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Abstract: This study conducts a comparison of two ecosystem service models: the Water
Supply Stress Index (WaSSI) and the Integrated Valuation of Ecosystem Services and
Tradeoffs (InVEST). It focuses on each model’s capability to estimate annual water yield
within the Croatan National Forest (CNF). The Croatan Forest, characterized as a coastal
ecosystem with high biodiversity and unique water resource management challenges,
provides an opportune setting to examine and compare the accuracy and efficiency of these
models in predicting water yield. Utilizing field data and remote sensing, we investigated
the capabilities of both models to estimate water yield. The results indicate that both
models can serve as useful tools for water resource management in coastal ecosystems, yet
there are differences in their accuracy and sensitivity to environmental factors. This study
is the first to compare the two ecosystem models, the WaSSI and InVEST, within a coastal
forest setting for the calculation of water yield.

Keywords: water yield estimation; coastal national forest ecosystem; WaSSI model; InVEST
model; ecosystem service

1. Introduction

Water, as a vital resource, plays a crucial role in maintaining ecosystem balance and
achieving sustainable development goals. However, global ecosystems are increasingly
impacted by the growing pressures of urbanization, climate change, and overexploitation
of resources. These challenges highlight the critical need for precise annual water yield
predictions to ensure sustainable water resource management [1]. In this context, the rising
global population and the effects of climate change highlight the necessity of advanced
models and deeper analyses to ensure more precise water yield estimations [2]. The fast
growth of the global population [3] has placed immense pressure on freshwater resources,
with over-extraction becoming a serious concern in many regions. At the same time, climate
change is worsening water scarcity by altering precipitation patterns, intensifying droughts,
and accelerating the melting of critical water sources like glaciers. These intertwined chal-
lenges emphasize the pressing need for reliable and advanced models to predict water yield
accurately, enabling more effective resource management and informed policymaking [4,5].
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The Water Supply Stress Index (WaSSI) and the Integrated Valuation of Ecosystem
Services and Tradeoffs (InVEST) models represent advanced tools for assessing water
yield. The WaSSI focuses primarily on water and carbon balances by incorporating climate
variability, soil properties, and vegetation dynamics [6]. On the other hand, the InVEST
is a versatile tool capable of evaluating multiple ecosystem services, including water and
sediment yield, alongside carbon storage, to guide decision making for ecological reasons
and the sustainability of socio-economic systems [7,8]. The Water Supply Stress Index
(WaSSI) and the Integrated Valuation of Ecosystem Services and Tradeoffs (InVEST) models
represent important tools in translating complex environmental data into practical insights
regarding ecosystem services across varied landscapes [9,10]. These models allow for
predictive analyses, showing how changes in climate and land use can affect the avail-
ability of ecosystem services [11,12]. The WaSSI primarily focuses on assessing water and
carbon balances [13], integrating factors such as climate variability, soil characteristics, and
vegetation [14,15]. Its global application has proven instrumental in assessing potential
water supply challenges [16]. Contrastingly, the IN'VEST evaluates a multitude of ecosystem
services including water yield, sediment yield, and carbon storage [17], with the goal of
guiding decisions that harmonize ecological sustainability and human well-being [18,19].
Previous research has underscored the efficacy and broad applicability of these models.
The WaS8], for instance, has facilitated cross-continental analyses, highlighting the effects
of different ecological and climatic parameters on water availability [13]. Some studies
have employed the InVEST to evaluate water yields on a global scale, clarifying the effects
of climate and land use changes on water resources [20,21]. Nevertheless, it is imperative
to carefully select the model and data employed in ecosystem service assessments. Dis-
tinct models have unique structures, assumptions, and purposes, potentially resulting in
divergent findings [22]. Previous comparative studies between WaSSI and InVEST models
have highlighted their strengths and limitations in different hydrological contexts, such
as forested watersheds and agricultural landscapes [23]. These studies primarily focused
on inland or upland systems, which differ significantly from the coastal forest setting of
the current study, underscoring the novelty of our approach in exploring these models in
a coastal environment. The WaSSI's detailed consideration of forest and land use change
impacts on hydrology makes it particularly useful for forestry management and climate
change adaptation strategies [15]. In contrast, the INVEST model can assess multiple ecosys-
tem services at the same time, offering useful insights for land use planning and ecosystem
protection [24]. Models such as SWAT and VIC have significantly advanced our under-
standing of hydrological processes in forest ecosystems [25,26]. These models are highly
regarded for their ability to simulate detailed hydrological dynamics at the catchment scale,
leveraging extensive datasets and robust calibration techniques. In contrast, the WaSSI
and InVEST are designed to address broader hydrological challenges and are particularly
effective in regions with limited hydrological data, such as coastal ecosystems [15,23]. This
adaptability makes them well-suited for complex environments with scarce data. While
this study primarily focused on evaluating WaSSI and InVEST models” performance in
predicting water yield, future research comparing them with traditional models like SWAT
and VIC could provide deeper insights into water resource management and hydrological
trade-offs in diverse ecological settings.

The Croatan National Forest in North Carolina, USA, is a unique study area that
can be used for this comparative assessment due to its diverse ecosystems ranging from
pine forests to salt estuaries. A previous study in similar settings has underscored the
importance of selecting appropriate models based on specific management objectives,
data availability, and the spatial-temporal scale of interest [27]. In summary, both WaSSI
and InVEST models offer valuable insights into water yield estimation under various
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scenarios. However, their effectiveness and applicability can vary significantly based on the
environmental context and specific research or management goals [28]. The current case
study in Croatan National Forest demonstrated these models” comparative advantages and
limitations, providing a foundation for future research and application in water resources
management and ecosystem service valuation The objective of this study is to conduct
a comparative assessment of the WaSSI and InVEST models in estimating annual water
yield within a coastal forest setting. By focusing on the Croatan National Forest, this study
examines how accurate and useful these models are in forest environments and highlights
their strengths and weaknesses for managing water resources [29].

The purpose of this study is to compare two ecosystem service models, the Water
Supply Stress Index (WaSSI) and the Integrated Valuation of Ecosystem Services and
Tradeoffs (InVEST), in estimating annual water yield within the Croatan National Forest.
This research aims to evaluate the accuracy and efficiency of these models in a coastal
ecosystem characterized by high biodiversity and unique water resource management
challenges. Figure 1 illustrates the comparative analysis framework of the WaSSI and
InVEST models utilized in this study.
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Figure 1. Comparative analysis steps for WaSSI and InVEST models in water yield estimation.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1. Methods
2.1.1. Water Yield Module (WaSSI)
The Water Supply Stress Index (WaSSI) model defines water yield as the streamflow

exiting a watershed after accounting for losses due to soil water storage changes, evapo-
ration, and transpiration. This metric is calculated in millimeters per year and considers
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variations in land use and cover. The WaSSI model was developed by the USDA Forest
Service Southern Research Station and has undergone extensive validation and comparison
against other hydrological models [6,14,15,30-33]. Its design allows for analyses at both
annual and monthly scales, focusing on responses under wet and dry conditions.

The WaSSI employs a temperature-driven conceptual model to separate precipitation
into rain and snow [34]. The model computes monthly metrics such as infiltration, sur-
face runoff, soil moisture, and baseflow for each land use type in a watershed using the
Sacramento Soil Moisture Accounting Model (SAC-SMA) algorithms [35,36]. The soil
profile is modeled as two layers—a shallow upper layer and a deeper lower layer—each
containing tension water storage and free water storage components. These interact to
produce surface runoff, interflow, percolation, and baseflow.

Monthly evapotranspiration (ET) is calculated using potential ET [37], precipitation,
and leaf area index (LAI) based on empirical data derived from eddy covariance measure-
ments [14]. For impervious surfaces, storage and ET are considered negligible, and all
precipitation is assumed to contribute directly to runoff. Although this assumption may
lead to overestimation in certain regions, it is necessary given uncertainties about water
storage and connectivity on impervious surfaces at a regional scale.

Water yield for each land use type within a watershed is calculated as the sum of
surface runoff, interflow, and baseflow, adjusted for soil storage changes, evaporation,
and transpiration losses. These calculations are aggregated into area-weighted averages
across different land use types and expressed in millimeters per year. The model then
routes the water yield downstream through the river network, accumulating contributions
from upstream watersheds to determine the surface water supply at watershed outlets,
expressed in cubic meters per year. Figure 2 illustrates the hydrologic processes and land
cover classes simulated by the WaSSI model, including key variables such as precipitation
(P), evapotranspiration (ET), streamflow (Q), and changes in water storage (AS) [15,38]. All
terms are expressed in water depth units (e.g., millimeters). The function f incorporates
vegetation (via LAI) and meteorological drivers (PET and P) to calculate actual evapo-
transpiration. This approach ensures that the model captures the interaction between
vegetation and water availability effectively.
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Figure 2. Land cover classes and hydrologic processes simulated by the WaSSI: AS = change in surface
and groundwater storage; Q = streamflow or water yield; ET = evapotranspiration; PET: potential
evapotranspiration; P = precipitation, and LAI = leaf area index [15].
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2.1.2. Water Yield Module (InVEST)

The water yield model that quantifies the average yearly runoff, denoted as water
yield in millimeters, across the watershed is shown in Figure 3. In this study, the workflow
of the InVEST model, as shown in Figure 3, was applied to the study area using available
data. Inputs such as precipitation, temperature, and land use/land cover (LULC) were
processed alongside parameters like plant-available water content and the Zhang parameter
(Z) to calculate annual evapotranspiration and water yield. The model was evaluated
using sensitivity analysis, time-series calibration (1987-1991), and validation (1991-2020),
ensuring accuracy and reliability based on the existing datasets.
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Figure 3. A view of InVEST water yield model.

The InVEST model was applied to estimate the annual water yield (equation) for
a single sub-watershed using available datasets. Water yield represents the portion of
precipitation (P) that contributes to runoff after accounting for evapotranspiration (AET])
losses. The model is based on the following equation:

)

AET;
s

Here, AET] is calculated using Zhang curve, which integrates precipitation (P), poten-
tial evapotranspiration PET}, and the Zhang parameter (), as follows:

AET; PET; PET;\“1®
=1+ |1+ () ] (2)

The parameter w, which adjusts for soil water retention and hydrogeological condi-
tions, is defined as the following:

o=z AN o

In these equations, the following are used:

P: annual precipitation (mm/year), derived from PRISM climate data.

PET;: potential evapotranspiration (mm/year) for each land use type j, calculated
using climatic and vegetation data.

AWC: plant-available water capacity of the soil, obtained from global soil databases.

Z: empirical constant representing local precipitation patterns and hydrogeological conditions.
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The InVEST model assumes that all precipitation not lost to evapotranspiration con-
tributes to runoff, leaving the sub-watershed as water yield. The Zhang curve effectively
captures the interplay between vegetation characteristics, soil water retention, and climatic
conditions, providing a robust representation of annual water yield dynamics. To ensure
reproducibility, all equations, parameters, and data sources are explicitly provided, and the
methodology builds upon reliable datasets, including PRISM climate data and global soil
databases. By integrating precipitation, evapotranspiration, soil properties, and vegetation
characteristics, the In'VEST model outputs are transparent and reproducible, making them
highly applicable for watershed management and planning in the study area.

2.2. Materials
2.2.1. Model Input Data

We leveraged an extensive and varied set of input data to operationalize the WaSSI
and InVEST models. Tables 1 and 2 summarize the data sources used by the WaSSI and
InVEST models, respectively, for estimating water yield in the Croatan National Forest,
highlighting key input parameters such as precipitation, land use/land cover data, and
soil characteristics essential for modeling. These tables provide useful insights into the
data inputs and processing procedures crucial for water yield estimation in the study area.
Standardizing the spatial resolution to a uniform 30 m for both the WaSSI and InVEST
models is important, as this step is foundational in ensuring the integrity and compatibility
of data within the analysis process and ensures that analyses are based on data of similar
quality and accuracy, thus making comparative analyses between models more precise and
valid. Both models rely on precise spatial and computational analyses that require input
data of a specific resolution and accuracy to deliver reliable predictions and outcomes. Also,
the datasets were converted to the North American Datum 1983 (NAD 83) UTM Zone 17N
for input into the INVEST model [39].

Table 1. Data sources for the WaSSI model.

Data Requirements

Data Sources and Processes

Monthly precipitation

Monthly mean air temperature
Monthly mean leaf area index

(LAI) by land cover

Land cover composition within

each watershed

11 SAC-SMA soil parameters

Historical climate data from 1991 to 2020 obtained from PRISM [40]
Historical climate data from 1991 to 2020 obtained from PRISM [40]

MODIS-MOD15A2 FPAR/LAI 8-day product [41]

2006 National Land Cover Database (NLCD) aggregated into 10 land cover classes.

1km x 1 km SAC-SMA soil dataset from the State Soil Geographic Database (STATSGO)
aggregated to the 12-digit HUC watershed level [42]

Table 2. The used data characteristics for the INVEST Model.

Data Requirements

Data Sources, Processes, and Unit

Climate data (Precipitation)

Precipitation data (1991-2020) for the United States at 30 x 30 resolution from PRISM in mm [40]

Reference evapotranspiration

[43]

Root restricting layer depth

FAO (1998b)—Harmonized world soil data [44]

Land cover/land use

Land use/land cover (LULC) data with 16-class legend from [45]

Plant-available water content

[31]

Biophysical table

[43]

Z coefficient

Range: 1 to 30

Figures 4-8 depict the layers obtained for land use, reference evapotranspiration,
crop coefficient (kc), plant-available water capacity (PAWC), preparation, and root depth
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restriction. These layers are utilized as inputs for the INVEST model to calculate water
yield. The physical quantities depicted in Figures 4-8, including land use/land cover,
precipitation, potential evapotranspiration, and soil characteristics, are derived from high-
resolution raster datasets with a pixel size of approximately 100 m.

Legend

LU/LC 2020

- Barren land
|:| Cropland
l:l Mixed forest

- Tem perate or sub polar broadleaf deciduous forest
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- Urban and built-up area
- wetland
l:l watershed

Figure 4. Different LU/LC.
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Figure 5. Annual precipitation (mm).

2.2.2. Study Area

The Croatan National Forest, located in the coastal plain region of North Carolina, USA,
presents a unique case study due to its diverse ecosystems and strategic geographical setting.
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Encompassing approximately 647 km?, the forest is bordered by the Bogue Sound, the White
Oak River, and the Neuse River (Figure 9). This position creates a unique interplay between
terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, supporting a rich biodiversity within its saltwater
estuaries, pocosins (elevated swamps), and pine forests. The area is characterized by
low elevation, generally ranging from sea level to slightly over 9 m above sea level [46].
The United States Geological Survey (USGS) gauge station 0209257120, located at W.P.
Brice Creek below SR1101 near Riverdale, NC, was selected as the nearest and most
representative hydrological station to the study area [47]. This station, with a drainage area
of approximately 29 km? and classified under the Hydrologic Unit Code (HUC) 03020204,
provided observed data from 1987 to 1991. Although covering only 5 years, this dataset is
useful for comparing observed water yields with those predicted by the In'VEST and WaSSI
models, helping to evaluate differences and model performance in the study area.

Legend
[:I watershed
R.Evapotranspiration (mm)
High : 1445
- Low: 1414
N
6D
s
o 1 2

Figure 6. Reference evapotranspiration (raster layer) (mm).

Legend
[ watershed

ROOT DEPTH RESTRICT
aai High : 2874
igh :
i
- Low: 6945

Figure 7. Root depth restriction (raster layer) (mm).
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Figure 8. Plant-available water content (raster layer) (%).
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Figure 9. The area in the upper map represents the Croatan National Forestand the hydrology
station, and the lower highlights North Carolina in red, where the Croatan National Forest is in its

coastal region.
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3. Results

In this section, the results of the study are presented, focusing exclusively on water
yield, as derived from the application of the WaSSI and InVEST models. The analysis high-
lights the key outputs related to water yield predictions and their sensitivity to variations
in input parameters, such as precipitation and land use. The findings provide a clearer
understanding of how different factors influence water yield in the study area.

3.1. Sensitivity Analysis
3.1.1. Sensitivity Analysis of the WaSSI Model

To conduct a comprehensive sensitivity analysis using the WaSSI model, we examined
the effects of a 10% increase in both precipitation and temperature on water yield. The 10%
increment was chosen as a representative value to balance computational efficiency with
meaningful insight into the model’s behavior. While more increments could provide a finer
understanding of sensitivity, this approach aimed to focus on capturing key trends.

The analysis revealed that a 10% increase in precipitation leads to a 21.14% increase
in water yield, indicating the high sensitivity of the model to precipitation changes with
a calculated sensitivity of 2.114. This implies that each 1% increase in precipitation leads
to a 2.114% increase in water yield, underscoring the significant influence of precipitation
on the model’s hydrological outputs. Conversely, the sensitivity analysis to temperature
changes demonstrated that a 10% increase in temperature results in a 5.27% decrease
in water yield, with a calculated sensitivity of —0.527. Therefore, each 1% increase in
temperature corresponds to a 0.527% decrease in water yield, highlighting the model’s
sensitivity to temperature variations. These findings collectively underscore the critical
impact of climatic parameters on the hydrological responses simulated by the WaSSI
model, providing valuable insights for understanding and predicting the effects of climate
variability on water resources. Additionally, the sensitivity analysis of the WaSSI model
to changes in forest land cover fraction indicates that a 10% decrease in forest land cover
results in a 0.225% decrease in water yield, with a calculated sensitivity of 0.0225. This
shows that each 1% decrease in forest land cover leads to a 0.0225% decrease in water yield.
Furthermore, the sensitivity analysis of the WaSSI model to changes in forest LAI indicates
that a 10% decrease in LAl results in a 1.06% increase in water yield, with a calculated
sensitivity of —0.106. Conversely, a 10% increase in LAl results in a 0.97% decrease in water
yield, with a calculated sensitivity of —0.097. The model shows very low sensitivity to
changes in land cover and LAI changes. Figure 10 illustrates the sensitivity of the WaSSI
model to key parameters affecting water yield.

mmm +10% Change

20 E -10% Change

15

10F

Change in Water Yield (%)

I

\J\\I

.‘a{\o“

5 e ovel
oreC® oo 06 ©

c o(es( \o

Parameters Affecting Water Yield

Figure 10. Sensitivity of the WaSSI model to key parameters for water yield.
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Finally, the WaSSI model was evaluated for predicting observed values from
1987 to 1991. Using polynomial regression (degree 2) and cross-validation, the model
achieved a Mean Absolute Error (MAE) of 8.68 and a Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) of
10.38. The model’s accuracy, with a Mean Absolute Percentage Error (MAPE) of 12.83%,
reached 87.17%, indicating significant prediction accuracy.

Additionally, the Nash-Sutcliffe Efficiency (NSE), a widely used statistical measure for
evaluating the predictive performance of hydrological models, was calculated to be 0.935.
The NSE formula is expressed as:

(4)

NSE=1- <M5E>

o2,

Here, MSE is the Mean Squared Error between observed and predicted data. An NSE
value of 1 indicates perfect predictive performance, while values close to 0 or negative
suggest poor agreement between predictions and observations. In this study, the WaSSI
model demonstrated excellent performance for water yield prediction with an NSE of ap-
proximately 0.935, indicating a strong agreement between observed and predicted values.

3.1.2. Sensitivity Analysis of the InVEST Model

In a sensitivity analysis, the IN'VEST-AWY model exhibited low sensitivity to the
Zhang coefficient, as shown in a study [48]. Also, based on the findings of the study, the Kc
value demonstrates minimal sensitivity in influencing water yield values within the InVEST-
AWY [49]. However, our research conducted on the Croatan National Forest, a coastal
forest in North Carolina, underscored the critical importance of selecting suitable model
parameters and input data. Notably, precipitation was identified as having a significant
influence on water yield outcomes, as highlighted in the findings of this study. A 10%
increase in precipitation resulted in 26% increase in water yield, while in some catchments, a
10% increase in reference evapotranspiration and a 14% decrease in water yield. Increasing
the root depth restriction and plant-available water content (PAWC) had little effect on
yield, with a 10% increase in root depth and PAWC resulting in only a negligible 0.2-0.3%
increase in water yield. The sensitivity analysis results factor affecting water yield in the
InVEST model illustrated in Figure 11.
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Figure 11. Sensitivity analysis of key parameters affecting water yield in the InVEST model.
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Model Sensitivity to Z and Kc

Following a study, the Zhang coefficient Z can be estimated using the formula
Z = 0.2 x N, where N represents the number of rainfall events per year [50]. The an-
nual number of rainy days in North Carolina is reported to be 130, according to current
results (n.d.). Consequently, N is equal to 130, resulting in a Z value of 26. As Z val-
ues range from 1 to 30, we used this Z value range to evaluate the change in water
yield. Figure 10 illustrates the sensitivity of mean water yield (WY-mn) to variations in
Z values, which showed a consistent decrease in water yield as Z increases, indicating a
strong negative correlation. This decline is particularly pronounced at lower values of Z
(from 1 to approximately 10), demonstrating the model’s high sensitivity to changes within
this range. As Z further increases, the rate of decrease in water yield gradually becomes
more moderate and remains relatively stable, suggesting lesser impacts of changes at higher
values of Z. This sensitivity analysis underscores the importance of the Zhang coefficient as
a crucial parameter affecting water yield, especially at lower values.

Figure 12 illustrates the variation in water yield (WY) as a function of different Zhang
coefficient (Z) values, highlighting the model’s sensitivity to changes in this parameter.

680

Figure 12. Variation in water yield (WY) based on different Zhang coefficients (Z).

In contrast, the results of the sensitivity analysis indicated that increasing Kc values in
crops by 30% would lead to a decrease in water yield by 11.3%, whereas a 30% reduction in
Kc values would result in a 2.4% increase in water yield. These findings suggest that the Kc
value does not significantly influence the IN'VEST-AWY model’s sensitivity, unlike the Z
parameter. These findings suggest that the Kc value has a relatively minor influence on the
InVEST-AWY model’s sensitivity compared to the Z parameter. While Kc plays a role in
modifying water yield outcomes, the significant impact of the Z parameter highlights its
dominant role in determining the model’s sensitivity, particularly in the context of water
resource management in coastal forests.

3.1.3. Calibration

In this study, the InVEST model was calibrated to assess annual water yield in the
Croatan National Forest area. This calibration was based on parameter Z, which indi-
cates the temporal distribution of rainfall throughout the year. In this study, the InVEST
model was calibrated to assess annual water yield in the Croatan National Forest area.
This calibration was based on parameter Z, which indicates the temporal distribution of
rainfall throughout the year [51]. Initially, daily rainfall data was collected from reliable
climatic sources, specifically from the PRISM Climate Group database at Oregon State
University, which provides high-resolution precipitation records for the Croatan National
Forest area [40]. These data were used as input for the In'VEST-AWY model to simulate
water yield outcomes accurately. During the sensitivity analysis, it was concluded that
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Z should be derived from the number of rainy days using this formula, resulting in a
Z value of 26. The available hydrological station data for the study area included only
5 years of records, which was insufficient for direct calibration based solely on climatic
data. However, these data were valuable for validating the model outputs and assessing
its accuracy. To address the limitation, parameter Z, derived from annual rainfall events,
was used to calibrate the model as a practical alternative, ensuring robust results under
data-limited conditions.

After determining the Z value, the InVEST model was run and the model outputs
of water yield were compared with the actual basin yield data observed from the above-
mentioned hydrological station over the 5-year period to evaluate the model’s accuracy.
The model exhibited a Mean Absolute Error (MAE) of 21.02 and a Mean Squared Error
(MSE) of 653.18, resulting in a Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE) of 25.56. Additionally,
the Mean Absolute Percentage Error (MAPE) of the model is 29.29%. In hydrological
studies, the acceptable error level depends on the type of application and the accuracy
of the available data. Commonly, metrics such as the coefficient of determination (R?),
Nash-Sutcliffe Efficiency (NSE), and percentage relative error are employed to evaluate
model performance [52]. According to the literature, an accuracy rate above 70% is gen-
erally considered acceptable for many streamflow prediction models in operational and
management contexts [53]. In this study, the model achieved an accuracy rate of 70.71%,
which falls within the acceptable range for similar models. Additionally, the In'VEST model
achieved an NSE of approximately 0.924, indicating reliable performance in predicting
water yield. However, improving the model’s accuracy through optimization of input data
and modeling parameters could be explored in future research.

Finally, to compare the predictive performance of the WaSSI and InVEST models,
Figure 13 presents their respective prediction errors in estimating water yield. This com-
parison highlights the differences in model accuracy and facilitates a better assessment of
their reliability.

EEE WaSS| Model

InVEST Model
80

60

Values

40}

20}

L
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Performance Metrics

Figure 13. Comparison of water yield prediction performance between the WaSSI and InVEST models
based on key evaluation metrics.

4. Discussion

Comparing WaSSI and InVEST models for water yield prediction in the Croatan coastal
forest really underscores how important it is to choose the right tools based on the specific
ecological context and the data you have on hand. Both models come with their own set
of strengths and weaknesses, and how they perform can vary quite a bit depending on
things like the scale of the analysis, how much data are available, and the level of accuracy
needed for simulations. Below, we dive into how these two models stack up, based on
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what this study has shown. These findings highlight the importance of further exploring
the capabilities of both models under varying data conditions to enhance their applicability
for diverse hydrological assessments. It is recommended that future studies examine and
compare carbon storage between the two models, particularly the WaSSI, in coastal areas.
Coastal regions, due to their high sensitivity to climate change and the critical role of carbon
storage in reducing greenhouse gases, require a precise evaluation of related ecosystem
services. This comparison can help identify the strengths and weaknesses of the models in
assessing and managing these essential services.

4.1. Performance and Sensitivity

Both models show an acceptable margin of error when it comes to hydrological
predictions, but their performance and sensitivity differ in keyways—especially when
factoring in climate and land use changes:

e  The WaSSI is more accurate than the InVEST. Its metrics—a Mean Absolute Error
(MAE) of 8.68, a Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) of 10.38, and a Mean Absolute
Percentage Error (MAPE) of 12.83%—are also paired with an accuracy rate of 87.17%.
The WaSSI really has acceptable results in situations where there are not much data
to work with. It is also highly sensitive to changes in precipitation. For instance, if
precipitation increases by 10%, water yield jumps by 21.14%, making this model an
excellent fit for studies on how climate changes might play out.

e  The InVEST, on the other hand, is not as precise, with an MAE of 21.02, an RMSE
of 25.56, an MAPE of 29.29%, and an accuracy rate of 70.71%. But it has advantages.
The InVEST is highly sensitive to land use changes, especially when dealing with
parameters like Zhang's coefficient. This makes it a tool for detailed, localized studies—
if there are high-resolution input data to work with.

To ensure greater confidence in model accuracy, both the WaSSI (NSE ~ 0.935) and
InVEST (NSE ~ 0.924) demonstrate strong performance based on NSE values exceeding
0.9, which are considered excellent in hydrological modeling [54]. However, the WaSSI
performs slightly better due to lower error metrics, making it more reliable for general
water yield predictions, especially under data-scarce conditions. The InVEST, while slightly
less precise, remains suitable for detailed studies requiring sensitivity to land use changes.
While both models exhibit strong hydrological prediction capabilities, their performance
differs significantly in terms of error margins and sensitivity to key parameters. The WaSSI
demonstrates lower prediction errors, making it a more reliable model for estimating water
yield, especially in data-scarce conditions. However, it is predominantly influenced by
climatic variables, particularly precipitation, while showing limited sensitivity to land
use changes. In contrast, the InNVEST, despite its higher error margins, responds more
dynamically to land use variations, particularly changes in the Zhang coefficient. This
makes it a valuable tool for assessing the impacts of land use modifications on hydrological
processes. Ultimately, the trade-off between higher predictive accuracy versus greater
sensitivity to land use parameters determines the optimal model choice based on the
study’s specific objectives.

4.2. Applications of the WaSSI and InVEST

Past research gives us some great insights into how these models perform in
different scenarios:

e  The WaSSI has been successfully applied in a wide range of environments.

e  Forinstance, a study found that in arid and semi-arid areas like Rwanda, the WaSSI had
better accuracy for simulating water yield in watersheds, even when the available data
were limited. And of course, the INVEST performed well under the sub-watershed [55].
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e Similarly, a study tested the WaSSI in the Pearl River Basin, which has a mix of
hydrological and coastal systems. It turned out to be effective for modeling water-
carbon interactions [56].

Our findings and these results show that the WaSSI is reliable in many settings,
from semi-arid landscapes to coastal regions, even when data are sparse. That said,
when it comes to the Croatan coastal forest, the study had to rely on historical data from
1987 to 1991 since there are not any active hydrological stations in the area. This limitation
made it hard to directly compare observed and simulated data.

4.3. Suggestions for Future Research
Here are a few ideas for how future work can use these models effectively:

e  Better Data
In areas without active hydrological stations, creating synthetic datasets using virtual
simulations by creating virtual stations could make a big difference. Combining
satellite data, climate models, and even Al to reconstruct water flow data could help
fill in the gaps.

e Long-Term Impacts
Looking at how climate change and land use shifts affect water resources in coastal
forests over time is critical. Since the WaSSI responds so well to environmental changes,
it could be especially useful for these kinds of studies.

e  Comparison of Other Model Modules
Comparing WaSSI and InVEST models for carbon storage in coastal areas could
highlight their strengths and weaknesses, aiding in the evaluation and management
of essential ecosystem services.

e  Model Comparisons
Future studies should compare the WaSSI and InVEST with traditional models like
SWAT and VIC to enhance our understanding of water resource management in
diverse ecosystems.

5. Conclusions

This study, in addition to confirming previous findings, highlights the scarcity of
hydrological data, the lack of sufficient hydrological stations, and the need for advanced
modeling in coastal areas such as Croatan. The success of the WaSSI model in diverse
conditions, including semi-arid and coastal regions, not only validates the results of this
research but also underscores the significant potential of this model for use in long-term
sustainable water resource planning by managers. Considering climate change and the
need for long-term predictions, the adoption of innovative methods, the development of
reliable datasets, and the integration of models can be essential for enhancing ecosystem
resource management. This study demonstrated that the WaSSI model, due to its simplicity
and processing speed, performs better for large-scale predictions and in data-scarce regions,
whereas the InVEST model, with its more complex design, requires high-quality data for
more detailed studies. Ultimately, the findings of this research represent an important
step in evaluating hydrological models in coastal ecosystems and can serve as a valuable
foundation for future research in this field.
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