
The comments of the reviewer are written black, our answers in purple. 

Anonymous Referee #2  
 
The main point of the paper was that one can use multiple precipitation products in a single 
LSTM to improve streamflow model performance. The other analyses are secondary (and also 
problematic), without memorable take-home messages. One of the two conclusions in the 
abstract is "A sensitivity analysis showed that the LSTM learned to utilize different precipitation 
products in different ways in different basins and for simulating different parts of the hydrograph 
in individual basins", which does not seem to have said much. I think there is some value in this 
idea (although incremental) of fusing multiple forcing dataset using DL, but the effectiveness of 
DL has not been compared to other methods and is thus out of context.  
 
Thank you for acknowledging the value of our work. The ability to learn nonlinear, nonstationary 
and spatially adaptive mixing strategies is a ‘holy grail’ of ensemble modeling - we’re not sure 
how one could characterize this particular finding as having “not said much”.  
 
We do fully accept and agree with the first reviewer’s comment that this was not emphasized 
well enough against a backdrop of current approaches for using ensembles of inputs, and this 
has been rectified in the revised manuscript that we will upload conditional on invitation by the 
editor. 
 
We changed the manuscript in three ways to emphasize this point more clearly: (1) Changing 
the introduction to highlight challenges and current strategies for using ensemble forcings, (2) 
adding more relevant benchmarks, and (3) moving a substantial portion of the hydrological 
analysis that is only tangentially related to this main point into supplementary material. 
 
Also, stacking multiple data sources as inputs is a common practice among machine learning 
practitioners. The procedure itself is not the novelty, although I get it that in hydrology few might 
have used it. This might be a matter of personal opinion, so I ask the editor to weigh my opinion 
as what it is — an opinion, the paper appears too thin and too incremental for me to warrant a 
HESS contribution. This is based on my understanding of HESS as a premier outlet for 
hydrological science. When the authors published their first couple of papers, which they cited, it 
was novel. Now, LSTM seems to be widely used in hydrology and it is no longer novel, so the 
sole point become the use of multiple forcing datasets. My personal judgement is that this point 
alone lacks the punch needed for a HESS paper.  
 
It seems that we disagree on the interpretation of the results on a fundamental level. We thus 
dedicate the next paragraphs to illustrate our point of view.  
 



We do not make any claims about presenting a novel algorithm or any type of novel ML theory 
development (as a site note, we also never claimed that the LSTM is something novel in 
previous publications, in-fact it is almost 30 years old). To our knowledge we are the first to test 
the idea of using multiple forcing products as inputs in the context or large-scale, data-driven 
rainfall-runoff modeling, and the result of this very simple strategy was a relatively large 
improvement to simulation accuracy. As reviewer #1 implied, one can view this as an implicit 
form of input-fusing where the model learns the (nonlinear, heterogeneous) input 
combination/transformation itself.  
 
These results are (1) novel in the context of hydrology, (2) currently the best large-sample daily 
streamflow simulation results ever published that we know of (that do not require data 
assimilation or auto-regression and could therefore be used in ungauged basins), and maybe 
more importantly (3) present a simple but effective solution for one of the classically ‘hard’ 
problems in hydrological modelling: how to combine information from multiple inputs in 
spatiotemporally heterogeneous ways. The fact that this is a simple (but effective) approach is a 
strength , not a weakness .  
 
Beyond the main opinion, I raise some other major points below. It does occur to me many of 
the claims were rather casually made in this paper and need further validation. Many details 
were missing, and I would be worried some results are not stable.  
 

1. The motivation seems problematic in logic. What is such a model used for? (i) Are you 
using it for climate change impact assessment? You are not going to have three forcing 
datasets which you can train the model with. None of the datasets will be available for 
future climate. Climate model outputs are not able to be used in supervised training like 
this, with daily streamflow as the target. (ii) Are you using it for flood forecasting? It does 
not seem like this model is optimally wired for forecasting, which in general taps into data 
assimilation. It is uncertain is significant value of multiple forcing would still exist in a 
setting with data assimilation. (iii) Are you using it for hydrologic budget analysis? With 
this setting, we don’t even know how much rainfall has been applied in the model from a 
mass balance point of view. Hence, while the results may look nice, it may not have 
real-world use cases!  

 
Daily streamflow simulation is one of the most common and impactful tasks in operational 
(surface) hydrology. This model is absolutely ‘wired’ for forecasting - we (Upstream Tech; 
company where the last author works) currently use a proprietary version of this model to 
produce operational forecasts at both the short term (10-day-out) and seasonal (multi-month) 
timescales using ensembles of weather forcing products. The setup tested here in hindcasting 
mode is a direct analogy of that operational model, but without proprietary products (like 
ECMWF weather forecasts, etc.). Our (last author’s) company (Upstream Tech) currently sells 
the simulations made by a proprietary version of these models to public and private customers 
in environmental, hazard, and hydropower sectors.  
 



These models work with several different forms of data assimilation (many of which we are 
running in the operational version of the models reported here), however data assimilation is not 
used in the majority of forecasting situations at the national or global scale  (with any type of 
model) because data assimilation requires local streamflow observations, and the majority of 
forecast points in the US and in the world are ungauged. As an example, the US National Water 
Model has 2.X million forecast points and only ~18,000 of those are at gauge locations. Data 
assimilation is important, and is significantly easier with deep learning than with traditional 
hydrology models (although that is not the topic of this paper), but a forecasting model must 
work in ungauged locations as well.  
 

 
2. I wish not to see hydrology becoming a computer-science competition where an 

incremental change in an experiment becomes a new paper. There should be either 
scientific advances or methodological innovations. The results might be publishable but 
as it reads now it does not look to be at HESS level.  

 
There is no danger that hydrology will reduce to a computer science competition; and yet, this 
type of competition will definitely become a critical part  of the future of hydrology as a discipline. 
Right now, the choice of model among hydrologists is guided more by lineage and affiliation 
than empirical evidence (Addor and Melsen, 2018). There is some argument to be made that 
once one masters a specific model to a high enough level a preference should be attached to it 
because it allows to solve problems faster and explore tasks in a deeper fashion (since it will not 
be necessary to learn everything from scratch). However, as of now, no universal principles 
exist that allow us to establish specific models for the given tasks and goals in hydrology. This 
means that we (hydrologists) are not doing the best job we could be doing to be an 
evidence-guided discipline. It is important that this kind of model competitions become one 
aspect  of hydrological science. This does not mean that the discipline as a whole will be 
reduced to it - e.g., process hydrology will always remain an important part of what we do.  
 
Simply put, hydrology is an applied science, and while the process-understanding component of 
the science is important, its purpose is ultimately to support societal applications (most of the 
time we are not exploring deep philosophical questions about the nature of the universe in 
hydrology). That said, empirical competition between models is a critical backbone of any 
discipline that cares about objectivity (see also the arguments made in Donoho, 2017). It is 
inevitable and important that part of the future of hydrological science will be machine learning, 
and to the extent that a journal chooses to ignore or de-emphasize this, that journal will position 
itself to not be a part of one of the most important emerging sub-branches of hydrology. 
 

3. The authors claimed DL is better than traditional hydrologic models at using multiple 
sources of information. This is not proven. One can run an ensemble of simulations with 
multiple forcings, as authors said around line 270. Now, I do expect DL models to 
outperform, because previous papers have shown that. but perhaps the difference 



between single-forcing and multiple-forcing will be similar to what is shown here. At least 
no hard evidence was provided.  

 
Yes, we agree that this needs to be shown. This type of analysis and benchmark was added to 
the revision (see also our first answer to referee #1).  
 

4. Does the author use only multiple precipitation data or all the forcing variables? If only 
multiple precipitation were used, the author should clearly state this and use “multiple 
precipitation” instead of “multiple meteorological/forcing” in the title and main texts. If 
multiple datasets were used for all forcing variables, why were the analyses only 
executed on the precipitation in section 3.2 and 3.3? How did you know the effects were 
not due to other variables? If only precipitation was used, why not use other variables?  

 
In Line 62ff we state that we use all three forcing products as inputs, using all their 5 
meteorological variables. We even say that two products (Maurer and NLDAS) do not include 
daily minimum and maximum temperature in the original CAMELS data set and therefore 
provide these variables with this publication (see L66 and data availability section). However, to 
make it as clear as possible, we included the following sentence in the revised manuscript:  
 
“We used all five meteorological variables of all three data products as inputs for our model” . 
 
We only looked at the influence of the three precipitation products because a) precipitation is 
arguably the most important variable in the process of rainfall-runoff modeling b) according to 
Behnke et al. (2016) there is little difference in all other meteorological variables in between 
these data products, c) we know from other research projects that precipitation has by far the 
most influence in LSTM-based rainfall-runoff models (see e.g. Frame et al., 2020), and d) 
nothing that we show or conclude implies that other variables are not important, but the point is 
to show that the LSTM learns to mix forcings in dynamically heterogeneous ways. We show this 
using the precipitation input. 
 
It is trivial to perform similar analysis on all other variables (and we invite everyone to do this 
with the code we provide with our paper), but we believe that nothing would be gained from it 
and the paper would become even more bloated. 
 

5. The benchmark scenarios with the hydrologic models are off topic. The comparison 
between the LSTM and these hydrologic models have been done in Kratzert et. al, 2019. 
Therefore, it’s quite obvious that the multi-forcing model in this study would further 
outperform hydrologic models. Given the main topic here is to show the effective synergy 
of multiple meteorological forcings using deep learning model, the fair benchmark would 
be the ensemble forcing simulations with hydrologic models.  

 
Referee #1 had a similar impression (see Referee #1, comment 2). We do however believe that 
these benchmarks convey important information. The purpose of including them was to 



contextualize the increase in performance between the LSTMs from Kratzert et al. (2019) and 
the models of this manuscript, compared to the performance of traditional hydrology models. 
This is shown in Figure 4, which directly compares (1) the spread between traditional models, 
(2) the gap between traditional models and LSTMs, and (3) the extra improvement due to 
multiple forcings. It puts the value of this approach into context of the previous step-change from 
deep learning. 
 
We also added several multi-input ensemble benchmarks to the revision (which we will upload 
upon invitation by the editor), which - the reviewer is correct - were missing from the original 
manuscript (see also answer to reviewer #1 and to comment #3 above).  
 

6. The explanation of the triple collocation method was not clearly provided in section 2.4.2. 
The meanings of α, β, e were not explained in equation 1, 2 and 3. How was Equation 4 
derived from the equation 2 and 3? I was confused here. Did the author first fit a 
log-transformed linear model (equation 2 and 3) or directly use the covariances of time 
series to calculate the error variance as shown by equation 4?  

 
If possible we would like to keep the description as concise as it currently is. It is generally not 
customary to re-derive each established method used in a paper, especially if this method is 
around 20 years old and has been applied many times in the field of hydrology. It is customary 
to show the main equations so that a reader can develop an intuition about what the analysis 
means and how it works. Readers interested in deriving the method can refer to the first-order 
references in the paper, which are/were referenced throughout Section 2.4.2.  
 

7. The analysis of gradients is very unclear. In section 2.4.3 and 3.3, why did the author 
choose the “integrated gradients” instead of the simple gradients of inputs extracted from 
the network? At the time of simulation, only the actual variable value matters, not the 
whole range of x. And... how did you integrate it for different values in x? It wasn’t clear 
at all. If the author chose a more complex implementation, the comparison with the 
original one is needed. I believe most readers will have hard time understanding what 
the “gradients” really means as shown in section 3.3. For example, precipitation at 
previous hundreds of days (i.e. the length of training instance) can all contribute to the 
runoff prediction at the present time step T because of the memory characteristic of the 
LSTM model. Did the gradient at time step T refer to the gradient of the precipitation at 
the present time step or the sum/average gradients of all the previous hundreds of days? 
More clarifications should be given to help readers understand the gradient results here.  

 
We believe that this is enough information to understand and interpret the result. Readers, 
interested in the method itself, do find the appropriate references throughout the manuscript. 
 
Regarding why we choose integrated gradients instead of local gradients: Lines 159-164 of the 
original text explain it this way: 
 



“All neural networks (like LSTMs) are differentiable almost everywhere by design. Therefore, a 
gradient-based contribution analysis seems natural. However, as discussed by Sundararajan et 
al. (2017), the naive solution of using local gradients is not a reliable measures of sensitivity, 
since gradients might be flat even if the model response is heavily influenced by a particular 
input data source (which is not by necessity a bad property, see for example Hochreiter and 
Schmidhuber, 1997a). This is especially true in neural networks, where activation functions 
often include step-changes over portions of the input space - e.g., the sigmoid and hyperbolic 
tangent activation functions used by LSTMs have close-to-zero gradients at both extremes (see 
also: Shrikumar et al., 2016; Sundararajan et al., 2017)” 
 
What we tried to convey in this passage is that scholars and practitioners are aware that for this 
kind of analysis one should not use local gradients but e.g., something like the integrated 
gradient method. We believe that this is quite clearly stated in the above paragraph and linked 
to the related references. 
 
Furthermore, there seems to be some misunderstandings on the applied method: The 
precipitation of the entire input sequence does influence the prediction. The integrated gradient 
signal we report for one time step t is not the gradient signal of only the inputs of time step t but 
the average integrated gradient signal over the entire input sequence (i.e. the previous 365 
days), which is stated in L. 171: 
 
“We calculated the integrated gradients of each daily streamflow estimate in each CAMELS 
basin during the 10-year test period with respect to precipitation inputs from the past 365 days 
(the look-back period of the LSTM). That is, on day t = T , we calculated 1095 = 3 ∗ 365 
integrated gradient values related to the three precipitation products. The relative integrated 
gradient values quantify how the LSTM combines precipitation products over time, over space, 
and also as a function of lag or lead-time into the current streamflow prediction” 
 
Additionally, in L. 233 in the results section, we explicitly re-iterate: 
 
“To reiterate from above, the integrated gradient is a measure of input attribution, or sensitivity 
such that inputs with higher integrated gradients have a larger influence on model outputs. 
Integrated gradients shown in Fig. 11 were averaged over all timesteps in the test period, and 
also over all basins. This figure shows the sensitivity of streamflow at time t = T to each of the 
three precipitation inputs at times t = T − s where s is the lag value on the x-axis.” 
 
We also don’t think that for the general reader, all details behind this method are important 
(similar to the triple collocation), as long as one understands what the output of this method is. 
This is explicitly stated in L. 233: 
 
 “To reiterate from above, the integrated gradient is a measure of input attribution, or sensitivity 
such that inputs with higher integrated gradients have a larger influence on model outputs”. 
 
 
 

8. Following the above comments, the gradients of inputs w.r.t. the outputs can be quite 
unstable for deep learning models. Were the results shown in section 3.3 based on the 



gradients of ensemble runs or single model? If single model was used here, the author 
should show the results of multiple ensemble members as well as standard deviations 
and demonstrate the robustness of their gradients.  

 
We had a lengthy discussion about this question, because it was not quite obvious to us what 
the reviewer meant. Generally, gradients are a perfectly robust concept (with gradients referring 
to the derivative of the loss/output w.r.t the network weights/inputs). 
 
We think what the reviewer means is that deep learning models suffer a certain randomness 
due to different initialisations of the network parameters or stochasticity in the learning process 
(i.e. mini-batch sampling). Thus the question if the results are from a single model or not, 
because differently initialized models could learn different things. And, since we showed results 
from a single model (out of the 10 repetitions we trained, as reviewer #2 correctly points out), 
the learned behavior of the model could indeed be different (which, we believe, the statement of 
the reviewer hints at). 
 
The reason for showing only a single model is that the variation between different models is 
negligible. That is, qualitatively all models make use of the three forcing products in a similar 
way. We will include a sentence to clarify this in the revised manuscript.  
To validate this point, below are analogies of Figure 11 of the manuscript derived from 5 
different models. 
 
The reason for not including error bars or reporting standard deviations is, because the absolute 
value of the integrated gradient method is not of real importance (which makes it harder to 
quantitatively compare integrated gradient results of two models). It is rather a relative measure, 
showing which parts in the inputs are more (or less) important for the model prediction. And as 
the reviewer and editor can see for the figures below, the relative behavior between all models 
is practically identical (i.e. Maurer forcings are practically ignored at the last time step and only 
gain importance afterwards, which is the message we want to tell with this figure). 
 
 
 
 





 



 
 

9. The analysis in section 3.2 is not convincing:  
a. In line 210-212, the author clearly stated that the model performed worse in 

basins with lower precipitation error, especially for NLDAS forcing. This is 
counter-intuitive, leading me to question the validity of the triple collocation 
method employed and what it really says. How can the author verify the validity 
of this method given this abnormal result? Although they have listed the locations 
of those abnormal basins, they did not give convincing and detailed explanations 
for this problem.  

 
We believe that these “non-intuitive” results are explained quite thoroughly in the manuscript 
already. Several paragraphs immediately following the one that the reviewer references are 
devoted to it. 
 
There are several factors that act together to cause this phenomenon, but the main one is that 
NLDAS has some anomalies in particular basins in the Rocky Mountains that dominate this 
effect (illustrated in Figures 7 and 8). Additionally, “Triple collocation measures (dis)agreement 
between measurement sources, rather than error variances directly”  (Line 216), and it is not 
always the case that one forcing product disagreeing with others is actually error. Figure 9 then 
shows how this agreement/disagreement is correlated with total precip in one, but not the other 
two, of the products. This points to a systematic difference between daymet and the other two 
products, that is picked up by triple collocation. The point we will eventually make based on this 
analysis is that the LSTM can exploit this systematic difference.  
 



As a point in this review process, we would like to point out that we dedicated two paragraphs 
and three figures (Figure 7, 8, and 9) to explaining these non-intuitive results that the reviewer 
has mentioned. It’s a little difficult to know what more we could do.  
 
Just to reiterate, the larger point that this is ultimately supporting is that the information in 
multiple forcing products is complex - with both redundant and synergistic characteristics, - and 
the LSTM learns how to leverage at least a lot of this complex information aggregation in ways 
that are difficult to predict a priori from detectable features of the inputs themselves. We would 
have preferred to do this analysis using information theory, which would have let us use more 
concrete terms and more direct quantification of redundant and synergistic information, but 
there simply is not enough data on a per-catchment basis for stable information theory results, 
so we had to use log-linear analogues (i.e., Triple Collocation). 
 

b. What are the differences of “σ” and “total variance” in Figure 7 and 8? More 
explanations are needed here to avoid confusion.  

 
This difference between total variance of a precipitation product and triple collocation error 
variance (sigma) is explained in Line 219 of the original manuscript, which the reviewer quotes 
in their next comment.  
 

c. Line 218-219, “with higher total precipitation variance (not triple collocation error 
variance), indicating better performance in wetter catchments.” This expression is 
not rigorous since the arid areas with frequent extreme events can also have
large precipitation variance, such as Texas.  

 
An early version of the manuscript had plots that showed the correlation between precipitation 
variance and total precipitation, but we removed these figures because some early feedback we 
got from an informal reviewer was that this was common knowledge in hydrology (precip 
variance is highly correlated with total precip). If the editor or reviewer thinks that we should 
include this figure again, we can do it, however our impression was that this is an additional 
figure (since, as both reviewers mentioned, the number of figures is already too high). 
 

d. Line 220- 221, “This is not true for the other two models, where higher total 
variance is associated with a higher variance in model skill, indicating higher 
proportion of the variance due to measurement error”. This is very hard to 
understand and needs further supporting evidence. I can only see that the 
variance spread is large for basins with high NSE performance for Maurer and 
NLDAS from Figure 9.  

 
Since the reviewer seems to misunderstand the argument it could be that we compressed the 
message too much. Generally spoken, in any data product there are two basic sources of 
variance: variance of the true value and variance of the error. All we are saying here is that if 
increasing model skill is associated with increasing precip variance, then that increasing precip 



variance is likely not due to measurement error. If increasing precip variance is not correlated 
with increasing model skill, then some of the precip variance is likely due to measurement error.  
 
The point of this figure and analysis is to show that there is a systematic disagreement between 
the per-catchment error patterns in DayMet vs. the other two products, which explains the 
non-intuitive triple collocation results in the other two products where TC error (which is just a 
measure of agreement) is apparently not correlated with NSE improvements. This shows that 
while TC can ‘see’ systematic differences in the precip products, in this case it is likely that 
DayMet is better than the other two, and also carries more unique information than the other 
two.  
 
We are trying to show uniqueness in the data sets without (unfortunately) actually being able to 
measure information directly (in the sense of mutual information). In the revised manuscript will 
add this explanation to the sentence that the reviewer quoted to make the message clearer.  
 
 

e. The same problem as the point 1) in line 228 and Figure 10, the author can not 
draw a general conclusion and neglect those abnormal basins in Figure 7 and 
these basins behave differently than the conclusion, so it might be your 
conclusion that is wrong!  

 
As we mentioned above, it seems like the reviewer seems to have missed or misunderstood our 
explanation of these “non-intuitive” results from Figure 7 (which is the bulk of the text in this 
subsection and is critical to understanding these results).  As stated above, we will try to make 
this section even clearer in the revised manuscript to avoid further confusion. 
 

10. Other comments: 
a. Why were only 447 of the 531 basins used for the benchmark with hydrologic 

models (section 2.4.1)? I went back to their 2019 paper and they used 571 there, 
where they benchmarked against other models. Furthermore, as we discussed 
earlier, there is no longer a point to benchmark against default traditional models. 
It has been done. I would welcome a benchmark with the ensemble forcing 
scenario, but that was not included. 

 
In our 2019 Benchmarking paper, which we think the reviewer is referencing, (“Towards learning 
universal, regional, and local hydrological behaviors via machine learning applied to 
large-sample datasets”), we used the same basins as in this current paper. We used 531 to 
train our model and 447 to benchmark (same as here). As we explained in our earlier paper 
(e.g. first sentence of Section 3.2), and in this paper (Line 40), the reason is that not all of the 
hydrological benchmark models are available for all basins. Simulations from all benchmark 
models are available at only 447 basins. Again, we did not run our own benchmarks - this was a 
community contribution effort, which was done to avoid bias in the implementation of the 
benchmark models. 



 
b. The paragraph starting at line 43 cited the statements in Behnke et al. (2016) and 

seemed quite incoherent here. It seems this paragraph should be better moved 
to the introduction part.  

 
If the reviewer/editor does not insist we would like to keep the paragraph where it is. It would be 
unusual to move such a paragraph to the introduction. This is a specific statement about the 
specific data products we are using. It is not a general statement about hydrologic data, and 
does not serve as motivation or background for our project - it is a very specific characterization 
from a previous study of the specific data products used here, and thus belongs in the section 
describing the data. 
 

c. Figure 7 and 6 can be combined since they tell similar stories. There have been 
so many figures in the paper which made the paper look redundant. Really with 
the actual content available in this paper 4 figures would have been adequate 

 
We believe that it is better to keep them separated. Figure 7 and 6 emphasize different aspects 
of the story (cause for lack of TC/NSE correlation vs. cause (elevation) of NLDAS anomaly). 
‘Looking redundant’ is not a concern for us and these figures would take up the same amount of 
space and contain exactly the same information if referenced by the same figure number as 
they do separately. 
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