as a black box as it
is hard to retrieve what is exactly going on internally. The multiple
regression model, on the other hand, is valuable precisely due to its
transparency, where the over-fitted regression coefficients function as
a quantification of the sensitivity of the salt intrusion length to the
input parameters. Consequently, both regression methods are used in
this study: The multiple regression model and its regression coefficients
to gain insights into the response of the salt intrusion length to the 13-
dimensional input (Section 3.4.1); and the neural network as predictive
tool allowing to explore the hypothesised nature-based solutions to
mitigate salt intrusion (Section 3.4.2).

3.4.1. Multiple regression model
The implemented regression model is defined as:

P P
= C + Zcix,.+2c,~’jxixj 3)
i i<j
—
constant linear nonlinear

where ¢; and ¢; ; are the regression coefficients; x; (or x ;) is the input
parameter i (or j); and P the number of parameters (P = 13).

The regression model is over-fitted to the data by optimising the
values of the regression coefficients to provide the best fit. The over-
fitting causes the regression model unsuitable for predictive purposes
but by doing so, provides insights into the data it represents.

The regression coefficients provide a quantification of the sensitivity
of the output to the input parameters: The larger the absolute value
of a regression coefficient, the larger the connectivity between the
input parameter(s) and the output data. The level of connectivity is a
quantification of the sensitivity of the output to the input parameter(s).
The sign of the coefficient’s value represents a positive (+) or a negative
(-) relation between the input parameter(s) and the output, i.e., the salt
intrusion length.

Note that the input data has to be normalised for this approach to
work properly, as otherwise the order of magnitude of the input values
determine the order of magnitude of the regression coefficients. This
normalisation follows the zero mean, unit variance-approach.
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3.4.2. Neural network

The neural network used contains three hidden layers of 50 nodes
each. Over-fitting the neural network has been prevented by subdivid-
ing the output data in a training and testing (or validation) dataset
(80% and 20%, resp.). While training, the neural network only uses the
training data, while the testing data was used to validate the predictive
power of the neural network. The best fit is reached when the neural
network shows the smallest error on the testing data.

4. Results

For the presentation of the results, the over-fitted regression model
as well as the neural network are used. Both models show a great fit
with the data: The regression model has an R?> = 0.9581, and the neural
network linearly correlates even better, with R> = 0.9912. The R?-
score is the coefficient of determination for which R? = 1.0 is the best
possible score and negative values are possible, reflecting increasingly
worse performing models. These great fits have been achieved while
the dataset covers a multitude of estuary classes as defined by Geyer
and MacCready (2014), which is illustrated in Fig. 2.

4.1. Upper limits of salt intrusion length

The projection of the salt intrusion length on the M, Fr,-space
presented in Fig. 2 shows a gradient in the salt intrusion length (Fig. 2)
in response to both the mixing parameter (M, Eq. (1)) and the fresh-
water Froude number (Fr > Eq. (2)). This indicates that the salt in-
trusion length is generally the largest for strongly stratified estuaries in
comparison to the other estuary classes.

As we are comparing non-dimensional numbers with the salt intru-
sion length — a dimensional variable - it is important to stress that these
results hold for the ranges used in this study (Table 1). Although the
explored input space is representative for estuaries worldwide, these
results do not exclude the theoretical possibility of large salt intrusion
lengths for large values of the freshwater Froude number and/or mixing
parameter.

In Fig. 2, the salt intrusion length reduces for increasing values of
the mixing parameter and/or freshwater Froude number. This implies
that the five input parameters — out of the thirteen - that are reflected
by these non-dimensional numbers largely explain the variability in the
salt intrusion length. The mixing parameter increases for (1) increasing
tidal range, M « a; (2) decreasing channel depth, M « d_ 17/ 12; and (3)
increasing (channel) friction, M « n,. The freshwater Froude number
increases for (1) increasing river discharge, Fr r x Q5 (2) decreasing
channel depth, Fr, d; 3/ 2; and (3) decreasing channel width, Fr, «
Wl

The variability in salt intrusion length visible in Fig. 2 suggests that
the salt intrusion can be large, unless a limiting factor is imposed. One
such limiting factor is the channel depth, as shown in Fig. 3a: A smaller
channel depth enforces a reduction in the salt intrusion length. A larger
channel depth does not necessarily result in a larger salt intrusion
length, but is an enabler of large salt intrusion lengths.

Similar relations between the salt intrusion length and other input
parameters exist (see Supplementary material), most notably with the
convergence (Fig. 3b). Although the M, Fr,-space shows to be explain
a large part of the variability in the salt intrusion length (Fig. 2), this
study shows the additional relevance of other estuary-scale parameters
such as the convergence (Fig. 3b).

4.2. Importance of input parameters

The multiple regression model is able to encapsulate most of the
variations in the output as shown by the great fit with the data, while
being a linear model (Eq. (3)).

The regression coefficients show the sensitivity of the output to
changes of the input parameter(s) and are presented as a matrix in
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Fig. 4. System’s response represented by the (normalised) regression coefficients of the over-fitted regression model (Eq. (3)). The colour-coding represents the value of the
regression coefficients, where a large absolute value is indicated by a darker colour and reflects a higher dependency of the output on the input parameter(s). Grey values represent

the Pearson correlation coefficients, p (x;,x j).

Fig. 4. The linear regression coefficients are presented in the most left
column (titled ¢;), and the quadratic and interaction terms are shown in
the thirteen-by-thirteen matrix (titled ¢; ;), which is symmetrical over
its diagonal. The colour-coding represents the value of the regression
coefficient, which is of interest for the sensitivity analysis. The grey-
values in the matrix represent the Pearson correlation coefficients
between parameters x; and x;: p (x;,x j). The Pearson correlation co-
efficient has a range p (xi,x j) € [-1,+1] and a larger absolute value of
the coefficient indicates a stronger correlation between the variables,
where the sign is indicative for a positive (+) or negative (—) relation.

From this matrix follows that the salt intrusion length is highly
dependent on the river discharge, channel depth, and convergence as

well as the interaction between the convergence with the river dis-
charge, channel depth, and channel width. In addition, the interactions
between the bottom curvature with the meandering specifications hap-
pen to be of substantial influence on the salt intrusion length. On the
other hand, the friction of the tidal flats does not seem to influence the
results. Fig. 4 also suggests that the surge level is irrelevant for the salt
intrusion length, which is in contradiction with literature (Kranenburg
et al., 2022). Although the presented salt intrusion length is taken as
the tide averaged value, no substantial changes arise when considering
the tidal maximum, which questions the implementation of the surge
level in our parametric design.
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Fig. 5. The relative gradient in salt intrusion with respect to the river discharge, p,: (a) as function of the river discharge; (b) displayed on the M, Fr,-space by Geyer and
MacCready (2014) with the same class-labels as in Fig. 2. Data from literature displayed in (a): Monismith2002, Monismith et al. (2002); Ralston2019, Ralston and Geyer (2019);

Savenije1993, Savenije (1993).

The nonzero correlations in Fig. 4 follow from the physical input
check (see Supplementary material), and highlight potential false cause-
and-effect relations. For example, the strong correlation between the
meander amplitude and length (p(4,,, L,,)) is commonly seen in na-
ture (e.g., Leuven et al., 2018a), and therefore, explicitly included in
the physical input check. However, these meandering parameters are
also both negatively correlated to the bottom curvature, while such
a relation is not included in the physical check, and therefore, must
follow via another input parameter—most likely the channel width.
These correlations might explain the relatively high value of their first-
order interaction regression coefficients seen in Fig. 4, ¢, 4 andc. ; ,
as no clear direct relation between the salt intrusion length and the
combination of these parameters can be seen in the raw data.

4.3. Salt intrusion gradients

The neural network is used to determine the partial gradients of the
salt intrusion length with respect to one of the input parameters. These
gradients are estimated using the forward Euler scheme:

oL, Ly (x+n)— Ly (%)

ox; Ax;

i

4

where L is the salt intrusion length estimate [m]; x; an input pa-
rameter; x the vector of input values; n; the null-vector except the ith
element, which equals Ax;; and Ax; a very small step in the range of x;:

max {xi} — min {xi}
Ax; = ————
1000
Note that for the determination of the gradients, the salt intrusion is
estimated with the neural network both at x and x +n;. This minimises
any bias of the neural network to be reflected in the salt intrusion
gradients.

Overall, the computed absolute gradients in salt intrusion length are
largest for larger values of the salt intrusion length; i.e., modifications
of the estuarine system result in the largest changes in the salt intrusion
when the salt intrusion length is already large.

However, this relation vanishes when the partial derivatives are
normalised with the input parameter and salt intrusion length:

oL, x;

= 5
ox; L Q)

pi

where 0L /dx; equals the partial derivative as stated in Eq. (4).
Eq. (5) reflects how much the salt intrusion length changes rela-
tively compared to a relative change in the input parameter. Note that

this relative gradient p; describes the power relation between the input
parameter, x;, and the salt intrusion length:

(6)

LSo<x1,7’
!

which is a commonly used form to describe the relation between
estuarine characteristics and the salt intrusion length both in theoretical
and empirical studies; e.g., the relation between the salt intrusion
length and the river discharge is often described by such a power
relation, where according to literature p, is in the range —1/7 to
—1 (e.g., Monismith et al., 2002; Ralston and Geyer, 2019; Savenije,
1993). Fig. 5a conforms that p, varies around those values, and that
the absolute value of p, increases with a higher river discharge.

Furthermore, the relative gradient, py, shows a trend in the M, Fr -
space (Fig. 5b) that may be a consequence of the freshwater Froude
number definition (Eq. (2)), which is linearly related to the river
discharge.

Fig. 6 presents relative gradients for the input parameters that are
related to the other hypothesised nature-based solutions. (For similar
figures for all input parameters, see the Supplementary material.) Where
po shows a dependence on the estuary class (Fig. 5), the relative
gradient of the channel depth, Pd,» shows less variability (Fig. 6a). The
values of p, might depart from the general range for very small values
of the salt intrusion length (L; — 0), as with the outliers in p, (Fig. 5a);
this is likely due to the definition of p; (Eq. (5)) in which the derivative
is divided by the salt intrusion length (L,).

Both the relative gradients with respect to the channel depth (p; )
and channel friction (p,,c) show the direct relevance of these input
parameters as well as a gradient in their values in the M, Fr,-space
(Figs. 6a and b). The remainder of the input parameters that are
associated with the hypothesised nature-based solutions show only a
weak direct contribution to the salt intrusion length (Figs. 6c to f).

Note that the partial derivatives of the estuarine configurations
with a larger salt intrusion must be considered with care—i.e., the
data points located in the strongly stratified-class (Fig. 2). The imple-
mentation of the genetic algorithm to “find” these extremes results in
limited variations in certain input parameters, which complicates the
determination of a reliable partial derivative to these input parameters
for such extremes in the output.

Furthermore, the relative gradient tends to be more sensitive to
minor errors in the predictive power of the neural network for small
values of the salt intrusion length, as these errors are relatively larger—
especially for salt intrusion lengths near zero, where also a sign-change
might occur.
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5. Discussion

Before discussing the presented results, the discussion reflects on the

(Section 5.1). Subsequently, the results are discussed by interpreting
their physical meaning and relevance (Section 5.2); and translating
these findings to the implications for nature-based solutions to mitigate

abilities and limits of the simulation strategy and the study in general salt intrusion (Section 5.3).
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5.1. Simulation strategy

The implemented method allows for exploring a wide range of
possible estuary configurations covering many estuary classes (Fig. 2).
However, the many input parameters complicate analyses due to the
interaction effects that may obscure single-parameter trends. Neverthe-
less, clear correlations are visible between various input parameters and
the salt intrusion length, e.g., the channel depth and convergence in
Fig. 3. We have implemented various analysis methods to contribute
to a general understanding of the system, where especially the neural
network provides an easy-accessible tool to determine changes in salt
intrusion due to modifications in the estuary.

The choice for an idealised model schematisation implies that the
model results could not be calibrated or validated against real data.
The absolute values should therefore be considered as estimates. How-
ever, given the predictive capacity of the 3D process-based modelling
software, we assume that the model correctly represents the governing
physics. Resulting values form a physical sound basis for the sensitivity
analysis of this study, i.e., changes to various estuary scale parameters.
The calibration parameters were kept constant throughout, which di-
minishes their influence on the results when analysed in comparison to
each other.

Nevertheless, the implementation of a storm surge—represented by
a temporary rise in water level (similar to Perk et al., 2019)—seems
to be too simplified to capture its effect on the salt intrusion. This
approach leaves out the surface shear stress induced by the wind over
the whole domain, which would add landward momentum of the saline,
offshore waters.

5.2. Physical interpretation

The non-dimensional space suggested by Geyer and MacCready
(2014) to classify estuaries largely explains the variability in salt in-
trusion length (Fig. 2), where the salt intrusion length is suppressed
for larger values of the mixing parameter (M) and/or the freshwater
Froude number (Fr,). This principle is explicated in Fig. 7, where
larger values of both non-dimensional parameters put a limit on the
maximum salt intrusion length.

The correlations shown in Figs. 2 and 7 between the non-dimensi-
onal parameters and the salt intrusion length suggest that the input
parameters used in the calculation of M and Fr, (Egs. (1) and (2))
largely control the variability in the salt intrusion length. This is in
part supported by the results presented in Fig. 4 in which the regression
coefficients are displayed. Especially the input parameters that define
the freshwater Froude number (Eq. (2)) light up in Fig. 4. The effect
of the mixing parameter (Fig. 7a) is weaker than that of the freshwater
Froude number and seems to be dominated by the channel depth, as

the tidal range and channel friction are of less relevance according to
Fig. 4. That the channel depth and river discharge are of importance
to the salt intrusion is not surprising, as analytical relations have been
developed that relate the salt intrusion length to primarily the water
depth and river discharge (e.g., Hansen and Rattray, 1965; Monismith
et al., 2002; Savenije, 1993). In such relations, the tidal influence on the
salt intrusion is often reflected by means of a diffusion coefficient (e.g.,
Gong and Shen, 2011; Monismith et al., 2002).

5.2.1. Tidal damping

Our results show that other input parameters not represented in the
M, Fr,-space are relevant for the determination of the salt intrusion
length as well. Fig. 4 highlights the importance of the convergence of
the estuary, which is supported by Fig. 3b and in line with the findings
of Wei et al. (2017).

The influence of the convergence on the salt intrusion length is
twofold: (1) the convergence, in combination with the bottom friction,
strongly influences the propagation of the tidal wave (e.g., Friedrichs
and Aubrey, 1994; Hunt, 1964; Prandle and Rahman, 1980) and
thereby the tidal mixing capacity in the estuary; and (2) the width —
and thereby the cross-sectional area — over the estuary is determined
based on the convergence, which causes the local fluvial flow velocity
to change.

The joint effect of the convergence and channel friction on the tide
is encapsulated by a tidal damping coefficient (van Rijn, 2011):

o420
with
P gnu,
3w '
¢ =1gd,

where f is a friction parameter [s~1]; ¢, the frictionless tidal wave
celerity [ms™1]; y the convergence (Table 1) [m~1]; , the tidal velocity
[ms~1], similarly defined as for the mixing parameter (M, Eq. (1)).
Note that the damping coefficient is positive when the tidal range is
damped, and negative when the tide is amplified; i.e., the tidal damping
coefficient describes the tidal propagation by the following exponential
decay function:

a(x) = ayexp [—ox]

where q is the tidal range at the mouth of the estuary [m].

Fig. 8 presents the salt intrusion length as function of the tidal
damping coefficient (Eq. (7)) in two ways: (1) derived from the raw
data (black points); and (2) derived from estimates by the neural
network exploring the whole (relevant) input space (grey dots). This
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Fig. 8. Salt intrusion length as function of the tidal damping coefficient (Eq. (7)). A
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results derived from the raw data; and the grey dots the estimates by the neural
network.

addition of estimates by the neural network to the raw data is also used
in subsequent figures (Figs. 9 to 11) to fill the sparsely sampled input
space.

Fig. 8 shows the suppression of the salt intrusion length by the
tidal damping coefficient, where the largest salt intrusion occurs around
the tipping point between amplification and damping, i.e., § = 0.
This is representative for an “ideal estuary” in which the tidal range
and velocity remain spatially constant due to the balancing forces of
amplification by convergence and damping by friction (e.g., Dronkers,
2017; Savenije and Veling, 2005).

The reason the salt intrusion peaks when the convergence and
friction are in balance follows from the dual effect of the tide on
the salt intrusion: On the one hand, the tidal energy mixes the water
column reducing the gravitational circulation; on the other hand, the
tidal momentum increases the landward reach of the saline water. Thus
the maximum salt intrusion can be achieved when there is sufficient
tidal momentum pushing the saline water upstream but not enough to
reduce the stratification and the gravitational circulation.

However, the effects of a damped or amplified system are not
symmetrical as the amplification of the tide results in a larger salt
intrusion length compared to a dampened system. This suggests that
the tide enforces an upper bound on the salt intrusion length, which
is in line with the regression coefficients related to the tidal range in
Fig. 4 showing a negative relation between the tidal range and the salt
intrusion length.

The non-monotonic response of the salt intrusion length to the
damping coefficient as presented in Fig. 8 is also in line with the
partial derivative with respect to the channel friction, which has both
a positive and negative sign (Fig. 6b), illustrative for the change in salt
intrusion length for increasing value of the tidal damping coefficient
(Fig. 8).

5.2.2. Tidal asymmetry

The tide and its influence on the salt intrusion length is also influ-
enced by the tidal asymmetry of the estuary (Cheng et al., 2013; Pein
et al., 2018). In Section 2, three aspects were introduced that modify
the tidal asymmetry of an estuary: (1) tidal flats (Friedrichs and Aubrey,
1988), (2) tidal range to water depth ratio (Friedrichs and Madsen,

10
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1992), and (3) river over tidal flux (Nidzieko and Ralston, 2012). To
analyse their effects on the salt intrusion length, three ratios have been
defined:

1. The ratio of the bank-full cross-sectional areas of the tidal flats
over the channel:
la (rd + 1) Wy
_2
a= " ®
(de +30) e

2. The ratio of the tidal range over the water depth—i.e., channel

depth:
a
r=— 9
7 ©
3. The ratio of the river flux over the tidal flux:
9
= = _ 1
*=2pT (10)

where P is the tidal prism [m3], as defined by van Rijn (2011);
and T the tidal period [T = 43,200 s].

Although these three ratios do not solely encompass the effects of ebb-
dominance, a larger value represents an increase of ebb-dominance of
the system.

The effects of these ratios on the salt intrusion length are presented
in Fig. 9. These results support the statement of a reduction in salt
intrusion length for increased ebb-dominance. Again, these three ratios
— and thereby the ebb-dominance - impose an upper limit on the salt
intrusion length.

The effects of the tidal ratio, I', on the salt intrusion length are
stronger than the mixing parameter (Fig. 7a) even though the mixing
parameter (M, Eq. (1)) embeds the tidal ratio (I, Eq. (9)): M «
rd, 5/ 12"c~ This suggests that the effect of the mixing parameter on the
salt intrusion length is dominated by the tidal ratio.

5.2.3. Lateral circulation

The meandering of the estuary is described by two input parameters,
namely the meander amplitude (A,,) and the meander length (L,).
This complicates the analysis of the effects of meandering on the salt
intrusion length. Therefore, the sinuosity of the estuary is considered,
which describes the degree of meandering and is composed of both the
meander amplitude and length:

Ly,
_ 1 / dy\?
0

with

an

. |27
y(x) = A, sin [L—m x]

where y is the centre-line of the estuary [m]; and x the longitudinal
coordinate [m]. Note that a straight estuary has S = 1 and the
introduction of meanders results in S > 1.

Fig. 10 shows a minor effect of the sinuosity on the salt intrusion
when analysing the simulated samples, which is contradictory to the
findings by Pein et al. (2018). However, when the estimates of the
neural network covering the whole input space are considered, there
seems to be no distinct relation between the sinuosity and the salt
intrusion length.

The differences found between the study by Pein et al. (2018) and
the results shown in Fig. 10 can be explained by the method used to
introduce meanders to the estuary: In Pein et al. (2018), a straight
estuary has three bends in the region of maximum salt intrusion—
where it has the most influence on the salt intrusion; we applied the
meanders throughout the estuary. Furthermore, Pein et al. (2018) state
that the length of the estuary remains the same even with the addition
of meanders, while we follow the centre-line of the estuary when
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Fig. 10. Salt intrusion length as function of the sinuosity (S, Eq. (11)). Black points
represent the results derived from the raw data; and the grey dots the estimates by the
neural network.

defining the salt intrusion length. If meanders in our simulations do
not lead to shortening of the salt intrusion length — measured along the
thalweg of the estuary — they will still lead to a shortening in Cartesian
space, more or less in proportion to the effective length increase they
cause.

The effects of bottom curvature on the salt intrusion length are
considered as the relative increase in channel depth in the centre of
the estuary, defined as a depth ratio:

d,. + Ad
A= dc +4d. 12)
d(‘
with
1
Ad, = EKcVVf

where Ad, is the additional depth along the estuarine centre line [m].
Note that Ad, averaged over the lateral axis equals zero and thus that
the channel depth (d,) reflects the laterally averaged channel depth.
This relation is displayed in Fig. 11 from which no clear relation
can be drawn, similar to the effect of meandering (Fig. 10). Despite

11
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Fig. 11. Salt intrusion length as function of the depth ratio (4, Eq. (12)). Black points
represent the results derived from the raw data; and the grey dots the estimates by the
neural network.

the strong relation between the salt intrusion length and the channel
depth, the enhancement of the maximum channel depth caused by the
bottom curvature — albeit small — does not follow this pattern. Fur-
thermore, the hypothesised enhanced salt intrusion due to the lateral
circulation (Burchard et al., 2011) is also not deducible from Fig. 11.

The absence of a clear relation between the salt intrusion and both
the meandering (Fig. 10) and the bottom curvature (Fig. 11) raises the
question how relevant the lateral circulation patterns are with respect
to the other considered estuary-scale modifications. On the other hand,
the interactions between the meandering characteristics and the bot-
tom curvature are highlighted in Fig. 4, which indicates a substantial
sensitivity of the salt intrusion length to these first-order interaction
terms. However, this relevance is not apparent from correlation plots
showecasing these first-order interactions.

This distorted image might be the cause of how the bottom curva-
ture is scaled, where its distribution hints towards a log-based scaling
instead of a linear-scaling. Because the input parameters are normalised
with the zero mean, unit variance-method (Section 3.4.1) and the fact
that the bottom curvature is very skewed towards lower values, this
might cause discrepancies in the sensitivities.
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Another potential cause — which would also reflect upon the mean-
dering characteristics — is the strong correlation between these three
input parameters and the channel width (Fig. 4). This seems more
reasonable due to the fact that there is a clear (positive) relation
between the salt intrusion and the channel width.

Re-scaling of the input parameters to account for the imposed
physical restrictions — leading to uncorrelated parameters — removed
some of the interactions in the linear model but did not change the
nature of the relations with salt intrusion length (results not shown).

At last, it is important to note that the Coriolis effect has not been
included in this study. This could, however, have a substantial influence
on the lateral circulation patterns (e.g., Cheng et al., 2017) as well as
on the salt intrusion length (e.g., Wei et al., 2017).

5.3. Nature-based solutions

In this section, the results and their physical reflections are trans-
lated to the hypothesised nature-based solutions (Section 2).

As expected, the reduction of the cross-section greatly reduces the
salt intrusion length, as illustrated by Figs. 3 and 4. Although the
channel depth is a more effective measure than the width (Fig. 4)
and explains a large part of the variation in salt intrusion length, it
is a difficult parameter to use as a basis of nature-based solutions. In
many estuaries, water depth is maintained at a deeper level than its
equilibrium value to accommodate access of large vessels to port areas.
Various possibilities might exist to reconcile nature-based solutions
to mitigate salt intrusion with harbour access, but the current study
does not allow to evaluate these possibilities. One option could be
to reduce the depth in a non-uniform way in space (e.g., just behind
or around harbour access points). Therefore, focusing on the width
instead of the depth in reducing the cross-sectional area could provide
a more viable solution to mitigate salt intrusion. In this respect, Fig. 4
suggests that manipulating the width is less effective than manipulating
the depth, but that the interaction between both is minimal and as
a consequence, the two measures to change the cross-sectional area
can be considered complimentary. However, manipulating the depth
is likely more effective because it also influences the stratification and
mixing in the estuary.

The friction in the estuary competes with the tidal amplification
effect of the convergence (Eq. (7)). Fig. 8 highlights the importance of
the balance between tidal damping and amplification. The evaluated
values of the bottom friction are representative for natural bottom
covers. However, the effective bottom friction can be further enhanced
by (1) artificially enhancing the bottom friction, e.g., by means of large
boulders or even rocks on the bottom; and (2) naturally occurring
bed forms, such as ripples and sand waves. The implementation of
vegetation at the bottom of the channel might not be suitable in
practice, as for vegetation to sustain, light must reach the vegetation,
which poses a substantial constraint on the water depth; and submerged
vegetation in practice is limited to areas with low current velocity. In
addition, ship propellers may pose problems in intensely used estuaries.

Changing the bottom friction as a nature-based solution will require
careful consideration of its interaction with the convergence. As shown
in Fig. 8, an increased bottom friction can either reduce or enhance the
salt intrusion, depending on whether the tide is amplified or damped.
Counterintuitively, smoothening the bed may therefore in some cases
also result in less salt intrusion.

The introduction of tidal flats to both sides of the estuarine channel
places an upper limit on the salt intrusion length (Fig. 9b). On the other
hand, Fig. 6¢ does not display a uniform picture of the implementation
of tidal flats. Analysing both Figs. 6¢c and 9a, demonstrates the rele-
vance of the water depth on the tidal flats — i.e., the flat depth — for
its efficiency to mitigate salt intrusion; this is also illustrated by the
comparable values of their regression coefficients in Fig. 4.

The addition of tidal flats has been shown to have many other
benefits to an estuarine system, such as wave and surge reduction
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and coastline stabilisation (e.g., de Vriend et al., 2015; Temmerman
et al., 2013; van Wesenbeeck et al., 2014). Even if the tidal flat friction
does not prevent salt intrusion very effectively (Fig. 4), the tidal flats
allow for ecological development; e.g., in intensely used and dredged
estuaries — such as the Western Scheldt in the Netherlands — tidal
flats are the only refuges for benthic life, with deeper channels almost
devoid of any organisms (Ysebaert et al., 2003).

From this study, both the lateral depth variation — described by
the bottom curvature, x, — and the meandering of the estuary have no
profound effects on the salt intrusion (Figs. 10 and 11). This might be
due to several reasons: (1) these hypothesised nature-based solutions
are minor interventions that do not make a significant contribution;
(2) the representative input parameters and their ranges do not capture
the full potential of these optional nature-based solutions; and/or (3)
the representative input parameters are implemented incorrectly in the
parametric design. Although a parametric design as implemented in
this study comes with the cost of simplifying complex features to fit
an idealised setting, our investigations of the data suggest the first:
The results do align with the literature concerning the remainder of
the input parameters—with the exception of the surge level, which is
considered an ill-implementation in the parametric design.

Nevertheless, it is important to discriminate between estuary-wide
uniform changes to an estuary — as investigated in this study - and
local adaptations of the estuary. The implementation of nature-based
solutions can also be considered more in the domain of local modifica-
tions, such as the local introduction of meanders as described by Pein
et al. (2018). Therefore, we recommend not to discard the hypotheses
enhancing the lateral circulations.

At last, the river discharge is a dominant factor for the salt intrusion
length (Fig. 4). Therefore, it is noteworthy to pose the potential of river
discharge management as an optional nature-based solution to mitigate
salt intrusion. This can be realised on two different temporal scales: (1)
small-scale by releasing the river water in a pulse-like fashion during a
drought, exploiting the nonlinear response of the salt intrusion length
to temporal changes in river discharge (e.g., Biemond et al., 2022;
Gong and Shen, 2011; Hetland and Geyer, 2004; Monismith, 2017); and
(2) large-scale by replenishing freshwater reserves during high river
discharges to be released during droughts, in essence smoothening the
variability in river discharge.

6. Conclusion

The presented study encompasses an extensive numerical experi-
ment analysing the sensitivity of the salt intrusion length with respect
to thirteen estuary-scale parameters. The use of machine learning tech-
niques enabled us to implement a computationally expensive, state-of-
the-art hydrodynamic modelling framework for this exploratory study,
which would otherwise be computationally infeasible. Three differ-
ent analysis methods have been implemented to deduce the under-
lying relations in the 1252 model simulations: (1) analysis of the
raw output data; (2) over-fitting a regression model and analysing
its regression coefficients; and (3) implementing a neural network to
determine gradients in the salt intrusion length with respect to the input
parameters.

In general, the non-dimensional space used by Geyer and Mac-
Cready (2014) to classify estuaries (M and Fr;, Egs. (1) and (2),
resp.) largely determine the response of the estuary (Figs. 2 and 7),
and thereby the five input parameters of which they are composed
of are considered essential estuarine characteristics: tidal range, river
discharge, (channel) depth, (channel) width, and (channel) friction. In
addition, our results show that the convergence of an estuary (Figs. 3b
and 8) and the presence of tidal flats (Fig. 9a) should also be considered
as essential parameters in determining the extent of the salt intrusion
length in estuaries.

The key finding of this study is the capping relation between an
input parameter — or combination of input parameters — and the salt
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Table 2

Qualitative scoring of the hypothesised nature-based solutions including the relevant
input parameters. The scores range from insignificant () to high potential (++). Input
parameters included between brackets show additional relevant parameters for the
hypotheses.

Hypothesis Parameter(s) Score
reduced cross-section d., W, ++
increased bottom friction n. (ng, 7) +
enlarged tidal flats rg, Wy (@) +
reduced lateral depth variation K, +
increased meandering A,, L, +
managed river discharge Q ++

intrusion length, which is indicative of a complex relation between the
estuarine response and its characteristics. In other words, favourable
settings for large salt intrusion for a single parameter (e.g., large
channel depth) is not enough to guarantee this will occur; in most
cases, smaller intrusion lengths are observed (Fig. 3a). It is the complex
interplay of different estuarine characteristics that determine whether a
maximum intrusion event occurs, and how often. This yields a promis-
ing perspective towards the development of (nature-based) solutions to
mitigate salt intrusion, as it indicates that large salt intrusion lengths
are the exception and the result of a combination of unfavourable estu-
arine characteristics. Therefore, modifying one of the relevant charac-
teristics will mitigate the salt intrusion in the estuary, which allows for
flexibility in the choice and implementation of (nature-based) solutions.

Reflecting back on the hypothesised nature-based solutions, Table 2
shows an overview of the effectiveness of mitigating salt intrusion for
all hypothesised nature-based solutions. As elaborated on in Section 5,
four of the six posed hypotheses show potential to mitigate salt intru-
sion. This leaves two hypotheses unfit for salt intrusion mitigation: (1)
the reduced lateral depth variation; and (2) the meandering estuary.
Their relevance in mitigating salt intrusion has been shown in this study
to be non-existing—or at best minor (Figs. 10 and 11).

The reduced water depth can be combined with reducing the width,
as they both reduce the cross-sectional area through which the river dis-
charge has to flow, enhancing the relative river flow velocity compared
to the available river discharge. In this way, the freshwater Froude
number (Fr, Eq. (2)) is enlarged, which has a capping effect on the salt
intrusion length (Fig. 7b). Thereby, modifying the cross-sectional area
mainly acts to enhance the flushing by river flow. A major question for
this type of solutions is whether they can be morphologically stable.
If a restriction is added to an otherwise broad and deep estuary, the
sediment restricting the flow locally will be subject to increased flow
velocities and become unstable. In many cases, however, it is possible
to stop — or reduce - dredging in order to reduce the depth, and those
solutions appear stable from a physical perspective.

The bottom friction in combination with the convergence modify
the tidal wave in the estuary. The bottom friction enhances the tidal
mixing (M, Eq. (1)) and the tidal damping (Eq. (7)); and the conver-
gence amplifies the tidal wave in the estuary (Eq. (7)) concentrating the
tidal energy over a smaller cross-sectional area for enhanced mixing.
Here, the bottom friction in the channel is relevant, while the bottom
friction on the tidal flats is of no importance in the mitigation of salt
intrusion.

The presence of tidal flats is relevant in mitigating salt intrusion
(Fig. 9a). This is not so much due to the friction they impose, but rather
due to their water storage and effect on tidal asymmetry. The irrele-
vance of the flat friction allows for variety in ecological development
on these flats, creating system-specific additional value to the system;
an important component of the Building with Nature-philosophy (e.g.,
de Vriend et al., 2015; van Slobbe et al., 2013).

Although boundary conditions are harder to influence compared
to the geomorphological features of an estuary, the fluctuations in
river discharge due to the seasons can be smoothened to reduce the
fluctuations in salt intrusion over the year. This would provide a more
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constant and reliable salt distribution in an estuary, which makes
spatial planning easier.

All in all, there are clear — albeit sometimes quite complex — corre-
lations between (a combination of) estuary-scale parameters and the
salt intrusion length in an estuary. These relations all describe a cap-
ping behaviour of the salt intrusion length. Thus, unfavourable char-
acteristics do not necessarily result in a large salt intrusion length
as long as one dominant characteristic suppresses the salt intrusion.
This behaviour is ideal for the development and implementation of
(nature-based) solutions to mitigate salt intrusion.

Software availability
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