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gion. The distinct differences between normal tidal flats and abandoned channel systems restrict the application
of classic intertidal mud flat morphological theory to the study of the evolution of abandoned channels. Herein, a
quantitative model based on the concept of mass conservation was proposed to describe the infilling processes
for an abandoned channel. Sediment cores and elevation profiles from an abandoned channel of the Yellow
River delta (China), along with hydrodynamic observational data, are used to constrain a numerical approach
and test model performance. The modeled accumulation thicknesses are satisfyingly consistent with those de-
rived from sediment cores. The model results indicate that the tide-delivered sediment flux and channel water
depth are the dominant variables governing the variation in accumulation thickness in the abandoned channel,
whereas the channel shortening rate largely impacts the depositional area rather than depositional thickness. By
contributing to steady deposition on the mud flat, tide-associated landward sediment deposition formed a steep
profile near the estuary, while the final four years of deposition represent only a quarter of the total deposition
compared to that from the first five years owing to a decreasing depositional rate. The model-derived sediment
volume indicates that shore-parallel flow is significant in shaping mudflat morphology, especially in the late
stages, while the shortening of tidal channels leads to shrinking of the mud flat and sediment volumes. Despite
its limitation to residual channels, our model presents a new approach for quantitative interpretation of the geo-
morphic evolution of an abandoned river channel with finite boundary conditions, providing a good reference to
apply to other large deltaic systems.
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1. Introduction

River avulsion near the marine terminus is a fundamental process
that controls coastal sediment deposition, forming numerous morpho-
logical patterns and environmental settings including abandoned del-
taic lobes and channels (Chatanantavet et al., 2012) and occurring
frequently on large rivers with high sediment flux such as the Missis-
sippi and Yellow Rivers. By acting as sediment repositories for fluvial-
marine sediments, abandoned deltaic channels are important to the de-
velopment of coastal morphology. Sediment deposits in these settings
record hydrodynamic variations such as tides and waves. Various publi-
cations have focused on delta lobe erosion after fluvial abandonment
(Frazier, 1967; Penland et al., 1988; Wang et al., 2006; Nienhuis et al.,
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2013; Zhou et al., 2014), but the depositional processes within aban-
doned channels rarely have been examined (Carlson et al., 2020).
Upon losing a direct water-sediment supply from the main river, the
hydrodynamical environment of an abandoned deltaic channel is pri-
marily influenced by tides and waves, often leading to the evolution of
a tidal flat (Carlson et al., 2020). Within the intertidal zone, the linkage
between subaerial and submarine environments is a significant compo-
nent of coastal and estuarine systems; these environments are charac-
terized by a shallow gradient and are therefore susceptible to repeated
inundations that impact sediment dynamics. Over the last few decades,
tidal flat morphology has been studied extensively, and several numer-
ical models for the evolution of intertidal landforms have been pro-
posed. Friedrichs and Aubrey (1996) advanced a theory of intertidal
flat morphology (referred to herein as “FA96”). According to FA96, the
maximum tidal velocity is assumed to be stable in subtidal and lower
flat regions and to decrease in the upper flat with distance from the
low water line. This provides a useful analytical model for summarizing
morphodynamical processes. More recently, multiple mechanisms have
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Fig. 1. a) Schematic view of an abandoned channel (not to scale): (I) channel profile at the beginning of abandonment with tidal conditions; (II) channel profile after abandonment with
evident lobe shortening, in-channel mud deposition, and correspondingly changing tidal conditions; and b) schematic diagram of in-channel deposition over a tidal cycle (not to scale).

The symbols are listed in Table 1.

been suggested to describe the sedimentation over tidal flats to shape
the shore-normal profile (Lee and Mehta, 1997; Le Hir et al., 2000;
Roberts et al., 2000; Pritchard et al.,, 2002; H. ]. Lee et al., 2004;). The
core concept of muddy profile progradation is primarily derived from
mass conservation, yielding a dynamic equilibrium theory (DET) pro-
posed by Friedrichs (2011) with spatial and local asymmetries (Hsu
et al.,, 2013; Hu et al., 2015; Hu et al., 2018). Mariotti and Fagherazzi
(2010) developed a comprehensive numerical model for long-term
evolution of salt marshes and tidal flats and discussed the morphologi-
cal evolution of tidal channels and unvegetated tidal flats (Mariotti and
Fagherazzi, 2013). Xu et al. (2019) investigated a two-dimensional
model for the development of tidal channels using flow and sedimenta-
tion models. Vegetation and ecogeomorphic factors significantly influ-
ence tidal flat and tidal channel evolution (Fagherazzi et al., 2012;
Belliard et al., 2015; Kearney and Fagherazzi, 2016).

These classical models have several limitations when applied to
the evaluation of the morphological development of an abandoned
deltaic channel. First, abandoned channels, especially those in mud
flats (the object of study here), are complex sedimentary environ-
ments that are very different from the classic tidal flat. Compared
with an open and broad coastal zone tidal flat, tide water intrusion
into an abandoned channel is restricted by identifiable levees from
the antecedent river channel, which affects the hydrodynamic envi-
ronment. Concurrently, an abandoned channel maintains a morpho-
logical structure that is highly variable, inheriting the form of the
previously active channel, and thus can differ from a traditional
tidal channel formed by ocean dynamics. For example, channel
depth is initially set by the antecedent bed before abandonment,
and as the estuary develops, this morphology naturally changes as

a consequence of sediment deposition and erosion (Carlson et al.,
2020). In turn, this produces a feedback effect on the maximum/min-
imum flood and ebb water surface elevations (respectively). Second,
classical tidal flat models are developed based on the hypothesis that
sediment is transported exclusively by periodic tides and waves and
deposited on a relatively flat surface (Friedrichs, 2011), and thus the
flat is a net sediment sink. While an abandoned lobe may behave
similarly, it can also be eroded as sediment is recycled and
transported landward before deposition on a flat. Thus, the sediment
sources for abandoned channels are nonunique. A new approach is
therefore required to model this dynamic in-filling regime for an
abandoned deltaic channel while preserving sediment mass
conservation.

This study establishes a quantitative model to describe sediment
depositional processes and morphological development associated
with the infilling processes of an abandoned fluvial-deltaic channel,
with the core concepts of the model grounded in mass conservation.
In-situ observational data collected from an abandoned distributary
channel of the Yellow River delta (China) are used to constrain a fill-
ing model and test its accuracy when using different boundary con-
ditions to explore the model sensitivity. Additionally, sediment
deposition rates and infilling volume are evaluated by analysis of
sediment samples, and the model results are inverted to constrain
filling processes from 1996 to 2015.

2. Model description

The establishment of a depositional model with appropriate bound-
ary conditions describing the environmental situation is required.
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According to previous work (Carlson et al., 2020), the abandoned chan-
nel is influenced by sedimentation resulting from tide-induced
overbank deposition, which is especially enhanced under spring tide
conditions. This creates a gentle channel-normal slope as sediment ac-
cumulates over time onto the adjacent tidal channel. Additionally, the
tidal channel possesses a shore-normal slope constructed by continued
deposition due to tidal processes. We explore both of these slopes in de-
tail below and define an abandoned channel infilling model, while
boundary conditions and observational data from Yellow River delta
have been used to test the model robustness.

2.1. Shore-normal slope (slope 1)

The development of a graded tidal channel slope is affected by a
combination of factors, including tidal amplitude, discharge, sedi-
ment concentration, and current velocity. As the abandoned channel
was not immediately submerged but instead was exposed at low tide
and inundated with sediment-laden water during periodic high
tides, sediment deposited within the channel eventually trans-
formed the surface into a typical mud flat. When the initial avulsion
occurs (t = 0), the newly abandoned channel begins to aggrade, gen-
erating a mudflat with a relatively flat surface (Fig. 1a) as energetic
flood tides inundate the bed and deposit sediments during slack
tide periods. Tidal asymmetry produces a lag deposit (Straaten and
Kuenen, 1958; Postma, 1961), and over time, the deposit thickness
increases. Importantly, this influences the bed slope, which in turn
affects current velocity, producing feedback affecting the sediment
deposition rate (Fig. 1a). Simultaneously, continued erosion of the
lobe front effectively shortens the subaqueous channel.

For analysis of depositional processes within the abandoned
channel, a time period over one tidal cycle is assessed. The parame-
ters used for analysis and their physical meanings are shown in
Table 1. Fig. 1b illustrates sediment deposition at a given location
over a tidal cycle (At). D(t) is used to represent the average distance
from the estuary, and L represents the length scale over which sedi-
mentation occurs. It is assumed that water depth and velocity exiting
the estuary are constant and are labeled Hp and Uy, respectively.
Therefore, the water depth (H) at a given location is expressed as
the difference between Hy and local bed elevation 1) (sediment depo-
sition). The depositional thickness A varies with time over a tidal
cycle.

According to the concept of mass conservation, the water depth as a
function of time is equal to the sediment flux change at a given location
over a tidal cycle:

dHo(t;) 0 B
Jo o+ 55t (Ho—)-U} = 0 (1)

where current velocity is given as:

u_ A=D dHo(ty) _ A=D

= = Ho'(t 2
HO—’I’] dtl H()—T) 0 ( 1) ( )

Table 1
Description of model parameters.

Symbol Name Unit  Symbol Name Unit

v Sediment volume m> n Sediment thickness —m

Qs Sediment flux m’/s L Length of water body m

e Erosion rate m/s Ay Porosity /

U Current speed m/s S Channel slope /

Cm Sediment concentration kg/m> H Water depth m

P Sediment density kg/m> B Width of channel m

D Distance to estuary m m Original distance m

n Distance to tidal channel m t Time s

The unknown parameter, A, is the distance from the low to the
high water line for a tidal flat with a slope S (Friedrichs and
Aubrey, 1996). However, the length of the abandoned channel
body is not enough for the tide to reach its high-water line because
of the limited remaining channel body. A is a parameter that deter-
mines where sedimentation occurs (Fig. 1b) and is calculated as
the quotient of the water depth in the estuary and the along-
channel slope:

_ HO— max HO— max
A= o 5 D 3)

Substituting A into Eq. (2) yields a result between U and Uy with an-
other unknown parameter, a.
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The deposition elevation variation (An) is equal to the sediment
volume carried and deposited during a tidal cycle (At). Considering
the bulk density and porosity of sediment, the balance on both
sides of the equation yields:

V = Q,At = B-H-(u.cm,in—u-cm_out)-:—) At = ARLB-(1—Ap) (5)

At a given location, the distance (D) is expressed as a function con-
trolled by the shoreline retreat rate of the abandoned lobe, original dis-
tance, and time:

D = D(t) = m—et (6)

Calculating D, for which the water depth is the difference between
Hp and ),

An a m—et

At Lp(1—Xp)

“(Ho=m)-AUCp- )

yields the relationship between depositional thickness, time, and loca-
tion.

1

a.i
Lo(1-)y)

-AUCp, (—% et + mt) = —1—Ho:- 1n‘”(1>{7?7| (8)

Eq. (8) expresses the variation of depositional thickness with time.
2.2. Shore-parallel slope (slope 2)

Under normal circumstances, after an avulsion, the abandoned
channel would be accessed by tides and be subject to sedimentation
as described above. In spring tide conditions, when rising tidal currents
cover the entire channel (Fig. 2a), sediment-laden water flows from
outside the confines of the tidal channel onto the mudflat (Carlson
et al.,, 2020). The process of tidal flow being maximized by a spring
tide and spreading over a mudflat is termed “overbank” below. The
overbank deposit forms a relatively thick deposit over time, as shown
schematically in Fig. 2b and herein termed a “levee”. Note that deposi-
tion near the tidal channel is relatively flat and not tapered as found in
the actual river channel levee. Here, this “levee” is considered as a
boundary between the tidal channel and the mudflat.

Unfortunately, there are no numerical schemes that can be used to
describe levee depositional processes and morphological evolution
over time due to uncertainties such as the spatial heterogeneity of chan-
nel hydrodynamics. However, sediment distribution from field data can
be used to approximate sediment depositional patterns occurring since
channel abandonment. Here, elevation and sediment core data collected
in the Qingshuigou distributary channel of the Yellow River delta
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Fig. 2. Schematic diagram of a sectional profile of an abandoned channel (not to scale) showing its evolution in different stages: a) immediately after abandonment; b) the middle stage
when overbank deposition leads to the formation of a mudflat; and c) the final stage with infilling of mud over the previous fluvial sand deposition.

(abandoned in 1996) are used as an example to constrain mudflat sed-
iment thickness (see Carlson et al., 2020; Wu et al.,, 2020) (Figs. 3 and 4).
The data demonstrating a depositional maximum at approximately 80—
100 m from the tidal channel and a gradual seaward decrease approxi-
mately follow a natural logarithmic function (Fig. 3).

This depositional pattern produces slope 2, expressed for a given lo-
cation by:

_py-Inn P,

— it
N tig

9

where r is the deposition rate and t is time. Assuming that r is constant
for the 19 years since abandonment (1996-2015), the deposition rate at
a given location (n, representing distance to tidal channel) can be calcu-
lated. In Eq. (9), p; and p, are unknown parameters that can be assessed

empirically. A similar tendency can be used as a reference in normal
abandoned channels to assess the common influence of tidal channels.

2.3. Model verification

Deposition in an abandoned channel can be described as a compos-
ite of processes arising due to tidal channel and overbank sedimenta-
tion. The model can be written:

N="m-+m (10)

where 7); is deposition forming slope 1 (shore-normal slope) and 7, is
deposition forming slope 2 (shore-parallel slope); however, there is
no evidence to establish which slope contributes more to the final re-
sult, implying that a parameter is needed to quantify the effects of
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Fig. 3. Elevation data for the modern mud flat surface in the Qingshuigou abandoned distributary channel, of the Yellow River delta, referenced by distance from the tidal channel to the sea.
Black line is the running average and the dashed line is the fitting curve using a natural logarithmic function.

different factors. Here, i is used to evaluate the level of influence with a
range of 0-1, defined as:

: h
i 11

A higher value for i indicates a stronger influence attributable to
slope 1 (tide), and conversely, a lower i indicates a stronger influence at-
tributable to slope 2.

We used this model to investigate a recently abandoned river chan-
nel in the Yellow River delta (Fig. 4). The Qingshuigou channel extended
southeastward and was abandoned in May 1996 due to an artificial
channel shift (Fig. 4b). After its abandonment, tide-induced landward
transport of sediment accumulated in the Qingshuigou distributary
channel. To understand how these hydrodynamic characteristics influ-
ence the abandoned channel, a field survey was conducted in the
Laizhou Bay adjacent to the mouth of the Yellow River in August 2003.
The resulting data allowed us to estimate landward transport into the
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abandoned Qingshuigou channel over a tidal cycle (see Bi et al., 2010).
At a station located near the Qingshuigou mouth, current meters were
used to synchronously and continuously record flow speed and current
direction in the surface, middle and bottom layers of the water column.
Sediment concentration was also measured and combined with current
velocity data to estimate the flux of both water and sediment. Sediment
fluxes during the flood and ebb tides were estimated to be 2.90 x 102
kg/s-m?and 2.72 x 102 kg/s - m?, respectively, yielding a net sediment
delivery to the abandoned channel over a tidal cycle of 1.79 x 103 kg/s
-m? (Bi et al., 2010).

Parameter p represents the bulk density of sediment particles, which
is estimated to be 2650 kg/m?, and the sediment porosity, \,,, is approx-
imated as 0.415 for sediments in the tidal flats of the Yellow River delta
(Jia and Shan, 2011). The initial water depth, Hy (see Fig. 1b), of the
bankfull flow depth of the Yellow River at the beginning of abandon-
ment is set at 3 m by using previous in-channel observations (Wang
etal., 2007). After the channel abandonment in 1996, severe coastal ero-
sion led to a shortening of the abandoned channel (Fig. 5). Based on

Fig. 4.a) LANDSAT image of the modern Yellow River delta illustrating recent shifts of the lower river courses; b) the Qingshuigou distributary channel abandoned after 1996. Dots indicate
locations of 14 vibracores (yellow) and 13 pits excavated in the channel (red), and the location of Core AC1 (white star) for sedimentary analysis (Carlson et al.,, 2020; Wu et al., 2020).
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Fig. 5. a) Coastlines of the active delta lobe from 1996 to 2015, extracted from LANDSAT images in 1996, 2002 and 2015; b) annual variation in distance (or channel length) from 1996 to

2016. Black line indicates a fitting curve.

LANDSAT images (1996-2015), the annual average value of D was esti-
mated (Fig. 5b), yielding a significant regression (R> = 0.94) of param-
eter D as a function of time t as follows:
D(t) = —1.125 x e 5t + 6580 (12)

The channel length seemed to be relatively stable for a short period
(2004-2006), which was perhaps due to the increasing sediment load

from the Yellow River resulting from the implementation of the
Water-Sediment Regulation Scheme (Wang et al.,, 2017), which inter-
mittently slowed erosion but did not essentially change the decrease
in channel length (Fig. 5b).

Based on the average boundary condition values (see Table 2), the
accuracy of the model is tested using observational data from the
Qingshuigou abandoned channel. The data from sediment cores col-
lected in the abandoned channel are categorized into two groups: the
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Table 2
Boundary conditions for model application.

Symbol Name Value Unit Data resource
Ap Porosity 0415 / Jia and Shan,
2011

p Sediment density 2650 kg/m> /

Qs_mass1  Net sediment flux 1.79 x kg/s - Biet al.,, 2010
(summer) 1073 m?

Qs—mass2 Net sediment flux (winter) 3.58 x kg/s - Wang et al., 2016

1072 m?
Do Original distance to estuary 6580 m LANDSAT images
Ho initial water depth 3 m Wang et al., 2007

calculated portion (containing 9 cores) and the test portion (containing
18 cores). The calculated portion was used to determine unknown pa-
rameters in the model, including a, p1, and p,, with different i values.
The parameters were then applied to test the model results by

comparing the model output with data from the test portion (Fig. 6a).
The range of model results are represented with different i values and
the corresponding p1, p», and median a values. These analyses indicate
a result that is relatively consistent with the test data, as most points
fall within the model range, indicating that the model could be used
to estimate sediment depositional thicknesses within the abandoned
channel.

There are three cores with extremely high depositional thickness
that exceed the model range (Fig. 6a). This might be explained by the
proximity of these sampling locations to the channel thalweg. The
LANDSAT imagery acquired on September 20, 1996 (weeks after the
engineered avulsion, Fig. 6b) indicated that portions of the Qingshuigou
distributary channel were natural topographic lows as a consequence of
the position of the thalweg, and the areas of high recorded mud thick-
ness were located within these areas (Carlson et al., 2020).

Since we have a range of values from which we can inform the
model, it is useful to explore the optimal values for the unknown
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Fig. 6. a) Comparison between the modeled depositional thickness and those derived from sediment cores collected in 2015 (core locations shown in Fig. 4b). Black lines indicate model
value ranges based on varying boundary conditions. Red dots indicate cores with extremely high depositional thickness. b) Locations of sediment cores with extremely high depositional
thickness on a LANDSAT image (September 20, 1996), indicating that abnormal highs are likely correlated with the proximity of core locations to the channel thalweg.
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parameters. Each i had an exclusive group of a, p;, and p, values obtain-
able by calculation. The parameter ranges are compared with the test
portion in Fig. 7, where parameter i is a dimensionless index defined
by Eq. (11) indicating the contribution of slope 1 that maintains a
value between 0 and 1. In other words, a higher i value indicates a
greater contribution from spring tides. To highlight this influence, we
tested i using values of 0.2, 0.5 and 0.8. A value of i = 0.2 means that
overbank processes are the main depositional influence, while i = 0.8
indicates a greater influence of the tidal channel on the depositional
process. We found that i = 0.8 produced the best fit with the measured
data, mostly around the 1:1 line (Fig. 7), corresponding to parameter
values of p; = — 0.087, p = 0.584 and a = 2.55 x 10710,

2.4. Model caveat

It is acknowledged that model performance relies upon ideal condi-
tions, and tolerances must be analyzed. First, in the model construction,
it is assumed that the abandoned channel possesses a flat surface; how-
ever, given the topographic complexity of channel beds, an undulating
surface can be expected, and this might be a source of error in the
model. Despite this, model outcomes derived by assuming a flat slope
may not deviate too far from reality. While the Yellow River channel
bed is expected to have some along-stream slope in its final reaches,
the value is likely minimal. Additionally, the bedform topography of
the Yellow River is quite subtle, with dune aspect ratios ten times
greater than those found in other sand-bed river channels (Ma et al.,
2017), implying that bedform features are not a controlling factor in
local elevation variability.

Second, there is an implicit assumption that sediment is not
remobilized after deposition. When modeling the depositional pro-
cesses of the Qingshuigou lobe, the possible movement of sediment is
not incorporated, mainly because these unexpected events cannot be
well-constrained using field observations. The Bohai Sea maintains sea-
sonal variations in terms of and dynamics and sediment concentration
(Wang et al., 2014); thus, landward transport of sediments into the
abandoned channel is likely to vary seasonally. For the Yellow River
delta, winter storms may considerably change the landform and cause
significant coastal erosion (Yang et al., 2011), which can remove sedi-
ment accumulation on mud flats and accelerate the shortening of chan-
nels. According to observational data near the mouth (37.762°N,
119.400°E) obtained in January 2016, sediment concentrations were
18-28 times greater than those in summer; therefore, when performing
model calculations, winter sediment flux into the abandoned channel
can be assumed to be up to twenty times higher than that observed in
summer conditions.
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Fig. 7. Comparison between core data and model results using different i-values. Each i-
value corresponds to an a-value and a p-value.

Finally, the model does not include the dynamic behavior of the mud
flat surface. For example, to estimate slope 2, the channel profile illus-
trated in Fig. 2 is used, assuming a mud flat location that does not shift
with time. However, the antecedent channel is buried in sediment
(Fig. 2b and c; Carlson et al., 2020). In this situation, the tidal channel
can become shallow and narrow with time, leading to expansion of
the mud flat and resulting in occasional cores with extremely high
values (Fig. 6). This could cause enhanced depositional thicknesses
and, moreover, cannot be described by the equation for slope 2
(overbank).

3. Data and materials
3.1. Study area and data source

As the second largest river in the world, with sediment load maxi-
mums of up to 1.08 x 10° tons per year (Milliman and Meade, 1983;
Milliman and Syvitski, 1992), the Yellow River is regarded as an excel-
lent natural laboratory for investigating the healing processes of aban-
doned channels. Frequent channel avulsions (approximately once
every decade) and the resulting lobate landforms built by each event
comprise the modern Yellow River delta complex (Pang and Si, 1979;
Wang et al., 2006; Xue, 1993). The high number of abandoned channels
and deltaic lobes provide a good setting to test an integral variation
model over a relatively short time.

In 1976, the lower Yellow River shifted from the Diaokou course to
the Qingshuigou course (Fig. 5a) with the southeastward migration of
the deltaic depocenter. In May 1996, with the Yellow River deltaic main-
stream artificially diverted to the present Q8 course (Fig. 5a), the
Qingshuigou delta lobe was then abandoned and eroded, entering into
a distinctly destructive phase resulting from cutoff of the fluvial sedi-
ment supply and continuous erosion by tidal and wave dynamics
(Wang et al., 2006). However, an abundance of suspended sediment
from the outer estuary (sourced from the adjacent nearshore region)
along with sediments that eroded from the lobe provided a sediment
source to initiate infilling of the abandoned fluvial channel. As a result,
the Qingshuigou distributary channel is characterized by recent aban-
donment, an energetic environment with strong wave and tidal dynam-
ics, and a considerable sediment supply. Furthermore, this abandoned
deltaic lobe has been the subject of numerous recently completed inves-
tigations that collectively provide detailed sedimentological and hydro-
dynamic data, making it a favorable site for testing models of channel
infilling processes. Specifically, for this study, analysis of sediment
cores within the abandoned channel are utilized to constrain our
model (Carlson et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2020). The core dataset collected
from the Qingshuigou abandoned fluvial channel includes 36 samples
with lengths of approximately 4 m and has been utilized for model
verification.

3.2. Sedimentary environment

To analyze the depositional environment, we utilize sediment grain-
size, composition, and lead isotope (2!°Pb) dating from a typical core
(AC1) with a length of 100 cm located at the outlet of the Qingshuigou
course (37°40'4 N, 119°15’4E) (Fig. 4b). The primary grain-size param-
eters and excess 2!°Pb dating were presented in a previous study (Fig. 8;
Wu et al,, 2020).

The AC1 core can be divided into two segments characterized by dif-
ferent sedimentary features and lead isotope results (Fig. 8a and b). The
upper segment (0-38 cm) contains moist yellowish-gray silty-clay sed-
iments without clear stratification mingled with iron nodules. Moist
khaki, fine silt and silt-sand, with black stripes containing heavy mineral
grains, constitute the lower segment (38-100 cm). Using the sedimen-
tation and grain-size parameters of Core AC1, it was divided into stage 1
(100-38 cm) and stage 2 (38-0 cm) with a varying spectrum of grain-
size distribution (Fig. 8c). A unimodal distribution with a maximum
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volume but a minimal accompanying fine component was found in
stage 1, suggesting a relatively energetic sedimentary environment.
The maximum-percentage grain size of a unimodal distribution curve
in stage 2 is 30 um, and the rapidly increasing percentage of fine-
grained sediments is diagnostic of a sedimentary environment differing
greatly from that of stage 1. The large increase in clay content (10.3%)
and abrupt decrease in sand content (10.25%; Fig. 8a) may be indicative
of an evident change in sedimentary environment. Consequently, Core
AC1 presents two unique depositional conditions: the upper segment
(0-38 cm) has features suggesting calm conditions, while the lower
segment (38-100 cm) possesses coarser sediments that likely indicate
relatively enhanced dynamic conditions during deposition.

The excess 2'°Pb profile (activity versus depth) for Core AC1
(Fig. 8b) indicates a two-segmented profile with a clear boundary

at 38 cm below the surface, corresponding to a transition of the dom-
inant sediment fraction from sand to mud (Fig. 8a and b). Geochem-
ical analysis of organic carbon confirmed that the lower segment can
be explained by rapid fluvial sedimentation before abandonment,
whereas the upper segment was dominated by sedimentation from
marine sources due to tidal delivery after channel abandonment
(Wu et al., 2020).

The data from Core AC1 suggests a transition of the sedimentary en-
vironment from a fluvial depositional setting to an estuary, with the for-
mer characterized by relatively coarse sandy deposits and the latter by
mud. Therefore, the upper part of the core can be used to constrain
the thickness of mud deposition since abandonment and the initiation
of estuarine conditions and associated sediment infilling of the
Qingshuigou channel.
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4. Results and discussion
4.1. Channel landform after abandonment

As supported by the above analyses, the present model effectively
simulates the infilling processes in the abandoned channel, particularly
for parameters p; = — 0.087,p, = 0.584,a = 2.55x 107 '°,and i = 0.8.
The model produces a predicted sediment distribution pattern within
the Qingshuigou channel after 20 years of filling (Fig. 9) based on pa-
rameter values including model unknown parameters (a,i,p1,p2) and
environmental parameters including the sediment net flux, sediment
density, distance, porosity, erosion rate, water depth, and time.

As shown in Fig. 9, the mud-flat depositional thickness ranges from
0.12 m to 0.81 m. The estuary was shortened to 6580 m since channel
abandonment in 1996 as a consequence of severe shoreline retreat.
Slope 1 was the main contributor to deposition, although the thickest
part of the mud flat is located near the tidal channel. The model demon-
strates that slope 2 has a significant impact on the disparity in sediment
discharge between spring tide and overbank deposition. The model pre-
dicts that closer proximity to the tidal channel results in deposition of
more sediment. The slope angle from the estuary to the landside de-
clines, becoming steeper near the estuary and flattening landward.

The morphology observed today is not necessarily indicative of
the filling patterns of the past two decades. Hence, to evaluate how
depositional processes arose over the past 19 years, we examined
the time-series results of the model. Fig. 10 shows a sediment depo-
sition distribution map with five-year intervals. It is notable that es-
tuary erosion caused a shortening of the mud flat over the modeled
19 years. Parameter m is the distance to the estuary, and parameter n
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Fig. 9. Distribution map of in-channel deposition in 2015 based on model results. a) The
tidal channel levee is on the right side; b) the sea is on the right side. The color bar
indicates the deposit thickness range. Parameter m is the distance from the 1996 estuary
and parameter n is the distance from the tidal channel. The black line marks the location
of the 2015 estuary. The blue dashed line represents the offshore sea.

is the distance to the tidal channel, so it is convenient to explore the
different influences of slopes 1 and 2 over the time series. In the first
year, the shore-normal slope (slope 1) definitely controls deposition
owing to its similarity to the mud flat (Fig. 10a). Levees started to
form initially, and a deposition “hot spot” developed and moved
landward with time. Subsequently, overbank processes (slope
2) began to play a more decisive role in influencing deposition
(Fig. 10b-e). This indicates that deposition rates are higher than
those for slope 1. It should be noted that we use the average deposi-
tion rate for slope 2, meaning that deposition from the tidal channel
is assumed to be uniform.

To evaluate whether there is variation in the shore-normal tide de-
position rate, sediment profiles are compared over the nineteen-year
period of the model (Fig. 11a). Sediment thickness (7)) increases over
time; however, the incremental rate diminishes between 1996 and
2015. In the early stages, there is a relatively high rate, and landward de-
position is thicker compared with that of the estuary. One year later,
there is a 0.06 m accumulation landward, and after five years, accumu-
lation increases to 0.13 m. The sedimentation rate declines over the last
four years, totaling only a quarter of the value of the first five years and
half the value of the first year. There is a clear increase in the slope angle,
with the profile in 2015 being much steeper than that in 1996. These
analyses indicate steady deposition onto the mud flat, with higher de-
positional rates landward.

It is important to note that the model operates within a defined time
range. Abandoned channel mud flats have a continuous sediment
source only within the water line, meaning that spring tide and
overbank sources could not continue to contribute once the deposition
thickness becomes greater than water depth. According to the model re-
sults, the thickest part of the mud flat is located near the tidal channel,
meaning that it would be the earliest non-submerged area to become
a supratidal zone without influence from the spring tide. After that,
the remaining mud flat would be gradually isolated from the tidal chan-
nel, eventually forming a normal tidal flat. However, the abandoned
channel body suffers from rapid shoreline retreat caused by strong
ocean dynamics, shortening the channel and reducing the depositional
area. The equilibrium state of the abandoned channel would primarily
depend upon the in-channel depositional rate and the sediment supply
from nearshore erosion.

4.2. Sensitivity to boundary conditions

All of the described results are for average and stable environmental
boundary conditions. These parameters can vary, and so it is useful to
test the model sensitivity. Since environmental conditions have a
greater influence on slope 1, we focus on changes in profiles from estu-
ary to land. The boundary conditions for slope 1 are described by Eq. (8)
and include sediment flux (AUCy,), erosion rate (e) and water depth
(Ho). Fig. 11b shows the result when sediment flux (AUC,), erosion
rate (e) and water depth (Hp) are halved.

The model result based on the original boundary conditions was de-
fined as a standardization line for comparing variable environments.
When sediment flux is reduced by half, maximum deposition changes
from 27.4 cm to 20.7 cm (24.3% decline). Except for the proportion of
sediments attributable to slope 2, the percentage decrease in slope 1 is
28.7% (Fig. 11b). This indicates that variation in sediment flux results
in a nonproportional reduction in the deposition rate. Varying water
depth results in a similar variation in deposition, resulting in a deposi-
tional thickness of 20.4 cm (25.4% decline). This indicates that the depo-
sitional model is slightly more sensitive to water depth. When the
erosion rate is adjusted (slower channel shortening), the depositional
thickness shows a slight increase to 28.0 cm (2.41% increase). Though
halving the erosion rate produces a longer channel and a wider deposi-
tional area, it seems to have little influence on depositional processes
within an abandoned channel.
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4.3. Infilling volume of sediment in the abandoned channel

Since deposition and lobe retreat via erosion are simultaneous pro-
cesses in the abandoned channel, it is worthwhile to discuss how
much sediment could be contributed to channel filling as a consequence
of lobe erosion. The model results allow calculation of the deposition
volume of sediment via integration of the in-channel depositional thick-
ness and the depositional area inside the channel (Fig. 12).

Sediment volume contributed by shore-normal flow is the largest
part of total deposition, while sediment carried by the shore-parallel
flow process is incremental, thus indicating a similar solution: shore-
parallel flow is a significant phenomenon in shaping mudflat morphol-
ogy in the late stage (Fig. 2c). As with the dispositional rate, the total
sediment volume filling the channel rapidly increases in the initial
stage and maintains a net increase in subsequent years but with a decel-
erating rate. Sediment deposition for a shore-normal slope maintains a
constant value, even though it shows a decreasing trend, with sediment
from overbank sources similarly diminishing. Eventually, sediment vol-
ume contributed by a shore-normal slope is less than that of the previ-
ous year (Fig. 12). The trend of the reduction in sediment volume
appears to be caused by the shorter estuary channel, leading to a shrink-
ing of the mud flat and a decrease in the depositional area (Fig. 2c).
Therefore, the existing sediment accumulation near the estuary may
be eroded and removed.

4.4. Impacts of seasonal dynamics on mud flat evolution

As mentioned in the section on model parameters, suspended sedi-
ment concentrations in winter near the mouth of the Yellow River are
~18-28 times higher than those in summer, indicating a significant sea-
sonal variation. Strong northerly or northwesterly winds prevail in win-
ter and spring and are associated with enhanced wave actions and
coastal currents, controlling sediment distribution and transport. Sedi-
ments in the Bohai Sea are evidently sensitive to monsoonal signals
due to the shallow depth and an adequate terrestrial sediment supply.
Furthermore, for the Yellow River, the main factor that considerably en-
hances sediment concentrations in the adjacent coastal region is the

occurrence of extreme winter storms (Yang et al., 2011; Wang et al.,
2014; Zeng et al,, 2015).

For abandoned distributary channels in the Yellow River delta, an
evident seasonal influence affects sediment flux carried by spring tides
and deposited on normal slopes onshore. Meanwhile, landforms and
hydrodynamics are highly modulated by intense winter monsoons. De-
spite limitations of the field data that constrain the boundary condi-
tions, the model supports the generalization that winter mode
sediment flux lasts approximately a half year (winter-spring) and tran-
sitions to summer (summer-autumn) mode for the rest of the year, in-
dicating that sediment mainly accumulates in the winter. As a
potentially major sink of marine-sourced suspended sediment, aban-
doned channels play a greater role in winter as receivers of sediment.

4.5. Model implications for understanding tidal channels and mud flat
evolution

As a composite land-ocean interface with multiple sediment sources
and initial conditions that include a limited flat depositional area and
specific submerged periods, abandoned channels differ importantly
from general tidal flats and tidal channel environments. Maintaining
an inherited morphological channel structure, the main bodies of aban-
doned channels can be viewed as large tidal flats restricted by identifi-
able levees, influenced by cross spring tides and resulting in shore-
normal slopes (slope 1). Meanwhile, nearshore erosion induced by
ocean dynamics provides a new overbank sediment source for mud
flats, forming a shore-parallel slope (slope 2). This complex sedimen-
tary environment distinguishes the contrasting morphological features
of abandoned channels compared with those of broad coastal tidal
flats. The new method we propose can be used to model abandoned del-
taic channel geomorphology and deposition quantities regardless of the
limitations imposed by residual channels. Furthermore, we suggest that
it is important to investigate the landform evolution of tidal flats with
finite boundaries, which are common in artificial coastal structures.

The model results suggest that the abandoned channel was filled
with several million tons of sediment over the past 19 years (Fig. 12),
forming a mud flat with a steeper frontier that flattened landward and
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with the tidal channel overbank levee being the thickest depocenter
(Fig. 2c). It is noteworthy that the tidal channel, which is the secondary
sediment source, provides sustained overbank deposition that may pre-
dominate the morphological evolution of mud flat landforms in the late
stage. The role of in-channel accumulation as a new sediment sink po-
tentially plays a critical role in balancing the sediment budget of the Yel-
low River delta.

5. Conclusion

As composite landforms at the ocean interface, the morphological
evolution of abandoned channels with multiple sediment sources dif-
fers importantly from that of general tidal flats. The main body of the
abandoned channel is influenced by the morphological structure of
the antecedent channel, with identifiable levees that constrain tidal
flows and result in a large tidal flat with a shore-normal slope and a

shore-parallel slope that provides a sediment source for mud flat
development.

A quantitative model is established for examination of the geomor-
phological evolution of an abandoned deltaic channel. The model results
indicate that an abandoned channel is a site for sediment accumulation,
forming a mud flat with a steep front that flattens landward, while tidal
channel overbank levees form the thickest depocenter. It is noteworthy
that tidal channels, as secondary sediment sources, provide sustained
overbank deposition and primarily control mudflat landforms in the
late stages. The variation in sediment flux results in a nonproportional
reduction in the deposition rate, while varying water depth results in
similar but slightly more sensitive variation. Halving the erosion rate
produces a longer channel and a wider depositional area, though there
is little influence on depositional processes within an abandoned chan-
nel. Owing to the gradual increase in slope, the depositional rate in the
abandoned channel decreases with time, resulting in a decelerating rate
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of infilling sediment volume, while strong winter monsoons and ex-
treme storms dominate sediment concentration and in-channel deposi-
tion. The abandoned fluvial-deltaic distributary channel acts as a new
sediment sink that potentially plays a critical role in the sediment bud-
get of the Yellow River delta. Our new approach can add significantly to
the understanding of the infilling process of abandoned distributary
channels in large river deltas worldwide.
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