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Abstract: Managed aquifer recharge (MAR) schemes often employ in-channel modifications to capture
flow from ephemeral streams, and increase recharge to the underlying aquifer. This review collates
data from 79 recharge dams across the world and presents a reanalysis of their properties and success
factors, with the intent of assessing the potential of applying these techniques in Europe. This review
also presents a narrative review of sand storage dams, and other in-channel modifications, such as
natural flood management measures, which contribute to the retardation of the flow of flood water and
enhance recharge. The review concludes that in-channel MAR solutions can increase water availability
and improve groundwater quality to solve problems affecting aquifers in hydraulic connection with
temporary streams in Europe, based on experiences in other parts of the world. Therefore, to meet
the requirements of the Water Framework Directive (WFD), in-channel MAR can be considered as a
measure to mitigate groundwater problems including saline intrusion, remediating groundwater
deficits, or solving aquifer water quality issues.
Keywords: managed aquifer recharge; MAR; in-channel modification; check dams; recharge dams;
sand storage dams; NFM; beaver dams

1. Introduction
Managed aquifer recharge (MAR) includes a suite of methods to enhance aquifer recharge
that are increasingly used to maintain, enhance, and secure groundwater systems under stress [1].
MAR schemes are able to bridge the discrepancy between the timing of additional water availability,
generally during the winter, with the timing of peak demand during the growing season for irrigation,
and during the summer for domestic uses.
There are a number of drivers resulting in the increased use of MAR in Europe. Climate change is
a major driver for adaptation and resilience measures to protect water supplies [2]. There has already
been decrease in runoff of 15 to >20% during the driest month in parts of southern Europe between
1951 and 2015 [3,4] driven by changes in rainfall frequency and duration. Meanwhile, annual river
floods have increased in northwestern Europe over the period 1960–2010 and flash floods triggered by
intense local precipitation are likely to become more frequent due to climate change [5]. This has led to
increasing awareness and implementation of nature-based solutions (NBS) including natural flood
management (NFM) measures aiming to reduce the flood peak discharge and increase the lag time by
restoring more natural land cover and channel-floodplain features [6].
In Europe, the Water Framework Directive (WFD) requires EU member states to achieve “Good”
status for all groundwater and surface water bodies by 2027. This provides a major driver for
MAR schemes as a measure to achieve good groundwater quantity and quality status. For example,
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in Portugal, a combination of MAR measures are proposed for this purpose, including rainwater
harvesting, check dams, and in-channel infiltration basins to reduce nitrate concentrations and hence
improve groundwater quality in the Campina de Faro aquifer [7].
These drivers together have led to an increase in the uptake of MAR, both globally and in
Europe [1,8], with the main MAR method in Europe being river bank filtration, supplemented from the
1970s by the increased use of well injection [8]. The International Groundwater Resources Assessment
Centre (IGRAC) MAR portal lists only two schemes recorded as in-channel modifications: a recharge
dam in France, and a subsurface dam in Italy [9]. The IGRAC portal includes the records of 286 European
MAR schemes identified as part of the earlier project [10].
As the options for defining new water supply sources are limited, defining new origins for
drinking water supply and for irrigation becomes more problematic and expensive, particularly in
Southern Europe, and large multimunicipal options, such as reuse of treated wastewater for irrigation,
desalinization of seawater, construction of new surface water dams, and even direct abstraction in rivers
already failing to meet “Good” status are being planned and implemented, e.g., [11]. The purpose of
this paper is to show how in-channel MAR solutions capturing floodwater from ephemeral streams are
an important technique to remedy, or at least improve, quality, and quantity issues affecting aquifers
in hydraulic connection with temporary streams in Europe, based on the performance of a large
number schemes in other parts of the world. Whilst several previous reviews collate information on
a global or regional scale, none have been identified that examine in-channel MAR in detail [1,9,12].
This review collates and analyzes information on constructed in-channel MAR schemes, identifying
their characteristics, hydrogeology and water balance, and recharge effectiveness, and identifies
the opportunity for their further applicability in Europe as a tool to mitigate problems related with
local-scale degradation of groundwater as saline intrusion, remediating groundwater deficits, or solving
aquifer water quality issues by in-channel storage solutions.
The main contribution of this study, regarding the benefit for the readers, consists in the potential
contribution of in-channel MAR to capture and store floodwater to complement water resources
management at regional scale. Currently, a similar trend towards more local solutions can be identified
also in relation with the production of electric energy using natural (local scale) hydric systems to
complement (or even substitute) large-scale solutions as reported for [13]. In fact, it is interesting
that local-scale solutions for water supply and irrigation were mostly abandoned in much of Europe
in the second half of the 20th century but were often used centuries ago in all the Mediterranean
area (e.g., [14]), and could eventually form the basis of the recuperation of local areas of degraded
groundwater bodies in Europe’s future.
The review is structured as follows:
•
•
•

•

•

•
•

Section 2 details the types of in-channel MAR features included in the review, their main
characteristics, and modes of recharge.
Section 3 describes the review methodology and information sources.
Section 4 describes recharge dam occurrence, site selection, hydrogeology and water balance,
characteristics and effectiveness, and the recharge benefits. This section includes a systematic
review of 79 recharge dams identified in the literature.
Section 5 describes sand storage dam occurrence, site selection, hydrogeology and water balance,
characteristics and effectiveness. This section is a narrative review of sand storage dams mainly
found in Africa.
Section 6 describes other in-channel modifications including in-channel infiltration basins, but also
includes natural flood management (NFM) measures and the natural actions of beavers and their
contribution to increasing recharge.
Section 7 identifies the applicability and potential for these techniques to be developed in Europe.
Section 8 describes the main conclusions and recommendations.
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2. Types of In-Channel Modification
This review uses the following definitions for in-channel modifications for MAR, as defined by
the MAR portal [15], and further refined to identify different types of recharge dams:
1.

2.

Sand storage dams are constructed aboveground in intermittent streams, trapping sediment
behind the dam, so that future runoff infiltrates, creating an artificial aquifer upstream of the dam.
They are usually of earthen, stone, or concrete construction, and are common in parts of Africa
and China.
Recharge/check dams, including:
a.
b.

c.

d.

e.

3.

Wadi-recharge dam structures to intercept runoff during flash floods in wadi environments,
typically with controlled release downstream where most of the recharge occurs.
Rubber dams across relatively large rivers. These flexible elliptical structures are made of
rubberized material and attached to a concrete base, inflated by air/water, and deflated as
necessary to flush out sediments and prevent damage during extreme floods. For MAR,
these appear to be mainly used in China, and are commonly used in California.
Small dam structures across small streams, often of earthen, concrete, or gabion construction,
are particularly common in India where they are known as check dams, nalah bunds,
anicuts, or johads.
Erosion/sediment control dams, generally in mountainous areas with large catchment
slopes, which may also enhance recharge. Once full of sediment, these could be considered
sand storage dams.
Debris or leaky dams, which form either naturally or by the natural activities of beavers,
or are constructed as part of “natural flood management” measures, or river restoration
activities that slow river flow and enhance recharge.

Channel spreading techniques, which increase the wetted area and infiltration rate of the
streambed by widening, leveling, scarifying, dredging, and the use of L-shaped levees.

Subsurface dams are not included in this review as they are composed of a cutoff wall to
dam groundwater flow, raising the height of groundwater upgradient of an underground dam.
Therefore whilst they can provide significant benefits in terms of mitigating saline intrusion or
increasing regional groundwater levels, they are not usually installed in river channels. Further details
can be found in an existing review paper [16].
The method of recharge for the in-channel MAR methods is shown in Figure 1. Figure 1a shows
a typical recharge dam where recharge occurs through the base of the pond, and downwards to the
underlying aquifer. Ideally the groundwater levels will be below the base of the pond at all times of
year such that the recharge occurs vertically downwards to the groundwater table, where it forms a
mound. The most effective recharge dams have silt removal mechanisms to allow release of silt to
maintain the infiltration rate. Wadi-recharge dams are shown in Figure 1b, with the only difference
from Figure 1a being that water is stored in the dam and released over several days/weeks so it can
gradually infiltrate through the riverbed downstream. Figure 1c shows a sand storage dam, where the
recharge occurs either by direct rainfall onto the accumulated sediment, or by infiltration of runoff
that flows over/into the sediments. Figure 1d shows a type of in-channel infiltration basin, where low
permeability riverbed sediments have been removed and replaced with gravel infill, which provides a
pathway for recharge to occur from the river into the underlying permeable aquifer.
River water is usually the source of water for in-channel MAR, usually where river flow is
ephemeral, or at least exhibits substantial seasonal variability in flow. In other MAR schemes where
river water is the source for MAR, e.g., spreading methods/infiltration basins, in-channel modifications,
such as a dam or control structure, it is usually necessary to route the water to the MAR scheme,
particularly where these are gravity fed. For these schemes, the aim is not to induce recharge due to
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the in-channel structure, although this can be a side-benefit, as occurred at the El Carracillo in-channel
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MAR structure [17].
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3. Methodology
Case studies were collected from academic papers, theses, conference proceedings and internal
reports published in English, Spanish, or Portuguese. A major source of information was the IGRAC
MAR portal, where the Global MAR Inventory Working Group consolidated information on 1200 MAR
projects [9] and papers based on reviews of this information, e.g., [12,18].
A search for the topic “Check Dam” in the Web of Science database found 1365 hits, whilst “Recharge
Dam” found 591 hits, indicating a relative scarcity of published literature on these MAR structures.
The search term “Check Dam” included many papers where the focus was sediment and erosion control
rather than MAR structures. The top 10 countries publishing on this topic were China (335), USA (170),
India (162), Spain (121), Italy (96), Japan (68), Iran (61), France (60), Taiwan (48), and England (42) [19].
From these sources, relevant literature was selected such that a detailed review of recharge dam
characteristics could be completed. Data were collated from 16 papers, relating to the characteristics of 79
recharge dams, mainly located in India (52), Spain (13), Jordan (6) China (4), Saudi Arabia (2), Cyprus (1),
and Oman (1) [20–34]. The analysis included recharge dams, check dams for sediment control,
wadi-recharge dams, and rubber dams. The inclusion criteria were that information from individual
recharge dams was available (not combined for several structures), and as a minimum, values for dam
storage capacity and estimated annual recharge were available, as the dam storage capacity is one of
the main factors controlling the recharge volumes. Data on other factors controlling the recharge were
captured, including annual rainfall, runoff and flow duration, infiltration rates, and geological setting,
where available. Only those MAR schemes that were constructed were included, therefore excluding
proposed schemes even where significant modeling had been undertaken, e.g., [35,36]. If multiple
management scenarios were implemented [34], these were included, bringing the total number of data
points up to 86.
Recharge to the underlying aquifer is not usually the main aim at sand storage dams; hence these
were excluded from the systematic review and described separately in Section 5.
4. Recharge Dams
4.1. Occurrence
A review of the IGRAC MAR Portal and the literature identified approximate numbers of recharge dams
by each country/region, which are summarized in in Figure 2, based on data from [9,18,20,25,28,29,33,37,38],
with photographs of recharge dams shown in Figure 3 [23,38] that represent different construction methods.
It is likely that these numbers are significantly underestimated, as these are small structures not frequently
studied or reported in scientific literature. The MAR Portal is not reflective of the large total numbers
shown in Figure 2, as the inclusion criteria for the MAR portal required a specific location for each structure
to be available [9].
As this section includes recharge dams of the types shown in Figure 1a,b, a diverse range of dam
sizes and types are encountered. They are most frequent in India, where more than 200,000 recharge
dams have been constructed (Figure 2). In Tunisia, small earthen reservoirs for both irrigation and
artificial recharge were constructed by the government [39]. In Oman, large wadi-recharge dams were
designed to mitigate saline intrusion [22]. Finally, in China, rubber dams are often built to manage
monsoon flood runoff and to maintain river flows during the dry season for recreational or aesthetic
purposes, but they have also been constructed specifically for groundwater recharge to mitigate saline
intrusion or remediate groundwater deficits, often in cascades of several dams [20,40].
Small recharge dams are ubiquitous in India to enhance groundwater recharge to sustain irrigation
water supplies. Significant further construction of recharge dams is envisaged by the 2013 Master Plan,
where 11 million artificial recharge structures were proposed [37].
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The underlying strata should have sufficient permeability, such that the water held in the dam can
be recharged at a sufficient rate (before the water is evaporated); i.e., low permeability alluvial
deposits should not be present or should be removed during construction.
The storage volume and retention time of the structure needs to be matched to the catchment
inflow, such that sufficient volumes are recharged, balanced by the cost of providing increased
storage due to increased dam size. Typically, the storage is small in comparison to peak flows,
so only a small proportion of flow is captured during these events.

The most comprehensive and specific guidance on the design and construction of recharge dams
(including gully plugs, nalah bunds, and check dams) for MAR is from India, indicating that a total
catchment 40 to 100 ha should be selected, with rainfall <1000 mm/year, the width of stream bed 5–15 m,
the depth of stream bed >1 m, the dam height normally less than 2 m, and the land downstream of check
dam/nalah bund under well irrigation [45]. To harness the maximum runoff along a stream, a series or
cascade of structures is required for recharge to be effective on a regional scale [45]. These criteria were
developed based on significant country specific experience, but do not necessarily translate to other
areas or situations and may not be suitable in wadi regions, for example.
River water quality and sediment load also need to be considered in the selection of suitable
locations, i.e., avoiding areas with industrial discharges to rivers, and considering the sediment input
into the dam and how this can be managed to avoid reductions in infiltration rates. Social considerations
such as assessing where water is needed, and the cost–benefit of any proposed structure are also
important [45].
4.3. Hydrogeology and Water Balance
Methods for estimating the recharge occurring beneath a recharge dam include:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Water balance method by measuring inputs and outputs from the dam and inferring recharge [30,46];
Water table fluctuation (WTF) method using nearby groundwater level measurements [28,31,46];
Stable isotopes to identify different water qualities between native groundwater and water
recharged by the MAR structure to infer proportions and hence recharge volumes [24,38,47];
Chloride mass balance to estimate recharge where there is a significant difference in chloride
concentrations between native groundwater and recharge water [28,48];
Direct site investigation methods to estimate infiltration rates, e.g., the Haefili method or
double-ring infiltrometer tests [33] or tension infiltrometers [49]; and
Indirect methods, using vertical profiles of temperature time series measurements to estimate
river flow duration and infiltration [50].

These methods are often combined with numerical modeling to understand the impacts spatially
and over time [51,52]. When methods are compared, for a recharge structure near Hyderabad, India,
the recharge using a chloride mass balance approach, was 30–35% of the dam volume compared to
50% when estimated with the water balance method [48], whilst there was good agreement between
recharge estimated with the WTF method and the chloride mass balance method (7.3–9.7% vs. 7.5% of
annual rainfall) for a check dam in Gujarat, India [28].
There will be differences in recharge estimates depending on the methods used and a combination
of methods may identify a range of recharge estimates. One important limitation was identified in that
measuring water loss from the dam (even after accounting for evaporation) does not necessarily equal
the recharge reaching groundwater, especially when the unsaturated zone has a large thickness [53].
For example, at the Sidi Saad dam in Tunisia (capacity 154 hm3 , annual release for infiltration
0–163 hm3 /year) it was shown that most of the released water was lost to evaporation or nonbeneficial
vegetation growth rather than to aquifer recharge through the riverbed [47]. This is often the case
for recharge through ephemeral streams where transmission losses are usually much higher than
recharge [54].
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The water balance method requires estimates of inflow, overflow, dam storage, and evaporation
loss over time in order to estimate the recharge. Where river gauging is not available, estimating surface
water inflow to a recharge dam can be achieved with one of several rainfall–runoff models ranging
from simple to more complex, all of which transform catchment rainfall data to an estimate of runoff
into the recharge dam, for example, the Australian Water Balance Model (AWBM) [55], the Surface
Water Management Model (SWMM) [56], or the Soil Water Accounting Tool model (SWAT) [57].
4.4. Recharge Dam Characteristics
In the compiled data (presented in Supplementary Materials: Appendix 1), dam storage capacities
span almost five orders of magnitude, from hundreds of m3 to greater than 10 hm3 , whereas the
recharge dams’ storage capacity are usually between 1000 and 100,000 m3 in size. Wadi recharge dams
can be considerably larger, and the rubber dams in China, even larger. The relationship between
dam storage capacity and estimated annual recharge occurring as a result of the dam is shown in a
double log plot (Figure 4a). A positive relationship is obtained (using data from all types of recharge
dams) with an R2 = 0.64 and R = 0.80 based on a linear fit. As expected, dam storage capacity
alone cannot account for all the variability in recharge rate, hence the low R2 value. The majority of
recharge dams are able to recharge an annual volume greater than their storage capacity, particularly
where storage is between 1000 and 10,000 m3 , where a large number of recharge dams are able to
recharge 10,000 m3 to 100,000 m3 /year. However, as dam capacity gets larger, the annual recharge
is likely to be closer to the capacity, or slightly below this figure. It is expected this could be a
function
the12,event
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Waterof
2020,
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Annual surface water inflow is plotted against estimated annual recharge in Figure 4b (no data
on annual runoff available for the rubber dams). Visually, the figure shows that for the same annual
runoff, wadi dams appear to have a greater annual recharge than other recharge dams. An overall
line of best fit was calculated (R2 = 0.87, R = 0.93) for all types of recharge dams. As for dam storage
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dams reported here, the recharge was estimated annually, with the exception of the check dams in
Almería, where recharge was estimated based on a 1-in-5-year return period 6-hr storm event rather
than an annual total [33].
Annual surface water inflow is plotted against estimated annual recharge in Figure 4b (no data
on annual runoff available for the rubber dams). Visually, the figure shows that for the same annual
runoff, wadi dams appear to have a greater annual recharge than other recharge dams. An overall
line of best fit was calculated (R2 = 0.87, R = 0.93) for all types of recharge dams. As for dam storage
capacity, annual surface water inflow alone cannot account for the variability in recharge rate, due to
the importance of saturated and unsaturated zone flow processes beneath the recharge dams, and their
dependence on head gradients and vertical hydraulic conductivity.
Table 1 presents statistics for all recharge dams presented in the 16 sources cited previously.
Annual average rainfall ranges from 115 to 1860 mm/year, even though there is some guidance [45]
that suggests additional recharge should not be necessary in situations where rainfall is greater than
1000 mm/year. Interestingly, the case study with the highest rainfall (1860 mm/year) was in the
Kolwan valley (India). There, it was found that two of the three check dams were gaining water from
groundwater rather than replenishing the aquifer, and although the third did recharge groundwater,
the recharged water would emerge in the river channel further downstream [26,27], therefore check
dams in this area were not supporting aquifer recharge significantly. This also occurred where recharge
dams were located on second order streams in the Dharta watershed (India), where during years of
higher rainfall, recharge was reduced as groundwater levels rose and became hydraulically connected
to the recharge dams [58]. When designing recharge dams, it should be noted that although the 75th
percentile height is only 5.0 m, higher dam heights of 19–25 m in Pakistan have been reported [59].
Table 1. Recharge dam statistics.

Statistic

Annual
Average
Rainfall
(mm)

Catchment
Area
(km2 )

Dam
Capacity
(m3 )

Dam
Height
(m)

Volume
Recharged
(m3 /year)

Annual
Runoff to
Check
Dam (m3 )

Annual
Runoff
(m3 /km2 )

Minimum
25th Percentile
Median
75th Percentile
Maximum
Mean
Count

115
359
387
673
1860
481
62

0.07
0.88
1.53
7.45
1770
59.20
78

308
1543
7000
76,250
11,400,000
603,552
86

1.5
3.0
3.5
5.0
11.0
4.5
25

960
10,250
20,200
80,375
19,340,000
737,337
79

7018
20,000
39,000
390,000
13,600,000
853,625
53

5076
23,864
24,615
59,656
2,951,278
117,770
47

4.5. Recharge Effectiveness
4.5.1. Measures of Recharge Effectiveness
Two measures are considered to measure the effectiveness of recharge dams:
1.
2.

Recharge efficiency (RE), defined and used by [31,33,58] as the estimated annual recharge through
the structure divided by the dam storage capacity, and
Runoff collection efficiency (RCE), defined as the dam storage capacity divided by the annual
captured runoff volume.

RE is a measure of how effective the structure is and allows identification of recharge dams that are
more effective per m3 of storage in terms of the recharge that occurs. Values of RE were calculated for all
recharge dams in the literature where storage capacity and a recharge estimate was available (Table 2).
Some of the small dams have extremely high effectiveness, with small capacity dams being responsible
for recharge of up to 125 times the storage capacity. In Almería, the check dams overlying highly
permeable strata (limestones and dolomites) had RE values range from two to four. Meanwhile, for the
check dams overlying lower hydraulic conductivity strata (calcoschists), the RE is almost one [33].
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Table 2. Recharge efficiency and runoff collection efficiency of the recharge dams studied.
Statistic

Recharge Efficiency

Runoff Collection Efficiency

Minimum
25th Percentile
Median
75th Percentile
Maximum
Mean
Count

0.17
1.27
2.82
8.75
124.88
6.69
79

0.0007
0.0289
0.0556
0.4000
3.0732
0.3468
53

Runoff collection efficiency (RCE) was defined by the authors, since it does not appear to have
been previously defined in the literature reviewed, but is a useful measure to describe the proportion
of runoff collected. Where the runoff collection efficiency is less than one, the dam storage capacity is
less than the annual runoff. This is usually the case, except for some wadi recharge dams where the
interannual rainfall variability is substantial and the dams are often designed for an event that does
not occur every year. For example, most of the dams at Wadi Madoneh were designed to capture the
1-in-2-year rainfall event without spilling, with one dam designed for the 1-in-5-year rainfall event [23].
For smaller dams, a value higher than one may indicate an inappropriately large dam for the runoff
available, although interannual runoff is typically variable in ephemeral catchments, and therefore RE
and RCE may vary considerably each year.
RE is plotted against RCE in Figure 5 where both measures could be calculated. Both RE and RCE
are dependent on the provided estimates of recharge presented in the literature, and it should be noted
that recharge can be calculated using several different methods (see Section 4.3), which introduces
additional uncertainty to this analysis. Wadi dams generally have a higher RCE than other recharge
dams, but their RE values are the same as many check dams and nalah bunds, and lower than some
check dams. The higher RCE is a reflection of hydrological situation with fewer, higher intensity rainfall
events, and the comparatively larger storage capacities can intercept a greater proportion of the runoff.
The low frequency of these events is thought to result in the low RE values. In Jordan, four check dams
in the Wadi Madoneh were constructed with capacities from 2000 to 66,400 m3 , and three of these were
designed to capture flows up to the 1-in-2-year event, with one dam capturing up to the 1-in-5-year
event. In conclusion, Figure 5 shows that collecting a higher proportion of runoff (higher RCE) does
not necessarily increase the recharge effectiveness (RE value), and therefore where MAR is the main
aim, then smaller, less expensive structures that capture a lower proportion of the runoff may be more
effective per m3 of storage provided.
Even within the smaller structures, there appears to be a difference between nalah bunds and
check dams, probably relating to their position in the catchments, with nalah bunds having higher
RCE values, indicating they capture a larger proportion of the annual runoff, and are often located
higher up the catchment on streams of lower order than check dams.
Interestingly for each type of structure, there appears to be a negative correlation between RCE
and RE. The amount of recharge through a recharge dam is affected by a number of factors, but one of
the most important appears to be the percentage of time that the structure holds water, as these are all
located on ephemeral watercourses. Structures that have higher RE may tend to experience longer
periods of time where the dam is full, allowing recharge to occur over a longer period, but these will
tend to collect a lower proportion of the annual runoff, as once the structure is full, any further runoff
will be lost downstream.
One of the main controlling factors of recharge through check dams is the hydraulic conductivity
of the underlying aquifer, and any deposited sediments. However, the infiltration rates or saturated
hydraulic conductivity (Ks ) values are rarely reported. A number of sites in India report infiltration
rates in the range of 12–78 mm/day [26,30,31], which is relatively low, reflecting the hard rock terrain,
and limited weathered zone aquifers that these check dams intersect, with the recharge rates owing

1-in-2-year rainfall event without spilling, with one dam designed for the 1-in-5-year rainfall event
[23]. For smaller dams, a value higher than one may indicate an inappropriately large dam for the
runoff available, although interannual runoff is typically variable in ephemeral catchments, and
therefore RE and RCE may vary considerably each year.
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of the underlying aquifer, and any deposited sediments. However, the infiltration rates or saturated
At a check dam in India (CD3, Kolwan Valley), a local groundwater mound was observed in the
hydraulic conductivity (Ks) values are rarely reported. A number of sites in India report infiltration
dry season, which remained for a period of six months following the last rain with a 1 m rise over
groundwater levels extending only within 30 m of the structure. The slow decay of the mound is
attributed to the low hydraulic conductivity of the aquifer (0.25 m/day) [26].
Also in Karnataka, groundwater levels rose by up to 2 m locally, with well yields increasing by
0.25 to 2.5 L/s [32], although despite a construction program of 10 nalah bunds and 40 check dams,
the predicted total annual recharge was 0.82 hm3 /year compared to an estimated groundwater deficit
of 3000 hm3 /year [32]. In a second area (Kadapa, Andra Pradesh), 15 new check dams with a combined
storage capacity of 0.1455 hm3 and annual recharge of 0.4 hm3 /year resulted in increasing groundwater
levels up to 12 m, with increases of 20–50% in well yield in the local area [32].
In a case study from the Pothwar region in Pakistan, prior to the construction of recharge dams,
the farmers were unable to irrigate their land from wells because the water table was deep and out of
the suction range of the centrifugal pumps. After construction of the dams, the maximum water level
increased by 3 to 5 m in the areas of Khasala and Jawa dams, respectively. The number of wells in this
area also increased from 135 to 500, and cropping intensity and crop yield also increased, with a shift
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from growing wheat and forage crops to more water-intensive vegetable crops [59], although part of this
was due to use of surface water collected by the dams and fed into irrigation canals. Annual recharge
through the dams was not estimated (therefore these were not included in the data analysis), but these
dams are relatively large structures, with dam heights of 19–25 m, and capacities between 0.64 and
1.85 hm3 , capturing runoff from 9 to 25 km2 [59].
Four check dams near Udaipur, India, where daily water balance components were measured
over a period of two years found a total annual recharge volume of 0.74 hm3 supported 16% of winter
season agricultural production (186 Ha of the 1183 Ha) [30]. The benefit to cost ratio of the four
check dams averaged 4.1, providing justification for these structures to secure local water supplies for
irrigation [58].
4.5.3. Regional Impacts
One of the main research questions is whether small in-channel modifications can have a regional
impact on an overexploited aquifer, and if construction of MAR structures at such a scale is feasible.
Regional benefits include the ability of MAR to prevent saline intrusion on an aquifer scale, improve
regional groundwater quality, or raise groundwater levels and provide additional water resources on
an aquifer scale.
One of the largest MAR schemes in Africa is the Souss–Massa scheme in Morocco, which recharges
100 hm3 /year by capturing flood water in the Aoulouz (103 hm3 ) and Imi El Kheng (12 hm3 ) dams with
regulated release downstream where infiltration of 86% of total release occurs [18], comprising 3% of
Morocco’s total groundwater use, and therefore providing a significant benefit. At the Sidi Saad Dam
in Tunisia (capacity 154 hm3 ), recharge occurs in the riverbed downstream by release of water from the
dam. Here up to 5.25 m groundwater level rise was seen up to 8 km downstream, with water taking
four months to reach the water table and stable isotope analysis showing that a significant impact to
groundwater chemistry was observed up to 10 km downstream [47].
The Louhe River (Louyang City, China) recharge scheme comprises five stepped rubber dams,
between 3.5 and 4.5 m in height, with a combined storage capacity of 19 hm3 . Here the hydraulic
conductivity of the river bed is 200 m/d [40], and a single well can yield 3000 m3 /day due to extensive
sand and gravel deposits. This rubber dam cascade almost completely alleviated the groundwater
overdraft, with groundwater level rise of up to 30 m occurring within four years of the first dam being
constructed. The possibility of groundwater levels becoming too high and causing flooding is not
frequently mentioned as an issue for these types of MAR schemes, although the Louhe River recharge
scheme has caused some problems in urban areas due to rising groundwater levels, increasing ingress
into basements of buildings and increasing dewatering requirements [40]. This issue is more likely to
occur where the MAR structures are very large, or are combined with subsurface dams. At Huangshuihe,
a MAR scheme similar in scale to Louhe, since implementation in 1995 the groundwater resource has
increased by 11 to 60 hm3 /year, and saline intrusion has been prevented [40], indicating success at a
regional scale.
The effectiveness of check dams in addressing saline intrusion has recently been questioned using
a combined sand box experiment and simplified numerical model of an aquifer. Results indicate
there was a tendency for freshwater recharge to migrate laterally towards the system boundaries,
but the impact could be increased by locating the recharge dam above the toe of the saline intrusion
wedge. Higher dispersivity improved the impact of freshwater recharge, whilst increasing anisotropy
reduced the impact [60], although detailed data collection combined with modeling would be needed
to determine whether this remains the case for aquifer(s) experiencing saline intrusion.
In Jordan, several dams were constructed initially as surface water dams with capacities between
2–9 hm3 but were subsequently found to lose significant quantities of water to recharge. These losses
resulted in benefits, including water returning to the surface and subsequently captured for irrigation,
or extracted by wells, where at the largest dam, more water is captured by downstream wells
(8 hm3 /year) than would be expected by surface water capture due to evaporation losses [25].
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Some questions remain whether wadi-recharge dams are necessary, and whether the water would
have naturally infiltrated in the aquifer, perhaps with reduced evaporation. An assessment determined
that this was strongly dependent on the hydrogeological situation and often the proximity to the coast,
as wadi-recharge dams were appropriate in situations where freshwater would otherwise be lost to
the sea or a saline aquifer [25]. However, lowering the water table in wadi aquifers due to increased
exploitation has likely had a significant impact on the natural recharge due to increasing unsaturated
zone thickness, hence reducing the amounts of water reaching the water table, due to wetting processes
and root uptake by deep-rooted plants [53]. Therefore, wadi-recharge dams may be beneficial even in
areas where downstream infiltration could take place due to reduced loss to the unsaturated zone with
recharge occurring in a single location.
Seven groundwater recharge check dams were constructed along the Peristerona River in Cyprus
on alluvial/colluvial sediments. The most upstream check dam (named Orounda check dam) with a
storage capacity of 25,000 m3 , recharged the aquifer with an average of 3.1 hm3 of the 10.4 hm3 /year of
streamflow (30%), compared to a natural upstream reach of 11 km in length that recharged 1.5 hm3 /year
over the same period [21]. This dam has the highest RE value of all analyzed in this paper (RE = 125),
apparently due to a relatively high runoff (close to the maximum reported) and although not reported,
a high infiltration rate is probable due to the small size of the storage.
At the smaller regional scale, MAR is proposed to solve overexploitation in Honnaghatta in
Karnataka, India, where a 22 km2 aquifer with annual recharge of 1 hm3 /year and abstraction of
1.8 hm3 /year is experiencing water level decline, with 35 check dams proposed to increase recharge
(by 12.5% of annual recharge), although this is not sufficient to reverse the deficit, therefore a
combination of measures including rainwater harvesting and changing irrigation practices is required
to collectively reduce and reverse the deficit [37].
In conclusion, regional benefits are usually achieved by a very large storage capacity, and hence
recharge volume at a single dam, or by a cascade of several large recharge dams. In some cases, these are
constructed along with a subsurface dam. However, the achievement of regional benefits depends on
the size of the aquifer unit and its characteristics. In the majority of these cases, the aquifers are of high
permeability, including Quaternary sands and gravels in China, high permeability alluvial/colluvial
deposits in Cyprus and Jordan, and karstic limestone in Jordan.
The example from Cyprus is important as it shows that even small check dams can have
a significant, potentially regional impact where aquifer properties and runoff volumes/durations
are favorable.
4.6. Sediment Control/Siltation
Siltation is regularly described as one of the main challenges to the recharge efficiency of check
dams at wadi-recharge dams [25] and in other locations, e.g., [61]. However, from the literature
reviewed, sedimentation does not seem to be a particular problem, with multiple studies indicating
that although siltation occurred to some extent, the dams are still functioning as intended. This may
reflect a positive bias in that recharge dams that are failing are less studied and reported in the literature,
or reflect that as siltation problems are well understood, dams are now designed with mechanisms to
reduce siltation, typically by allowing flood water from extreme floods to pass through the dams to
remove the built up sediment.
At a number of wadi-recharge dams, siltation is expected, and therefore controlled release to the
infiltration area/river channel downstream is a frequent method of operation. At Al Khoud dam in
Oman, a decrease in infiltration rate in the reservoir occurred [22] and 30% of the original storage
capacity was lost in the 30 years since construction, with a maximum thickness of deposited sediments
of 1.2 m [49]. Saturated hydraulic conductivity (Ks ) was estimated to decrease from 7.3 m/day for
natural soils, reducing to 0.02 m/day for the heavily silted areas [49], but as Ks downstream of the dam
remains high at 6 m/day, downstream recharge rates are unaffected [49].
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Two wadi-recharge dams, Malham and Al-Amalih, are located in the Riyadh area, Saudi Arabia [34].
At Malham, siltation of 0.3–1.2 m occurred compared to a dam height of 5 m, whilst at the Al-Amalih
dam (constructed in 1982), with a dam height of 8 m, limited silt deposition of 0.3 m [34] took place.
Based on these experiences, sediment deposition in wadi-recharge dams does not appear to be causing
these dams to fail, and many have been operational since the 1980s.
Studies on smaller recharge dams are limited, but one study on the Arani River, Chennai, India,
was found to experience no reduction in infiltration behind the dam over a period of three years of
water level measurements, and this was thought to be because the dam is fitted with a sluice gate,
operated at appropriate times to flush out accumulated sediment [46].
4.7. Water Quality
The majority of the MAR schemes presented in this paper have, as a main goal, the benefit of
increasing groundwater quantity; nonetheless, in many schemes, groundwater quality has reportedly
improved. A check dam in Krishnagiri district (Tamil Nadu, India) resulted in decreased fluoride
concentrations to levels meeting the domestic use standard across an area of 4 km2 around the recharge
dam, compared to concentrations above the domestic use standard in areas at greater distance from
the check dam [62]. Other studies also reported reductions in concentrations of fluoride, salts, TDS,
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5.1. Occurrence
Sand storage dams are known to have existed since Roman times in Sardinia and in ancient
civilizations in North Africa (Nilsson 1988, in [69]).
In sub-Saharan Africa there are more than 3000 sand storage dams, with the majority in Kenya,
particularly in the Kitui district with more than 500 sand storage dams [70]. Sand storage dams are
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5.1. Occurrence
Sand storage dams are known to have existed since Roman times in Sardinia and in ancient
civilizations in North Africa (Nilsson 1988, in [69]).
In sub-Saharan Africa there are more than 3000 sand storage dams, with the majority in Kenya,
particularly in the Kitui district with more than 500 sand storage dams [70]. Sand storage dams are also
found in Tanzania [71], Ethiopia [72], and Mozambique [73]. In these areas, they generally provide
an additional water supply source for a village, enabling reduced travel time to obtain water and
additional water for crop irrigation [74].
Sand storage dams are promoted and constructed with the assistance of several NGOs, notably the
African Sand Dam Foundation (ASDF), in Kenya, and Excellent Development (ED) that work in nine
countries. ASDF in one year (2017–2018) assisted 68 self-help groups to construct 50 sand dams
and 50 shallow wells [75]. Construction of a sand storage dam normally takes three months by
approximately 15 people from the 20 families that will benefit from the dam, with the materials
costing approximately 5000 USD [70]. Check dams that become completely filled with sediment
essentially become sand storage dams, and these have been constructed for more than 400 years on
the Loess Plateau of China, with more than 110,000 check dams having been constructed in the last
50 years [76,77].
5.2. Site Selection
Regional site selection criteria and techniques for sand dams are limited to a small number of
studies [78,79] possibly because site-specific criteria are well developed [80]. Local site selection criteria
are described in detail in [80], identifying the importance of the local communities to determine the
need for, and the location of, a sand storage dam. Factors to consider include how much time and
physical labor the community is willing to invest, the proximity of the site to the end users, and any
land access/legal constraints [80].
Geomorphological conditions conducive for sand storage dam sites include the following: location
on a seasonal or ephemeral river, with clearly defined river banks to minimize the risks of flow deviation
around the dam; an impermeable riverbed or one with limited depth to bedrock (<3 m); and a riverbed
load that is sandy with limited silt/clay [80,81] to avoid clogging with silt and clay particles. The original
riverbed sediments are a good predictor of the likely sediment grain size that will collect behind
the dam [79]. It is also important to avoid locations where the local geology can give rise to saline
groundwater [80].
The size of the sediment storage required can be calculated by the equation:
Vsed =

qD
sy

(1)

where Vsed is the volume of sediment needed (m3 ), q is the daily water demand (m3 /day), D is the
duration of the need (days), and sy is the specific yield (m3 /m3 ) [81]. The duration of water requirement
can be considered to be from the end of one rainy season to the start of another, i.e., a period of a
few months where there are two rainy seasons, or up to a year in places with only one rainy season.
The duration of requirement may also depend on the end use, as irrigation is only required during the
crop growing season.
5.3. Hydrogeology and Water Balance
The water balance method is usually used to estimate inputs and outputs from sand storage
dams [82] typically estimated from the time when the storage is full to determine how long the water
supply can be maintained into the dry season [71]. The water table fluctuation method has also been
used along with lysimeter measurements to enable hydraulic properties of sand storage dams to be
calculated [83].
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The water storage is dependent on the specific yield/effective porosity of the accumulated
sediments, with referenced values up to 0.35, although recent tests on sand dams in Kenya found
specific yield values of only 0.10–0.11, despite horizontal hydraulic conductivity values obtained
indicate that infill acts as a coarse sand [82]. The implication is that less water may be stored in these
structures than previously assumed. In two sand storage dams studied in the Loess Plateau (China),
the deposited sediments were found to be stratified between loam and sand grain sizes [84].
Evaporation decreases with depth in sand storage dams and is significantly lower than open
water evaporation occurring in recharge dams, and is considered to be negligible below 0.6 m [67].
Even low rates can still be responsible for a large proportion of the water stored, with 65–88% of water
loss attributed to evaporation/evapotranspiration over a period of 10 to 15 weeks following filling of a
sand storage dam in Tanzania [71].
Abstraction for water supply is relatively easy to measure directly or indirectly depending on the
mechanism, although in practice it is not usually measured. The abstraction points are not always
placed in the location allowing for the greatest collection of water [82].
The success of sand storage dams in the Kitui district is likely due to the presence of two rainy
seasons: one from March to May (the “long rains”) and one from October to December (the “short
rains”) [70]. This means that small water storages are filled at least twice a year. However, in Tanzania,
the rain falls in a single rainy season ending in April, meaning that sufficient water is not stored for the
full year, and typically by July/August each year the sand storage dams are effectively dry [71].
5.4. Sand Storage Dam Characteristics
An analysis of the available literature indicated the following catchment, river, and sand storage
dam parameters considered. Their ranges are presented in Table 3.
Table 3. Typical sand storage dam parameters.
Parameter

Value (Units)

Reference

Annual average rainfall

150–1000 mm/year

[67–75]

Catchment area (km2 )

0.15 to 366 km2

[73]

Catchment slope

>2 degrees

[79]

Riverbed slope

0.2–5% (up to 16% in extreme cases)
0.01 to 3%

[73,79]

Bed rock depth

<3 m/at surface

[80]

Valley profile

Narrow, 10–15 m

[68]

Dam height

Generally, 2–6 m

[69,85]

Dam width

10–1000 m typically, up to 30 m

[69,85]

Sand storage volume

20 to 140,000

m3

Nissen-Peterson in [86]

Dam materials

Stone masonry or concrete

[68,85]

Construction period

3–6 months

[80]

Time to fill

Ideally 1–3 years typically, within a
year

[73,80]

Fill material

Fine—Coarse Sand

[69,71]

Specific yield/Effective porosity

0.1–0.3

[69,81,82]

Water supplied

780–8000

m3

[70–72]

The annual rainfall total is less important than the temporal distribution of rainfall. Rainfall is
highly erratic, with most sub-Saharan rainfall falling as intensive, often convective storms, with extreme
spatial and temporal rainfall variability [86]. The rainfall needs to be of sufficient intensity that the
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river flows generated carry the bed load into the sand storage dam initially, and then the subsequent
river flows are usually many times the size of the sand dam storage, meaning that the majority of flow
overtops the dam and flows downstream [68]. Studies of sand storage dams in China indicated that
direct rainfall recharge occurred on the surface area of the sand storage dam once rainfall exceeded
30 mm/day, with lateral recharge occurring from runoff entering the head of the dam and being
transferred towards the dam wall [84].
Catchment areas can vary widely but are not often reported in the literature as shown in Table 3.
Often there are several sand storage dams on a single stream in a catchment, and hence the individual
reporting areas can be very small, although water and sediment will be carried over upstream sand
storage dams once these are full. Actual catchment sizes in Kenya have been found to be as little as
0.15 km2 , and as large as 366 km2 , according to a study of 11 sand storage dams [73].
As detailed in Table 3, sand storage dams are generally between 2 and 6 m in height, with the
largest dam known to be 22 m high across the Hoanib River in Namibia [80], but this appears to be
exceptional. In Kenya, sand dams are often filled with sediment by the following year after 3–4 large
flow events [73,82].
Water can be abstracted by a drain or infiltration gallery laid inside the dam during construction,
either connected to a pipe though the dam, allowing flow by gravity to the point of use, or with a
shallow well excavated to intersect the gallery [80]. Water can also be collected by shallow hand-dug
scoop holes, but protecting these from livestock is important [80]. In Tanzania, water was extracted
from the sand storage dams by hand pumps located at distances of 30–150 m upstream of the dams [71].
Sediment infill can extend considerable distances upstream of the dam if the dam height is large.
After 25 years of channel deposition behind the Sheep Creek Barrier Dam (Utah, US), sediment had
extended >1400 m upstream of the dam to an elevation 18 m higher than the spillway elevation [87].
Two check dams studied in China had areal extents of deposited sediments of between 16,500 to
17,000 m2 , with sediment deposition extending approximately 500 m upstream of the dam [84].
5.5. Sand Storage Dam Success Factors
Sand storage dam success is assessed both on technical and social criteria. The following technical
factors were considered by [68]:
-

the additional water availability;
to what extent this meets the demand;
how the dam interacts with groundwater levels locally;
climate change resilience; and
the impacts on downstream flows and users.

Social criteria include the dam location with respect to the point of water use, and the water
quality. Significant socioeconomic benefits were seen in areas with sand storage dams in terms of
allowing irrigated crops to be grown, reducing vulnerability to drought, and increasing household
income [70]. A number of studies have identified reductions in the distance to the primary water
source (2–4 km reduction), consequent reduction in travel time to obtain water, increases in the amount
of water collected, and an overall increase in income per year [74,80].
The success of a sand storage dam depends on the hydrogeological conditions. The ideal situation
for local water supply is that the dam is located on impermeable basement, such that groundwater
seepage loss is very limited. However, seepage is often noted downstream, for example at Soweto
dam, Tanzania, and water supplies are obtained from scoop holes in that location [71]. In many
cases, there appears to be much greater interaction with the underlying aquifer than intended,
either with constant loss/gain of water between the sand storage dam and the underlying strata, or a
transient situation depending on the relative levels in the sand storage dam and the surrounding
groundwater [69]. It is estimated that as many as 50% of sand storage dams may not be functioning as
intended [73,88].
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If the purpose of a sand storage dam project is to raise groundwater levels in a certain area,
multiple dams can be constructed in the target area [68] and may be justified in terms of the aquifer
recharge generated and may bring benefits to a wider area. In this case, a sand storage dam would
function in a similar way to a recharge dam, perhaps with a smaller water storage, but lower evaporation.
Where sediment control is the main purpose, it is estimated that the sand storage dams of the
Loess Plateau have captured an estimated 21 billion m3 of sediment and created 3200 km2 of highly
productive agricultural land, which is 6–10 times more productive than traditional slope farming.
This creation of highly productive land reduced dependence on slope farming, allowing a large
scale vegetation restoration program to be implemented in these areas [76]. Whilst increasing water
availability is not the main aim of these structures, it is often a side-benefit, as it is estimated that sand
storage dams reduce the flow in the Yellow River by 4.3–5.5 billion m3 /year as a result of increased
storage and increased evapotranspiration from the agricultural land [77].
5.6. Sediment Control/Siltation
Sand storage dams appear to be more significantly affected by clogging with clay and silt in the
accumulated sediments than check dams, based on the estimation that up to 50% may not be functioning
as intended [73]. The best way of avoiding siltation is by having a low, calculated incremental rise in
the dam height [67] with rises of 0.2 to 0.6 m/year recommended [89], although in practice, the Kitui
dams are usually constructed in a single stage without the occurrence of serious siltation problems [68].
Siltation can be remediated, but it is usually easier and more cost effective to build a new sand
storage dam if there is space to do so [89]. Remediation can be achieved by cutting a V-notch into
the spillway and allowing the accumulated sediments to be flushed downstream during flash floods.
Alternatively, dredging can be employed, or another solution is to build up the sand dam further.
In practice, it appears that if a location generates silt-sized sediment, then selecting an alternative site
is the most appropriate option [89]. Siltation is not considered to be an issue where the main purpose
of the sand storage dam is to control soil erosion or to create agricultural land.
5.7. Water Quality
While a sand dam does filter water in a process similar to a slow sand filter, there are several water
quality risk factors specific to sand storage dams, including (1) a lack of fencing to limit contamination
by animals adjacent to the water sources; (2) significant farming activity in the vicinity of the water
source, where manure is often applied; and (3) shallow wells are vulnerable to contamination by flood
flows, which do not have the benefit of filtration through the sand deposits when they enter the well
directly [90]. An important distinction is needed between water quality in the sand dam storage vs. the
water quality of the abstracted water through the shallow well, scoop hole, or infiltration gallery, as the
abstraction method is often a source of contamination.
A field study concluded that water in the sand dams investigated met WHO guidelines for
maximum thermotolerant coliform (TTC) concentration, whilst exceedances of the WHO standards
occurred frequently in scoop hole samples for TTC, turbidity, and conductivity [90]. A further field
study found that water from both scoop holes and shallow wells abstracting from sand storage dams
were unfit for human consumption, but the scoop holes were more unsafe [91].
Water quality of the abstracted water is strongly related to the method of extraction and the
construction of the shallow well or infiltration gallery. Water quality is best preserved by abstraction
through an infiltration gallery buried in the sand, with separate livestock watering points provided
below the dam [80]. Wells need to be protected from contamination with suitable construction and
concrete apron, covered, and protected from floodwater entering or from livestock entering the vicinity
of the well [80].
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5.8. Climate Change
Sand storage dams have been found to have a relatively low vulnerability to climate change,
due to their small water storage capacity as a proportion of the annual runoff. Currently, it is estimated
that the total storage provided in the 500 sand storage dams in the Kitui district only capture 1.8 and
3.8% of the runoff in the two rainy seasons, although climate change could increase this to 3 and 20% of
the total runoff by 2100 [85]. Whilst sand storage dams can be a resilience measure to combat climate
change, there will be a limit in the number that a catchment can support, once downstream users
are considered. Due to their small storage, they are not in any way resistant to drought, unless their
purpose is to recharge the underlying aquifer.
6. Other In-Channel Modifications Enhancing Recharge
6.1. In-Channel Infiltration Basins
In-channel infiltration basins were developed on the Rio Seco, Algarve region, Portugal, during the
EU funded GABARDINE [92] and MARSOL [93] projects with the purpose to increase the Campina de
Faro aquifer recharge to mitigate historical and current nitrate concentrations. Three infiltration basins
with a total surface area of 300 m2 were excavated to a depth of 6 m, to remove a low permeability clay
layer, before being filled with clean gravels. To allow recharge testing, very small dam structures (with
height 0.25 m) were constructed, so water levels could be raised to simulate periods of submergence
during river flow, but these were temporary, and infiltration now only occurs when river flow occurs
in the ephemeral Rio Seco. Repeated testing was undertaken and long-term monitoring installed,
with the results that the infiltration basins’ effectiveness does not appear to have changed over time,
and clogging with fine sediments does not appear to be a significant issue [94]. This appears to be
due to the high energy flows at this location, evidenced by the natural riverbed of sand and gravels
with the smaller particles transported further downstream. Whilst construction involves significant
disruption to the natural riverbed, subsequently there is little interference, and no dam structures to
interfere with natural flows. Whilst water was ponding, an average infiltration rate of 1.2 m/day was
obtained [95] and an overall 360 m3 /day infiltrated over these three pilot infiltration basins. If these
were to be scaled up, and applied over a longer length, combined with small recharge dams, there is
potential that these could positively impact nitrate concentrations and water availability on an aquifer
scale, particularly in conjunction with other methods, such as rainfall harvesting [7].
There is limited information in the literature about other MAR schemes involving riverbed
modification, with the exception of a very large scheme (Huangshuihe River, China), where the river
bed was originally of low permeability, which was artificially enhanced by in-channel modifications,
including 2518 infiltration wells, 448 trenches, and 773 basins excavated in the riverbed, and the six
rubber dams augmented by a 6 km long subsurface dam 27 m in depth. Since implementation in 1995,
the infiltration capacity of the riverbed has been reduced by half, and maintenance by removal of
sediment has been onerous and expensive [40]. This appears to be an issue with the sediment load
carried by the river and low flow velocity in the MAR location. Therefore, selecting a suitable location
for this type of MAR is extremely important.
6.2. Natural Flood Management (NFM)
In the UK, more than 230 implemented projects or feasibility studies have been carried out for
NFM measures and recorded on a web portal [96]. The aim of these measures is to increase infiltration
and reduce runoff, e.g., cover crops, reducing stocking levels, land use change from arable to pasture,
as well as in-channel or off-channel measures to store water (slowing the flow and allowing more
infiltration) [97]. NFM measures are noted to be more effective in permeable catchments, where recharge
to the aquifer from temporary flood storage occurs [6]. In permeable catchments, these features have
the potential to enhance natural recharge by methods similar to recharge dams, by raising the water
level and water storage behind the dam, allowing greater infiltration and recharge.
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As more significant flooding problems usually occur in impermeable catchments, the majority of
research has focused on these, where, for example, in upland peat catchments in the UK, restoration
measures have been used with the aim to reduce the flood peak and increase the time to peak.
Methods include gully blocking, for example, on the Kinder plateau where 0.5 m high stone dams
composed of millstone grit cobbles (75–200 mm diameter) were installed across the width of the
gully, approximately 6–7 m apart. Timber dams are also being used in smaller tributary gullies
constructed with a 38 mm-deep “V-notch” cut into the top board to promote flow over the center [98],
and restoration of natural vegetation (sphagnum moss), lost from moorland due to historical industrial
air pollution [98]. On a field scale/small catchment scale, these appear to reduce the flood peaks and
increase the lag time (time to peak). Notwithstanding, there is doubt as to whether any additional
groundwater recharge occurs in the long term, as the observed water table rise was only small (0.03 m)
and no significant changes in flood volume were found [98]. Therefore, these may be only temporary
storage rather than any significant recharge. In conclusion, NFM measures have been proven to work
on a small field site or very small catchment scale, but further work is necessary to determine whether
they can be effective over a larger catchment scale and for extreme flood events [99].
6.3. Beavers
The range of the European beaver (Castor fiber) once covered much of Europe before becoming
drastically reduced by the early 1900s. Now significant efforts have been made to increase their range,
and they are now found across much of Europe [100]. Their dam building activities have led them
to be known as “ecosystem engineers” [101]. Beaver dams are generally characterized by their tight
arrangement of small branches compared to naturally formed debris dams [102] promoting greater
upstream ponding of water.
In general, beavers do not construct dams where the habitat is already suitable and where the
water depth is already >1 m, with the majority of dams in Bavaria found to occur where the stream
depth was 0.5–1 m [103], in rivers typically between 5–19 m wide. A second study in Germany found
that prior to riparian rehabilitation that included beaver habitation, groundwater recharge accounted
for <5% of total precipitation; whilst following rehabilitation, groundwater levels have increased and a
gradual but modest increase in groundwater recharge has occurred (<10% precipitation) [104]. A study
of two beaver dams on the upper Colorado River [105] found that some water was likely to recharge
the alluvial aquifer as the coarse-textured mineral soils had relatively high hydraulic conductivities
(1 × 10−6 m/s) and the river water had a longer residence time in the riparian area because it was
ponded behind off-channel dams.
The main limitations of beavers as MAR engineers are their current geographical range and
population, the fact that they only build dams in specific water depths, and these may not intersect
with where a MAR scheme is required. Importantly, they require a year-round source of water, and as
such, ephemeral streams are not considered suitable habitat, although potentially they can contribute
small additional quantities of recharge in suitable catchments.
7. Applicability to Europe
In-channel MAR schemes are almost entirely located on ephemeral watercourses, with only a
very limited number on perennial rivers. A catalogue of intermittent rivers and ephemeral streams
(IRES) was recently developed for gauged catchments as part of the Science and Management of
Intermittent Rivers and Ephemeral Streams (SMIRES) project [106]. A total of 728 gauging stations
from 119 countries were found to meet the intermittent flow criteria, and a subset of these were
included in the catalogue. Their locations are shown in Figure 7, showing that IRES are not only
widespread in dry climates but also in the headwaters of many drainage basins in wetter climates [106].
Their prevalence is expected to increase due to global change and increased water use, as shifts from
perennial to intermittent flow regimes will increasingly occur in semiarid areas and small basins [106].
As small, intermittent streams are much less likely to be gauged in the first place, this represents only a
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Figure 7. Location of intermittent rivers and ephemeral streams (IRES) catchments presented in the
SMIRES catalogue. Red dots indicate examples of gauging stations included in the catalogue; black dots
represent gauging stations that met the intermittence criteria, but were not included in the catalogue.
Blue shading indicates countries of members involved in project data sharing. Reproduced with
permission from Sauquet et al. under Creative Commons license 4.0 (2020).

The main human pressures on IRES in EU are hydromorphological (40%), diffuse source pollution
(38%), atmospheric deposition (38%), point source pollution (18%), and abstraction (7%) [106].
Morphology changes include the construction of dams or weirs (and associated capture of sediments),
straightening and channelization, disconnection of floodplains. Under the requirements of the Water
Framework Directive, both surface water and groundwater bodies need to meet “Good” status by
2027, and hence development of in-channel MAR to support the quantitative and chemical status
groundwater bodies must not cause significant adverse hydromorphological issues by constructing
large dams. However, most of these structures have dams of low height, and in some cases, have a
negligible dam height, and in the case of NFM measures, debris dams or dams constructed naturally
by beavers may be employed to enhance recharge.
According to the driving forces to achieve good status of groundwater bodies from the Water
Framework Directive and the large number of intermittent streams, it can be seen there is a great
potential for the implementation of in-channel modifications as a measure to increase water security
or contribute to the achievement/maintenance of the good groundwater status in Europe. In fact,
in South Portugal, the Regional Plan for Water Efficiency [11] was recently published with the aim of
implementing measures to increase the efficiency of water use and tackle water scarcity in the region of
Algarve, a region subject to frequent drought events, and climate change is expected to increase these
occurrences. Within this plan, the implementation of in-channel modification in ephemeral streams
have been considered as a possible solution to enhance natural recharge and thus, increase coastal
aquifers resilience to drought and seawater intrusion. On the other hand, one of the reasons that may
seem to create some resistance to the application of such methodologies is likely to be the lack of
regulation and specific policy on MAR in Europe, which is limited to four EU countries at present [107],
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where water used for MAR must meet the regulations of the EU Groundwater Directive (no discharge
of List 1 substances, and not exceed guidance values for List 2 substances) [108].
8. Conclusions and Recommendations
In-channel MAR schemes bring clear local benefits in terms of increasing groundwater levels,
improving groundwater quality, and allowing increased use of groundwater, usually for irrigation in the
local area surrounding the recharge dam. Regional benefits can be achieved (e.g., reversing a regional
groundwater deficit, preventing saline intrusion, or achieving regional improvement in water quality),
provided recharge dams are of sufficient size and number, and located in areas with sufficient inflow and
favorable aquifer properties. To achieve regional benefits, a series of structures along a watercourse are
often needed, possibly in combination with other types of MAR (rainwater harvesting, subsurface dams,
etc.). Water quality improvements to the underlying aquifer have regularly been reported, including but
not limited to reductions in EC, TDS, and fluoride concentrations. However, the source water quality
needs to be suitable, avoiding locations with upstream industrial discharges or significant contaminated
runoff from agriculture. Very few schemes have reported water quality issues. Siltation appears to be
an issue that can be managed by appropriate design and maintenance.
Further work could be directed towards investigating on a regional basis the potential for recharge
dams on ephemeral streams in Europe, by combining the location of ephemeral streams with areas
of suitable hydrogeology, and WFD status. Challenges are expected to arise from the competing
interests of meeting “Good” status for both surface water and groundwater, and the drivers towards
dam removal where possible. Providing evidence of recharge through existing dam structures and
further evaluation of river restoration, NFM and NBS measures and the potential additional recharge
these may generate could result in MAR schemes that do not result in significant adverse impacts to
surface waters. NFM and NBS measures appear to slightly increase recharge to the underlying aquifer,
but further work is required to quantify the water storage upstream of beaver dams, recharge rates
through the ponds, the water seepage and return to the stream, and the recharge component associated
with overbank flow/floodplain inundation.
Sand storage dams are likely to have less applicability in Europe due to their small size, limited
water storage, and associated water availability. However, they could be utilized where enhanced
recharge to the underlying aquifer is needed, in areas of suitable catchment slope, bed load and
sedimentation rates, and magnitude and timing of flood flows, where a recharge dam would be
expected to fill with sediment. Alternatively, where sediment control dams are required, considering
aquifer properties when locating dams could result in dual benefits.
Identified gaps in knowledge include comparisons between natural infiltration rates and
subsequent recharge in ephemeral streams, the increase in recharge expected from in-channel MAR
schemes, and uncertainties in how recharge dams will perform under climate change. No studies were
identified where the impact of climate change on recharge at recharge dams had been estimated. It is
expected that this will depend on the design criteria of the dam with respect to its inflow, as well as the
expected changes of rainfall patterns of a given region.
The research reviewed in this current paper suggests that in-channel MAR can contribute to solve
both local and regional issues, including reversing groundwater deficits, mitigating saline intrusion,
and providing locally increased water supply. It appears that there are many locations in Europe where
suitable conditions for in-channel MAR exist; thus, considering climate change and increasing water
scarcity, in-channel MAR modifications are likely to be a viable solution for tackling such problems.
Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/12/11/3099/s1,
Appendix 1: Recharge dam database.
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