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Fires and floods are important drivers of geomorphic change. While the hydrologic and geomorphic effects of
fires have been studied at the hillslope scale, we have much more limited data on post-fire runoff, channel
changes, and inferred or measured sediment storage and delivery at larger scales. In this study we intensively
documented channel changes over four years in two very similar ∼15 km2 catchments in the northern Colorado
Front Range, Skin Gulch and Hill Gulch, that were burned primarily at high and moderate severity in June 2012.
Ten and 11 cross sections and longitudinal profiles along the lower channel networkwere repeatedly surveyed in
Skin Gulch and Hill Gulch, respectively. Summer thunderstorms generally caused deposition in the valley bot-
tomswhile incision resulted from the intervening baseflows and spring snowmelt, but a very high intensity sum-
mer thunderstorm in Skin Gulch just one week after burning caused much more deposition than in Hill Gulch.
Fifteen months after burning both watersheds experienced an exceptional, long-duration flood resulting from
a multi-day rainstorm with a several hundred year recurrence interval. This removed nearly all of the deposited
post-fire sediment along with some of the older valley bottom deposits. The expansion and coarsening of the
channel has greatly decreased the geomorphic sensitivity of both watersheds to future floods, and eliminated
the more typical and persistent post-fire depositional signature. The channel changes in Skin Gulch after the
fire and long-duration floodweremuch greater than in Hill Gulch, and this can be attributed to themuch greater
sediment deposition in Skin Gulch shortly after the fire, reduced geomorphic sensitivity in Hill Gulch resulting
from a large erosional flood in 1976, and the spatial distribution of burn severity and storm rainfalls leading to
lower peak flows in Hill Gulch. These results suggest that fires in the Rocky Mountains can trigger significant
and dynamic hillslope and channel changes over sub-decadal timescales, but unusually long or intense rain-
storms can cause larger and more persistent changes regardless of whether a catchment has recently burned.
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1. Introduction

Fires and floods are of increasing concern given that global warming
is leading to more wildfires (e.g., Rocca et al., 2014; Westerling et al.,
2006) and a higher likelihood of extreme precipitation (Berg et al.,
2013). Wildfires reduce ground and canopy cover, increase soil water
repellency, decrease infiltration rates, and decrease surface roughness
(DeBano et al., 1998; Ebel et al., 2012; Larsen et al., 2009; Moody et al.,
2013; Onda et al., 2008; Scott and Wyk, 1990; Shakesby and Doerr,
2006). These changes greatly increase surface runoff and erosion rates
(Benavides-Solorio and MacDonald, 2001; Benavides-Solorio and Mac-
Donald, 2005; Johansen et al., 2001; Morris and Moses, 1987;
Robichaud et al., 2000; Swanson, 1981; Wondzell and King, 2003),
and induce rapid headward expansion of the channel network (Collins
n).
and Ketcham, 2001; Wohl, 2013) and very high hillslope-stream con-
nectivity (sensu Shahverdian, 2015; Sosa-Pérez and MacDonald, 2017).

Post-fire sediment produced from hillslopes can be substantial, but
the headwater channel incision and downstream channel erosion can
account for over 80% of the total eroded sediment from a burnedwater-
shed (e.g., Moody andMartin, 2001). In certain environments sediment
can be evacuated from small tributaries by debris flows, but only if suf-
ficient sediment is available (e.g., Florsheim et al., 1991; Wohl and
Pearthree, 1991) and the combination of burn extent, soil properties, to-
pography, and rainfall conditions are conducive to debris flows (Cannon
et al., 2010). Eroded sediment from upstream sources can be
transported downstream as suspended sediment, degrading water
quality (e.g., Rhoades et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2011; Writer et al.,
2014), and as bedload (Wagenbrenner and Robichaud, 2014), which
can degrade aquatic habitat and adversely affect downstream infra-
structure. Much of the sediment transported as bedload is deposited
on alluvial fans and overbank on floodplains and terraces where slopes
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decrease and valleys widen (e.g., Meyer et al., 1992; Moody andMartin,
2004;Moody andMartin, 2009; Reneau et al., 2007).Wildfires therefore
can engender a temporally and spatially complex response of erosion
and deposition, depending on the spatial and temporal distribution of
rainfall amounts and intensities (e.g., Laird and Harvey, 1986; Moody
and Martin, 2001).

As vegetation regrows infiltration, erosion rates, and the channel
network usually revert back to pre-fire conditions within one to three
years (e.g., Benavides-Solorio and MacDonald, 2005; Larsen et al.,
2009; Moody and Martin, 2001; Morris and Moses, 1987; Wohl and
Scott, 2017). In contrast, downstream sediment deposits can persist
for tens to possibly thousands of years (e.g., Cotrufo et al., 2016; Elliott
and Parker, 2001; Legleiter et al., 2003; Meyer et al., 1992; Meyer
et al., 1995; Moody and Martin, 2001). The contribution of sediment
due to fires compared to long-term sediment yields has been shown
to be around 30–50% (Meyer et al., 1995; Roering and Gerber, 2005), al-
though this varies drastically depending on the environment (Swanson,
1981). Much of our understanding of wildfire effects on hydrologic and
geomorphic processes is based on studies conducted at the plot to hill-
slope scales, so there remains a need to better quantify and understand
fire effects at larger scales (Moody et al., 2013). The accurate prediction
of watershed-scale sediment yields and geomorphic changes are critical
to protect downstream landowners, water users, and aquatic resources,
and guide post-fire rehabilitation treatments.

In both burned and unburned watersheds the downstream changes
are driven by water and sediment inputs (Poff et al., 1997; Wohl et al.,
2015), and we have much more information on the larger-scale geo-
morphic effects of floods in unburned watersheds (e.g., Fryirs, 2013;
de Vente et al., 2007; Walling, 1983) than in burned watersheds
(e.g., Moody et al., 2013). Smaller floods may do very little geomorphic
work (e.g., Costa and O'Connor, 1995; Kochel, 1988; Magilligan et al.,
1998), but by definition extreme floods typically generate very large in-
creases in sediment yield (e.g., Erskine and Saynor, 1996) and cause sig-
nificant geomorphic changes through erosion and deposition
(e.g., Baker, 1977; Friedman and Lee, 2002; Krapesch et al., 2011;
Magilligan et al., 2015; Miller, 1990; Nanson, 1986; Schumm and
Lichty, 1963). Other than post-fire debris flows, there have been very
few studies of extreme or long-duration floods following wildfire
(e.g., Doehring, 1968; Hamilton et al., 1954). Both long-duration and
wildfire-induced floods can cause significant geomorphic changes at
the watershed scale, but we rarely have had the opportunity to directly
compare these two types of floods to determinewhich has a greater im-
pact on downstream channels and valley bottoms.

In this study, we quantified the geomorphic response of the channel
networks in two watersheds that had a very different flood history prior
to and then immediately after a severe wildfire in June 2012. One water-
shed was subjected to an extreme flood in 1976, while the other water-
shed was subjected to a very high-intensity summer thunderstorm just
one week after burning that caused tremendous amounts of erosion
and downstream deposition (Brogan et al., 2017). Fifteen months after
the fire an extreme, multi-day rainstorm caused widespread flooding,
erosion, and sedimentation in the Colorado Front Range (e.g., Gochis
et al., 2014;Moody, 2016; Yochum, 2015; Yochumet al., 2017). In ourwa-
tersheds, approximately two-thirds of the rainfall fell over a two-day pe-
riod, and the resulting long-duration highflows caused extensive channel
changes both in our two watersheds as well as throughout the Colorado
Front Range, and this flood has been termed the ‘mesoscale flood’
(Gochis et al., 2014). Accurate stage or flow data are not available due
to the large amounts of aggradation that took place during this flood.

The different magnitudes, duration, and sequence of floods in our
two study watersheds allowed us to compare the response of each wa-
tershed to different post-fire storms and the subsequent mesoscale
flood. It is well recognized that high and moderate severity wildfires
can greatly increase the sensitivity of a watershed to perturbations
(Swanson, 1981), where sensitivity is defined as “the propensity of a
system to respond to a minor external change” (Schumm, 1998,
p. 78). Sensitivity also can vary across the landscape and over time de-
pending on other previous perturbations (Fryirs, 2017; Thomas,
2001). In the absence of fires, the effects of floods will depend not
only on the magnitude and duration of flows, but also the intrinsic
and extrinsic thresholds of the channel and the availability of sediment,
which are affected by the magnitude and timing and of previous floods
(e.g., Baker and Costa, 1987; Brierley, 2010; Costa and O'Connor, 1995;
Newson, 1980; Schumm, 1973; Wolman and Miller, 1960).

Our initial objective was to evaluate post-fire changes in erosion and
deposition over time in the lower portions of the two study watersheds,
and use this to help predict post-fire sediment storage and delivery. The
long-durationmesoscale flood greatly altered the channel and valley bot-
tom, particularly in Skin Gulch, so our study objectives expanded to:
(1) compare the magnitude and variability of post-fire channel change
to the channel changes resulting from and following the long-duration
mesoscaleflood; (2) evaluate howwatershed history and post-fire condi-
tions in the two watersheds affected the observed sequence of channel
changes; and (3) develop a conceptual model to describe potential chan-
nel and valley bottom responses to fires and large floods. The results
should help resource managers better predict the likely geomorphic
changes from fires and floods at scales up to 10–20 km2, and use this to
help assess post-fire risks and management strategies.

2. Background and study area

Following the 2012 High Park Fire (HPF), we initiated channel mon-
itoring in two ∼15 km2watersheds, Skin Gulch (SG) andHill Gulch (HG)
(Fig. 1). We were not able to monitor an unburned control watershed
due to the lack of a nearby comparable watershed as well as limitations
of personnel and funding. Both SG and HG drain north into the Cache la
Poudre River, which is the primary water supply for Fort Collins and
other communities. Prior to burning, the main channels in SG and HG
were ∼1 m wide with ephemeral to intermittent flow. Elevations in SG
range from 1840 to 2680 m, while elevations in HG, which is only
about 8 km to the east, are slightly lower at 1720 to 2400 m (Fig. 1).
SG and HG are very similar, with respective mean slopes of 23 and
24%, drainage densities of 2.5 and 2.3 km km−2, and elongation ratios
of 0.53 and 0.44. SG is underlain by knotted mica schist, amphibolite,
and pegmatite with a large shear zone through the northwestern edge
of the watershed (Abbott, 1970; Abbott, 1976), while HG is underlain
primarily by knotted mica schist (Braddock et al., 1988). Soils are pri-
marily Redfeather sandy loams with more frequent rock outcrops in
HG than SG (Soil Survey Staff, 2018).

Mean annual precipitation is 450–550 mm (PRISM Climate Group,
Oregon State University, http://prism.oregonstate.edu), with winter
precipitation falling primarily as snow and thunderstorms
predominating in the summer. Prior to burning, the vegetation in both
watersheds was dominated by ponderosa pine with some lodgepole
pine stands at higher elevations. Mountain shrub and grasslands occu-
pied some of the lower elevation and south-facing slopes, and there
were only scattered narrow bands of deciduous riparian trees and
shrubs along some of the larger stream channels. About 65% of eachwa-
tershed was burned at moderate to high severity. In SG, the areas
burned at moderate and high severity were primarily in the upper wa-
tershed, while in HG, most of the more severely burned areas were in
the lower portions of the watershed (Fig. 1a). Following the fire, both
streams became perennial.

3. Methods

3.1. Data collection

Our primary data are repeated field surveys of channel cross sections
(XS) and corresponding longitudinal profiles (LP) in the lower portions
of the two studywatersheds (Fig. 1). XSs and LPswere established from
early July to mid-October 2012, and monitoring continued until

http://prism.oregonstate.edu
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Fig. 1. (a) Location and burn severity of the High Park Fire (HPF) in the Colorado Front Range of the western U.S.A. Elevation maps of (b) Skin Gulch and (c) Hill Gulch. Black boxes in
(b) and (c) indicate the areas that include the ten and eleven cross sections shown in (d) Skin Gulch and (e) Hill Gulch, respectively.
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November 2016. Ten XSs were established in SG and eleven in HG at
scales ranging from ∼1 to 15 km2, and sequentially numbered starting at
the lowest XS (Fig. 1). The XSs were established in reaches that we antic-
ipated—based on local geomorphic characteristics such as slope, width,
and confinement—would represent a range of geomorphic responses
from primarily erosional to primarily depositional. Because the XSs
were selected to focus on specific processes rather than as a random or
systematic sample, the site-specific results cannot be extrapolated to lon-
ger reaches or the entirewatershed. Since thefirst large thunderstormoc-
curred in SGonly oneweek after thefire, the only pre-stormdata in either
watershedwas the initial survey of XS1 in SGwhich, in hindsight, was too
short to include all of the resulting deposition.

Each XS was monumented with rebar and surveyed from 15 to 25
times over the five-year study period, while the monumented LPs
were surveyed from 10 to 21 times. Each survey is uniquely identified
by the XS or LP number and the collection date using the format of
yyyymmdd (e.g., 20120912). Upstream, downstream, and cross-
stream photos were taken during the site visits. Some of the initial sur-
veys in summer 2012 used an autolevel and stadia rod, while a Leica
TCR407 total station was used in fall 2012. Starting in spring 2013, a
TOPCON GR-5 real-time kinematic Global Navigation Satellite System
(RTK-GNSS) was typically used to survey topography from
monumented benchmarks in each watershed, but an autolevel and sta-
dia rodwere occasionally used in summer 2013. Autolevel and total sta-
tion surveys were rotated and translated to match RTK-GNSS
coordinates based on local benchmarks that we established. Mean hor-
izontal and vertical rootmean square errors for theRTK-GNSS datawere
6 mm and 10 mm, respectively, and these values were assumed to be



Table 1
Cross section (XS) contributing areas and valleywidths for SkinGulch andHill Gulch. The ⁎

indicates that the valley width for cross section 1 in HG is the width of the muchwider al-
luvial fan rather than the width of the relatively confined channel. † and ‡ denote pairs of
cross sections that were surveyed along the same transect and share the same valley
width.

XS Skin Gulch Hill Gulch

Area (km2) Valley width (m) Area (km2) Valley width (m)

1 15.4 40 14.4 110⁎

2 9.0 22 11.2 16
3 8.8 44 11.1 25
4 8.8 55 11.1 23
5 8.3 38 11.1 21
6 8.1 40 10.7 36
7 2.8 21 10.2 49†

8 5.2 13 0.4 49†

9 5.1 26 10.2 68‡

10 4.6 38 0.4 68‡

11 n/a n/a 10.2 33
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valid for the other surveymethods given that they werematched to the
RTK-GNSS coordinates. No data were available for XS1 in SG after Sep-
tember 2013 as the accumulated sediment was mechanically removed
and a new channel was constructed.

After the September 2013 mesoscale flood, we surveyed 42 and 51
high water marks (HWMs) in SG and HG, respectively. The HWMs
were identified primarily by matted down vegetation and deposits of
litter or other fine debris. The uncertainty in the elevations of the sur-
veyed HWMswas estimated to be nomore than 0.10m, and this is sim-
ilar to the uncertainties used in other indirect discharge analyses
(e.g., Brogan et al., 2017; Moody, 2016). Eleven HWMs in SG and 32
HWMs in HG were used to calibrate a two-dimensional model for esti-
mating peak flows as described below.

Pebble count data (Wolman, 1954) were collected in June/July 2013
and in February/March 2014 at each XS, and these bracketed the meso-
scale flood (a second sample could not be collected at XS1 in SG due to
the sediment removal and channel reconstruction). The pebble counts
were conducted across the channel as identified by either the edge of
vegetation or newly-formed sediment deposits. From 97 to 280 parti-
cles were measured in each case (mean = 139). At XS8 in HG, the de-
posited sediment was too fine to determine the median and D84

particle sizes, so a 4-L grab sample was collected, air dried, sieved in
1/2-phi increments, and weighed.

Airborne laser scanning (ALS) surveys were collected by the Na-
tional Ecological Observatory network (NEON) Airborne Observation
Platform in July 2013, and jointly by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)
and the Federal Emergency Management Agency in October 2013. We
used 1-m resolution bare-earth digital elevation models (DEM) from
these two surveys to develop the two-dimensionalmodel for estimating
peak flows from the 2013 mesoscale flood in each watershed.

Historic aerial photoswere used to evaluate the channel changes in the
downstream portion of SG and HG prior to and after the 1976 flood, and
these were supplemented with photographs and an interview from a
homeowner in lower HG who directly observed this flood. Precipitation
isohyets for the 1976 storm were developed from data provided by
MetStat Inc. These different sources of data allowed us to compare the
channel and floodplain changes from the 1976 flood to the observed and
measured changes following the 2012 HPF and the 2013 mesoscale flood.

3.2. Data analysis

The contributing area for each cross section was computed from the
October 2013 1-mDEM. Valley widths at each cross section were delin-
eated using 2-m contours created from the DEM, aerial imagery, our
photographs, and field observations.

The XS and LP data varied in plan view (XY space) due to both chan-
nel migration and the exact placement of the survey rod. To maximize
the accuracy of the calculated elevation changes for each XS, all of the
X and Y data from all surveys for a givenXSwere plotted and a linear re-
gression was developed to provide a best estimate of the XS location;
each survey point was then orthogonally projected onto the linearly
regressed XS. This process eliminates the false changes in elevation
resulting from variations in the point-to-point summations of cross
stream distances or surveyed elevations that were not exactly on the
cross section.

An active channel width was defined for each XS based on the max-
imum extent of channel changes over the study period. Elevation differ-
ences among the different surveys were calculated by interpolating
elevations every centimeter across the active channel for each XS, and
then computing the elevation difference for each one-centimeter inter-
val. Trapezoids were calculated for the elevation differences between
surveys and summed to compute positive area (total deposition), nega-
tive area (total erosion), net change, and total absolute change. The
mean elevation change of the active channel due to the mesoscale
flood was calculated as the mean elevation difference between the last
pre-flood and first post-flood surveys. The change in thalweg elevation
for each XS due to the mesoscale flood was calculated as the difference
in the minimum elevation between the last pre-flood and first post-
flood surveys.

Themean absolute elevation difference (MAED; i.e., themean of the
absolute values of the elevation differences every centimeter across the
active channel width)was computed for each successive XS survey, and
this is referred to as the variability in the cross sections. For each XS and
LP the median MAED was calculated using all of the XS and LP surveys
prior to and after the mesoscale flood, and this characterized the abso-
lute magnitude of variability for the pre- and post-flood time periods,
respectively. Because the channel bed was composed primarily of
gravels and cobbles, there was some inherent variability in the surveys
due to the exact placement of the survey rod relative to these grains.
Hence, we compared the MAED to one half of the local D84 grain size
(i.e., the diameter coarser than 84% of the measured particles), and
this helped us evaluate whether the computed elevation changes
(MAED) were larger than the inherent grain-scale variability in our to-
pographic surveys.

Themean length of the longitudinal profiles was 120mwith a range
of 74 to 244 m. Similar to the cross sections, the longitudinal profiles
were projected onto a hand-delineated polyline that best represented
the average centerline over time. At some sites, two to four XSs were
close enough to be included in a single LP. In these cases, the LP began
downstream of the lowest XS (e.g., XS3 of XS3–5 in SG, and XS2 of
XS2–5 in HG). By projecting the LP data onto a common channel center-
line, the elevation changes along the LPs from successive surveys could
be compared in the same manner as described previously for the XSs.
Local slopes for each LP were estimated using a linear regression
(Scott et al., 2016) for roughly 50-m long segments of the LPs clipped
around each XS. Most of the LP segments were centered on the XSs,
but if tributary confluences were nearby the LP was asymmetrical to
avoid any slope breaks due to the confluence. Mean change in elevation
due to the mesoscale flood was computed as the mean elevation differ-
ence along the length of each LP (or allocated portion of a LP if the LP
crossed more than one XS) between the last pre-flood and first post-
flood LP surveys. MAED was also computed for each LP, or portion of
the LP relevant to a given XS, for each successive survey.

The NEON DEM from July 2013 required translation in order to reg-
isterwith theUSGSDEMand our field data. Using our ownPython script
we calculated differences in slopes and aspects between the NEONDEM
and the USGS DEM (following Nuth and Kääb, 2011), and these differ-
ences were used to estimate the required XYZ translation to best
match the NEON DEM to the USGS DEM. This process was repeated
until the translation changes in X, Y, and Z were b1 cm, or the required
shift for that iteration was b2% of the overall shift. Vertical comparison
of the DEMs with RTK-GNSS measurements indicated mean absolute
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elevation differences of 16 cmand 9 cm for theNEONALS andUSGSALS,
respectively.

Peakflows during themesoscale floodwere estimated usingNays2D
following the procedure described by Brogan et al. (2017). Nays2D is a
two-dimensional hydrodynamic model distributed with the Interna-
tional River Interface Cooperative (iRIC; http://i-ric.org; Nelson et al.,
2016), which computes water surface elevations and depth-averaged
velocities by solving the 2D depth-averaged equations of fluid continu-
ity and momentum. Peak flows were estimated by minimizing the
mean absolute error (MAE) between the elevation of the surveyed
HWMs and themodeledwater surface elevations. Peak flowswere esti-
mated for both the pre-flood and post-flood channel topography as de-
termined from the pre- and post-flood lidar datasets because of the
extensive channel incision and widening that occurred during this
flood (see Brogan et al., 2017 for further details on this approach).

4. Results

Contributing drainage areas for the different cross sections ranged
from 2.8 to 15.4 km2 in SG and 0.4 to 14.4 km2 in HG (Table 1). Valley
widths varied from 13 to 55 m in SG and 16 to 68 m in HG, with the ex-
ception that at XS1 in HG the 15-m-wide armored channel is set into a
110-m-wide alluvial fan (Table 1). In HG, two pairs of XSs (XS7 and
XS8, and XS9 and XS10) were surveyed along one long transect as
these XSs were on two different tributaries just upstream of a conflu-
ence; hence the XSs in each pair have the same valley width (Table 1).
Channel slopes ranged from 4 to 10% in SG (Table 2) and 1–7% in HG
(Table 3), indicating that themajority of our sites would have been clas-
sified as step-pool or cascade prior to the fire (Montgomery and
Buffington, 1997).

Cross section and longitudinal profile changes from two locations in
SG (Fig. 2) and HG (Fig. 3) are representative in showing three distinct
periods with different magnitudes and directions of channel geomor-
phic change. The first period is the initial post-fire response from sum-
mer 2012 through summer 2013, and this had varying amounts of
both deposition and erosion due to summer thunderstorms and spring
snowmelt. The second, relatively short period is the channel change
due to the mesoscale flood. The third period is the subsequent two
years of monitoring after the mesoscale flood when again there was
both deposition and erosion, but on a much more smaller scale than in
the first period (Tables 2 and 3). The following sections summarize
the key XS and LP changes in eachwatershed over the different time pe-
riods in response to the sequence of rainstorms and snowmelt. Tables 2
and 3 summarize the quantitative changes in the XSs and LPs for each
cross section, and plots of all of the surveys for each XS and LP are pro-
vided in the supplemental material.

4.1. Pre-mesoscale flood

4.1.1. Summer 2012
Convective thunderstorms caused extensive hillslope erosion and

downstream deposition in the first summer after the fire. Quantitative
data are largely lacking other than at XS1 in each watershed as the
first storms occurred before we could set up the XSs and LPs, but at
least 0.2mof aggradationoccurred atXS1 in SG and this aggradation ex-
tendedwell beyond the initial XS1 (supplemental Fig. S1).We alsowere
able to document 0.5 m of aggradation at XS1 in HG as this XS also was
installed in early July (Fig. 3a).

Frequent field visits occurred in summer 2012 in conjunction with
the installation of sediment fences, and from these and the XS1 data in
each watershed it is very clear that the greatest channel changes during
this first period occurred just oneweek after thefire in SG as a result of a
very intense rainstorm in the upperwatershed over an area of high burn
severity. The resulting peak flowwas estimated at 20–46 m3 s−1 km−2,
although thismay be anoverestimate aswe did not account for any sed-
iment bulking. Subsequent field observations indicated that this high-

http://i-ric.org
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intensity storm caused tremendous hillslope and lower-order channel
erosion that then caused very extensive downstream deposition, in-
cluding 1-m imbricated boulders (Brogan et al., 2017). Subsequent
thunderstorms caused smaller peak flows in both watersheds with ad-
ditional sediment deposits and some reworking of previously deposited
material. Much of the deposited sediment, other than the coarse mate-
rial deposited from the first storm in SG, was relatively fine gravel and
coarse sand, and this created relatively flat cross sections (e.g., Fig. 4a).
Although deposition in HG was particularly evident at XSs 1, 7, 8 and
10, our observations and photos indicate that HG did not experience
nearly the rainfall intensities, hillslope erosion, and downstream depo-
sition that was evident from the first high-intensity convective storm
in SG.

4.1.2. Winter 2012–2013
The summer deposits remained largely intact through the winter as

the upper portions of bothwatersheds accumulated snow. Higher flows
during spring snowmelt generated little or no hillslope erosion
(Schmeer, 2014), while downstream flows caused varying amounts of
channel incision through the post-fire deposits in both watersheds
(e.g., Fig. 4). This incision was typically in a relatively narrow channel
compared to themuchwider sediment deposits. In some cases, exposed
roots indicated that incision cut through the pre-fire streambed as well
as the post-fire deposits. The mean thalweg elevation change in SG be-
tween September 2012 andMay2013was−19 cm(s.d.= 22 cm), with
a maximum incision of 60 cm at XS1 and a maximum aggradation of
only 3 cm at XS7. There was less change in HG and the estimated
mean thalweg elevation change over the same period was +5 cm (s.d.
=15 cm), but our field observations indicate that this apparent increase
was at least partly caused by registration errors with the total station in
fall 2012.

4.1.3. Summer 2013
In summer 2013, convective thunderstorms again caused extensive

hillslope erosion (Schmeer et al., 2018) and downstream deposition in
both watersheds (Figs. 2 and 3). Baseflows between storms incised
through the finer sediments, while subsequent stormflows reworked
and sometimes added to the sediment deposits in the channels. The
overall pattern of channel changes in summer 2013 was similar to
those in summer 2012, but changes were more frequent given the
more frequent stormflows compared to the drier summer of 2012.
While the mean thalweg elevation change in SG was only +2 cm (s.d.
= 14 cm) and only−2 cm (s.d. = 9 cm) in HG, there was tremendous
variability among theXSs in eachwatershedwithmaximumthalweg el-
evation changes of +71 cm in SG and +59 cm in HG.

Taken together, the survey data prior to themesoscale flood indicate
considerably larger changes and more variability in SG than HG (Fig. 5;
Tables 2 and 3). For example, the average change in cross-sectional area
in SG prior to the pre-mesoscale floodwas 1.38m2, which is nearly dou-
ble the mean change of 0.71 m2 in HG. Mean elevation changes along
the LPs were generally greater than the mean elevation changes for
the XSs, and the LP changes in SG were around 5–10 cm greater than
in HG (Fig. 5b and d).

4.2. Mesoscale flood of September 2013

Mean rainfall for the mesoscale flood was 260 mm in SG and
280 mm in HG, with maximum 15-min intensities of 33 mm h−1 in
both watersheds (Kampf et al., 2016). Stage measurements indicate
that unusually high flows occurred for about 24 h in both watersheds
(c.f. Kampf et al., 2016), but discharge over this period could not be ac-
curately calculated because of the large changes in the channel XSs at
the downstream stage recorders.

The sustained high flows caused much larger and more consistent
XS and LP changes than were measured prior to the mesoscale flood
(e.g., Figs. 2 and 3; Tables 2 and 3). Nearly all of the sediment that had



Fig. 2. Changes over time for cross-sections (a) XS4 and (c) XS8 in Skin Gulch, and (b, d) the corresponding longitudinal profiles. The gray shaded box in (a) delineates the active channel
and the vertical line in (b) and (d) shows the location of the cross section. The three surveys in the black to blue colors were selected to emphasize the relatively large magnitude of XS
changes prior to themesoscale flood, and the two surveys in red and orange show both the large magnitude of change due to themesoscale flood and the much smaller magnitude of XS
change following the mesoscale flood. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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been deposited after the HPF was eroded along with substantial
amounts of the pre-existing floodplain deposits. In absolute terms, the
stripping of deposited sediment generally increased channel cross-
sectional areas and decreased thalweg elevations (e.g., Figs. 2, 3, 6, 7;
Tables 2 and 3). The large amounts of channel erosion and scour in
the modeled reaches resulted in considerable uncertainty in our
Fig. 3. Changes over time for cross-sections (a) XS1 and (c) XS5 in Hill Gulch, and (b, d) the cor
and the vertical line in (b) and (d) shows the location of the cross section. The three surveys in
changes prior to themesoscale flood, and the two surveys in red and orange show both the larg
change following the mesoscale flood. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figu
modeled peak flows depending on whether we used the pre- or post-
flood topography. In SG, the estimated peak flow using pre-flood topog-
raphy was 2.3 m3 s−1 km−2 as compared to the much larger value of
5.7 m3 s−1 km−2 using post-flood topography (Brogan et al., 2017). In
HG, the corresponding estimates of the peak flows were
0.9 m3 s−1 km−2 using pre-flood topography and about 50% larger or
responding longitudinal profiles. The gray shaded box in (a) delineates the active channel
the black to blue colors were selected to emphasize the relatively large magnitude of XS
e magnitude of change due to themesoscale flood and the much smaller magnitude of XS
re legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)



(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Fig. 4. (a) Photo looking upstream frombelow cross section six (XS6) in SkinGulch on 8March2013 showing the extensive deposition from the summer thunderstorms. (b) Photo taken at
the same location on 10May 2013 showing the subsequent incision and floodplain coarsening during spring snowmelt; red circle indicates a gravelometer for scale. (c) Cross sections and
(d) longitudinal profiles in fall 2012 (black line) and spring 2013 (blue line). Gray shaded box in (c) delineates the active channel and the vertical line in (d) represents the location of the
cross section. XS6 is in the foreground of the photo in (a) and in the far background of the photo in (b), and in (c) XS6 is plotted looking upstream to match the perspective of the two
photos. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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1.4m3 s−1 km−2 using post-flood topography. These datamean that the
estimated peak flows in HG were only 25–39% of the estimated peak
flows in SG.

Channel and valley bottom changes were far greater in SG than in
HG, which is consistent with the 2.5- to 4-fold difference in the esti-
mated peak flows. In SG, there was a general trend of incision in the up-
stream XSs where valley widths were narrower (e.g., Fig. 2b; see also
Fig. 3 in Brogan et al., 2017),while channelwideningwasmore predom-
inant in the downstreamXSswhere the valleyswerewider (e.g., Fig. 2a;
Tables 1 and 2). In SG, the mean absolute change in cross-sectional area
was 7.7m2, and therewas net erosion at every XS. The greatest absolute
change in cross-sectional area was 18.2 m2 at XS5 (Fig. 6); this XS had
large overbank sediment deposits from the 2012 convective flood and
nearly all of that sediment was eroded away by the 2013 flood. The
mean bed elevation change for the XSs in SG was a decrease of
0.37 m, and the mean thalweg incision was 0.67 m (Table 2). The
greatest incision of nearly 1.6 m occurred at XS8 (Fig. 2b), which is the
cross section with the narrowest valley width of just 13 m (Table 1).

In HG, the mean absolute change in cross-sectional area due to the
mesoscale flood was only 1.3 m2, or just 17% of the corresponding
mean change in SG. There was not the same trend of channel incision
in the upstream XSs and channel widening in the downstream XSs
(Table 3) as in SG, and this may be due to the lack of a consistent down-
stream increase in valley widths (Table 1). The upper eight XSs all in-
cised, but their mean elevation change was only −0.07 m or 18% of
the mean elevation change for XS2–XS10 in SG (Table 3). In the three
lowest XSs in HG, there was net deposition, with the greatest mean
aggradation being 0.32 m in XS1 (Table 3; Fig. 3a, c). The much greater
deposition inXS1 is consistentwith itsmuch lower slope of 1.1% as com-
pared to the 5% slope at XS2 and nearly 4% slope at XS3 (Table 3).

Channel incision and widening during the mesoscale flood also led
to knickpoint migration and local slope changes, especially in SG. For
the nine XSs in SGwith valid post-flood data, themean absolute change
in slope was 1.2% with a maximum increase of 2.4% at XS2 (Table 2). A
closer review shows that within a LP there tended to be a greater in-
crease in slope and greater incision where there had beenmore deposi-
tion (Fig. 2c, d). However, incision was limited by bedrock in six of the
nine LPs in SG. In HG, the mean absolute change in LP slope was only
0.5%, or less than half of the mean change in SG, even though bedrock
limited incision in only three of the eleven LPs (Fig. 7; Table 3). Since
the slope changes tended to be greater in the LPs withmore deposition,
the smaller mean slope change in HG can be explained by the smaller
amounts of post-fire deposition. In both watersheds there wasmore in-
cision in the steeper LPs (Tables 2 and 3), with LP slope explaining just
over 50% of the mean change in LP elevations. The larger incision in
areas with steeper slopes is presumably because these reaches were
more confined and had less opportunity for channel widening com-
pared to the lower-gradient and less confined reaches further
downstream.

The sustained flows of the mesoscale flood also caused substantial
coarsening of the channel bed at all of the XSs (Fig. 5). In SG, the mean
D84 nearly doubled from 68 mm to 126 mm, and in HG the mean D84

also nearly doubled from 60 mm to 110 mm (Fig. 5). The absolute var-
iability in the D84 among XSs also decreased in both watersheds despite
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Fig. 5. Boxplots of the mean absolute elevation differences (MAED) for the different surveys prior to (left side) and after the mesoscale flood (right side) for the cross sections (a, c) and
longitudinal profiles (b, d) in SkinGulch andHill Gulch, respectively. Boxes represent the 25th and75th percentiles, red line is themedian,mean is indicatedby an *, and thewhiskers show
theminimumandmaximumvalues. The gray bars show the D84 grain size divided by two for the pebble counts just prior to and shortly after themesoscale flood, and the radius instead of
the diameter is used as this helps indicates the potential uncertainty in themeasured elevations due to the exact placement of the survey rod. No particle-size data are available for XS1 in
SGafter themesoscaleflood because of the sediment removal and channel reconstruction.MedianMAED results are provided in Table 2 andTable 3. (For interpretation of the references to
color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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the large increase in the D84 (Fig. 5). ThemeanD16 increased from 3.8 to
7.0mm in SG and 2.8 to 8.0mm in HG, indicating that the finer particles
were being winnowed out and transported down into the Cache la
Poudre River.

4.3. Post-mesoscale flood

Over the post-flood period from fall 2013 through summer 2016,
there were much smaller and less frequent elevation changes in the
channel XSs and LPs than in the first 15 months after burning (Figs. 2,
3, and 5; Tables 2 and 3). For the post-flood period, the median MAED
values for all XS and LP changes were typically only about 5 cm
(Tables 2 and 3), and in both watersheds the median post-flood
MAED values were about 50% lower than the pre-flood values. Out of
the 21 XSs and LPs, there were only two XSs (SG XS1 and 10) and two
LPs (SG LP7 and HG LP1) where the elevation changes for the post-
flood period were marginally larger than the elevation changes in the
pre-flood period (Tables 2 and 3).
The small elevation changes in the XSs and LPs are especially note-
worthy since our field observations indicated that highest spring runoff
over the entiremonitoring period occurred in the spring after themeso-
scale flood. In summer 2014we recorded virtually no deposition or ero-
sion at any of our XSs or LPs (e.g., Figs. 2 and 3), and this is almost
certainly due to the combination of increased vegetation cover and
fewer high-intensity summer thunderstorms (Schmeer et al., 2018).

While there were slightly larger channel changes recorded in sum-
mer 2015 than summer 2014, the absolute elevation changes in both
the XSs and LPs were relatively minor. During the spring and summer
of 2016 there were virtually no channel changes from either spring
snowmelt or summer thunderstorms, indicating a cessation of signifi-
cant post-fire and post-flood channel response.

4.4. Historic 1976 Flood

The July 1976 flood in the Big Thompson River just to the south of
our study watersheds was notorious for killing 144 people and



Fig. 6. Photos looking downstream at cross section five (XS5) in Skin Gulch on (a) 28 August 2013 and (b) 24 September 2013 showing the channel erosion and coarsening caused by the
mesoscale flood. Plots of the (c) cross section and (d) longitudinal profile prior to (blue line) and just after themesoscale flood (red line). The 16 July 2013 XS (black line) is also shown in
(c) because theXS survey on 28 August 2013was limited to themain channel. Gray shaded box in (a) delineates the active channel and the vertical line in (b) represents the location of the
cross section. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

62 D.J. Brogan et al. / Geomorphology 337 (2019) 53–68
destroying Colorado Highway 36 (McCain and Shroba, 1979). The esti-
mated rainfall at the center of the storm was a little over 300 mm in
just over 4 h.

This same storm also spilled over into parts of the Cache la Poudre
watershed (McCain and Shroba, 1979), and total rainfall in HG was es-
timated at 240 to nearly 300 mm as compared to 200–240 mm in SG
(Brogan, 2018). Aerial imagery taken two months after the flood
shows that a historic dirt road and the valley bottom in the lower por-
tion of SG (XS2 to XS6) experienced no dramatic flood-induced changes
(see Fig. 3.16 in Brogan, 2018). In contrast, this same road was cut nu-
merous times as a result of the large thunderstorm-driven flood in
early July 2012, and then largely obliterated during the September
2013 mesoscale flood.

In HG, the 1976 flood caused much larger geomorphic changes as
the high flow in the lower portion of HG erodedmuch of the valley bot-
tom and mobilized large boulders (Fig. 8). A long-time resident in the
lower portion of HG provided photographs showing how the flood
eroded into the floodplain, causing a 1.8-m raw vertical bank near his
house, leaving a very wide, coarse-textured channel (H.A. Fonken,
pers. comm., 2017). Mr. Fonken also recounted that the dirt road up to
his house from Highway 14 was completely washed out, and that
“there were a lot more cobbles and boulders exposed…boulders five
and six feet [1.5–1.7 m] high in diameter” (Fig. 8a). He also reported
that the tributary just below XS2 deepened 2 or 3 ft [0.6–0.9 m] due
to the 1976 flood, and during the 2013 mesoscale flood, this incised
down to a similar level. These observations suggest that the mesoscale
flood removed much of the sediment that had accumulated in lower
HG over the 37 years between the 1976 and 2013 floods. The historic
accounts of the 1976 flood and our monitoring results document the
far greater channel and valley bottom changes in lower HG from the
1976 flood than from the 2013 flood, even though the two storms had
similar amounts of total precipitation (Fig. 8; see additional paired
photos in Figs. C.28–C.31 in Brogan, 2018). This difference can be attrib-
uted to the much shorter duration of the rainfall for the 1976 flood,
whichwould have generatedmuch higher peakflows relative to our es-
timates for the 2013 mesoscale flood. Mr. Fonken also noted that Hill
Gulch and Falls Gulch (a smaller watershed just to the west of HG)
were the only two tributaries to the Cache la Poudre River that were
greatly altered by the 1976 flood, corroborating our assessment that
lower SG was not substantially altered by the rainstorm that caused
the 1976 Big Thompson flood.

5. Discussion

5.1. Complex response after wildfire and its truncation by the mesoscale
flood

Prior to the mesoscale flood, the channels in Skin Gulch and Hill
Gulch exhibited a complex post-fire response (cf. Laird and Harvey,
1986; Moody and Martin, 2001). Convective thunderstorms delivered
temporally short-term and spatially varying amounts of runoff and sed-
iment from the hillslopes and upstream tributaries to themain channels
and valley bottoms. The relative balance between deposition and trans-
port depended primarily on the amounts of runoff and eroded sediment
along with sediment particle size and density. In general, the ash, silt,
and clay fractions were transported out of our study watersheds to the



Fig. 7. Photos looking upstream at cross section five (XS5) in Hill Gulch on (a) 1 August 2013 and (b) 22 September 2013 showing themoremoderate erosion in HG due to themesoscale
flood; a person in (b) provides scale. (c) Cross sections and (d) longitudinal profiles prior to (blue line) and just after the mesoscale flood (red line). The cross section is plotted looking
upstream to match the perspective in the photos. The cross section in (c) is approximately where the person is standing in (b). (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure
legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

63D.J. Brogan et al. / Geomorphology 337 (2019) 53–68
Cache la Poudre River as evidenced by the very high turbidities in the
thunderstorm runoff and the initial snowmelt pulse in spring 2013
(Hohner et al., 2016; Writer et al., 2014), our measured D16 values,
and our qualitative observations of the post-fire sediment deposits.

There also were complex spatial variations in the balance between
deposition and erosion in the valley bottoms. Some of the lower-lying
deposits closer to the channel margin, especially the finer gravel and
sand, were eroded and reworked by the runoff from subsequent thun-
derstorms, while the higher deposits remained largely undisturbed.
The more intense thunderstorms, particularly in the first summer after
burning, often generated sufficient hillslope erosion to cause down-
stream deposition rather than eroding older deposits. In contrast, and
similar to other studies, spring snowmelt invariably eroded some of
the recent post-fire deposits (e.g., Reneau et al., 2007) and in some
cases cut down into the underlying pre-fire deposits. In the second sum-
mer after burning the higher-intensity thunderstorms again generated
infiltration-excess overland flow and hillslope erosion, with much of
this sediment being deposited in the valley bottoms, while the runoff
from lower-intensity rainstorms and the higher baseflows induced by
the vegetation loss caused channel incision and downstream transport
of the finer particles. This same pattern, where higher intensity storms
resulted in net aggradation while lower intensity storms resulted in
net erosion, was noted in two ephemeral watersheds about 10 km
west of SG (Rathburn et al., 2017).

These processes and overall patterns of erosion and deposition were
similar between the two study watersheds, but the magnitude of chan-
nel changes was much greater in SG than in HG. This difference can be
attributed in large part to the tremendous amount of sediment that
was deposited as a result of the very high-intensity thunderstorm and
large flood in the western part of SG just one week after the HPF was
contained (Brogan et al., 2017). The largest and coarsest deposits
resulting from this flood were near XS6, as this XS is just below a
major confluence where the steep, more confined western tributary
empties into a much wider and lower gradient valley bottom. Hence,
the post-fire response was not only complex over time, but also over
space given the large spatial variations in rainfall, erosion, and deposi-
tion within and between the two watersheds in the first 15 months
after burning. The importance of topographic controls on post-fire chan-
nel changes suggests that a geomorphic characterization of the channels
and valley bottoms can help predict the spatial and temporal patterns of
sediment storage, erosion, and delivery (e.g., Fuller, 2008; Surian et al.,
2016; Wolman and Eiler, 1958; Yochum et al., 2017).

Our data suggest that the shifting complex response between ero-
sion and aggradation depends on several factors, including spatial
scale (i.e., hillslope, subwatershed, watershed), time since burning,
storm rainfall, and changes in snowmelt and baseflows (e.g., Brogan,
2018; Laird and Harvey, 1986). For most fires, one would expect a rela-
tively rapid decline in the size of peak flows as the hillslopes revegetate,
and hence a persistence of the sediment deposited in the channels and
valley bottoms. Data from nearby fires clearly show that hillslope ero-
sion rates and presumably surface runoff drop to relatively low levels
by about the third or fourth summers after burning (Benavides-
Solorio and MacDonald, 2005; Larsen et al., 2009; Wagenbrenner
et al., 2006), and hence a reduced potential for downstream channel



Fig. 8. Photos looking upstream from below cross section two (XS2) in Hill Gulch
contrasting the effect of the (a) 1976 flood and the (b) 2013 mesoscale flood. The house
in (a) burned in the 2012 High Park fire and the access road in (b) is not visible in (a) as
it was completely washed away by the 1976 flood.
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geomorphic change. In the High Park Fire, this expected timescale of re-
covery was confirmed by the decline in measured erosion rates for 29
convergent hillslopes in SG andHG, except for one large, localized thun-
derstorm in HG in August 2015 (Schmeer et al., 2018). This decline in
hillslope runoff and erosion causes a corresponding reduction in down-
stream flooding, deposition, and sediment transport (e.g., Moody and
Martin, 2001; Morris and Moses, 1987), and these processes—along
with riparian vegetation regrowth—lead to a stabilization of the down-
stream channels.

In our case, the expected post-fire trajectory of primarily deposition
with rapid vegetative colonization of the post-fire sediment deposits
was suddenly truncated by the multiday September 2013 rainstorm.
The sustained high flows resulting from this storm stripped away nearly
all of the deposited post-fire sediment and reworked much of the pre-
fire sediment in the floodplains and lower terraces. In some cases,
such as the Buffalo Creek and Hayman fires in Colorado, the very
coarse-textured granitic soils and associated poor growing conditions
result in slower hillslope and channel recovery; the continued inputs
of water and sediment to the channel network results in further cycles
of deposition and erosion (Moody, 2017), slowing the vegetative recov-
ery of the valley bottoms. In our two watersheds, the evacuation of
nearly all of the post-fire sediment deposits by the mesoscale flood ef-
fectively reset the downstream channel system by creating much
wider, coarser, and more deeply incised channels. The channel incision
and coarseningof the substrate in the channels andvalley bottoms is ex-
pected to slow the rate of vegetative regrowth, particularly in SG.
This evacuation of the post-fire sediment deposits and associated
coarsening of the channel bed by themesoscale floodmay slow vegeta-
tive recovery, but it has greatly reduced the sensitivity, or increased the
threshold, of the channels to future geomorphic change (e.g., Hooke,
2015; Schumm, 1979). This reduced sensitivity is evidenced by the
very limited changes in the cross sections and longitudinal profiles
after the mesoscale flood, despite the exceptionally high spring flows
in 2014 and May 2015 when there were two large, rapidly melting
snowstorms. The implication is that if the mesoscale flood had not oc-
curred, the threshold for channel changes would have been lower as
many of the finer-textured post-fire sediment deposits would have
remained and been susceptible to channel and floodplain erosion.
Hence, our study provides a unique example of how a mesoscale flood
not only altered the expected trajectory of post-fire channel conditions,
but also allows a direct comparison of the post-fire channel changes to
the effects of an exceptional long-duration flood.

5.2. Differences in mesoscale flood response

Channel geomorphic changes from the 2013 mesoscale flood were
far greater in SG than in HG, despite the similarity of these two water-
sheds in size, hypsometry, drainage density, slope, pre-fire vegetation,
and areas subjected to different burn severities. Additionally, the
depth and intensity of rainfall during the mesoscale storm were very
similar in eachwatershed.We suggest threemain reasons for the differ-
ent response to the mesoscale flood between the two watersheds.

First, our hydrodynamicmodeling indicated that the estimated peak
flow for themesoscale floodwas 2.5 to 4 times larger in SG thanHG. Our
best estimate of the total energy available for geomorphic work, calcu-
lated by integrating the time series of stream power for the minimum
and maximum channel dimensions, was 30,000–50,000 kJ in SG
(Brogan et al., 2017) as compared to only 11,000–16,000 kJ in HG. This
difference results in a much lower sediment transport capacity
(e.g., Julien, 2010) and energy available for geomorphic work in HG
(e.g., Costa and O'Connor, 1995), which can then help explain the
much greater channel incision and widening in SG compared to HG.
We posit that some of the difference in peak flows and total energy
expended between SG and HG may be due to the spatial differences in
burn severity as the total amount and intensity of the rainfall for theme-
soscale storm was relatively similar between the two watersheds
(Kampf et al., 2016). Areas burned at high andmoderate severity gener-
ate much more and faster runoff than areas burned at low severity due
to the large decreases in rainfall interception, infiltration rates and sur-
face roughness, and the resulting large increase in channel density and
hillslope-channel connectivity (e.g., Moody et al., 2008). In SG, the
areas burned at high and moderate severity were mostly in the upper
part of the watershed, while in HG, the majority of areas burned at
high and moderate severity were in the lower part of the watershed.
The rainfall data shows that during the mesoscale storm, there were
two distinct, high-intensity bursts of rainfall that caused the largest
peak flows. The higher burn severities in the upper portion of SG
would have resulted inmore rapid runoff and a shorter time to concen-
tration that could have synchronized runoff from the upper parts of the
watershed with the smaller and slower peak flows from the lower por-
tion of the watershed, increasing the absolute magnitude of the peak
flow in the lower portion of SG (sensu Mejía and Moglen, 2010). In
HG, therewould be less and slower runoff from the less severely burned,
upper portions of the watershed, while the stormflows from the lower,
more severely burned portions of thewatershedwould have a relatively
short time of concentration, resulting in a desynchronization of the run-
off peaks compared to SG.

The legacy of the 1976 flood may be a second important reason for
the greater geomorphic response to the mesoscale flood in SG than
HG. Photos and our interview with a landowner indicate that in HG
the 1976 flood removedmuch of the valley fill and coarsened the chan-
nel in lower HG, and the effect of this flood is still clearly evident from
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hillslope and floodplain escarpments, and large depositional bars com-
posed of cobbles and boulders. The geomorphic effects of the 1976
flood are remarkably similar to the changes observed in SG as a result
of the 2013 mesoscale flood (e.g., compare Figs. 6b and 8a). Since ero-
sion rates in the Colorado Front Range are only about 20–60 mm/k.a.
(e.g., Dethier et al., 2014; Foster et al., 2015), only a relatively small
amount of hillslope erosion and downstream sediment deposition
would have occurred between the 1976 flood and the HPF in 2012.
After the HPF, the summer thunderstorms in 2012 and 2013 did in-
crease the amount of sediment stored in the channels and valley bot-
toms in HG, but the magnitude of post-fire sediment deposits was
much less than in SG. Hence, the channels and valley bottoms in lower
HG had a lower sensitivity to, and less potential for, geomorphic change
than the channels and valley bottoms in SG (e.g., Costa and O'Connor,
1995; Hooke, 2015; Schumm, 1979).

A third reason for the very large response in SG to the 2013mesoscale
flood is that SG had such large post-fire sediment deposits in the channel
and valley bottoms, particularly from the high-intensity thunderstorm in
July 2012 (Brogan et al., 2017). The large volumes of post-fire sediment in
and adjacent to the streamchannels in the lower portion of thewatershed
effectively ‘loaded the gun’ (sensu Nanson, 1986) by increasing the
amount of sediment that could be eroded by subsequent high flows.
Our data and field observations show that the vast majority of this post-
fire sediment, along with some of the older floodplain and valley bottom
deposits, were removed during the 2013 mesoscale flood. In contrast,
there was much less pre- and post-fire sediment in HG, resulting in less
net channel change. It follows that if the 2012 flood in SG had not hap-
pened, the effects of the 2013 flood in SG would not have been as dra-
matic. The unusual flood-fire-flood sequence that we were able to
document showshow the effect of a given disturbance can vary according
to the pre-existing sequence of events. The implication is that predicting
the geomorphic effects of large floods requires an assessment and under-
standing of the legacy effects from past fires and other disturbances, as
this can greatly alter the relative sensitivity to a subsequent external forc-
ing (e.g., Germanoski, 2002; Hooke, 2015; Wolman and Gerson, 1978).
Our ability to understand and predict post-fire erosion and deposition at
the watershed scale could greatly improve with additional research
from watersheds with varying disturbance histories.

5.3. Comparing fire and flood effects

Direct comparisons of the geomorphic impacts offires andfloods are
complicated by the choice of spatial and temporal scales, variability in
rainfall amounts and intensities, multiple interacting processes associ-
ated with each kind of disturbance, and the varying persistence of dif-
ferent effects over space (Brunsden and Thornes, 1979; Moody et al.,
2013). Anecdotal evidence (e.g., aerial photos and the lack of any histor-
ical accounts of large floods) suggests that prior to 1976 the down-
stream valleys in both SG and HG would have had a similar sensitivity
to geomorphic change and were on a similar trajectory of slowly in-
creasing sensitivity as sediment accumulated in the downstream valley
bottoms (Fig. 9). In HG, the 1976 flood removed much of the accumu-
lated sediment in the lowest portion of the watershed, greatly reducing
the sensitivity of the downstream channels to subsequent disturbances
and the potential for future geomorphic changes (Fig. 9).

As discussed above and shown in Fig. 9, there would have been a
small increase in sensitivity in HG over the 36 years between the 1976
flood and the 2012 HPF as sediment accumulated in the lower water-
shed. The HPF induced extensive hillslope erosion and downstream de-
position in both watersheds, with substantially more deposition in SG
and a corresponding larger increase in sensitivity as shown in Fig. 9. In
both watersheds, the September 2013 mesoscale flood stripped much
of the sediment from the channels and adjacent valley bottoms, creating
a similar insensitive condition in lower SG as in lower HG following the
1976 flood (e.g., compare Figs. 6b and 8a). Yet SG had burned,which led
to very extensive downstream deposition prior to the mesoscale flood,
while HG was unburned prior to the 1976 flood. Thus, the two study
watersheds took two very different pathways to a comparable state of
relative insensitivity. If SG had not first burned and the convective
flood had not caused the large amounts of deposition in the lower valley
bottoms, the magnitude of erosion from the 2013 mesoscale flood
would almost certainly have been much less. It is interesting to specu-
late what the lower portion of SG would have looked like after the
2013 mesoscale flood if it had not burned, and we hypothesize that
channel erosion would not have been nearly as severe due to the
lower rainfall intensities during the 2013 mesoscale flood compared
to the much higher rainfall intensities in HG in 1976. Hence, the differ-
ent pathways ultimately did affect the relative magnitude of geomor-
phic changes from the mesoscale flood, with HG having a much more
muted response than SG and the much larger change in SG being at
least partially due to its increased sensitivity following the HPF (Fig. 9).

Resilience has been defined as the ability of a system to absorb a per-
turbation without changing to a new state (Tabacchi et al., 2009), and it
can be quantified by how fast a system recovers back to its initial state
(Holling, 1996). In our study, we define sediment recovery in terms of
the erosion and deposition in the valley bottoms causing changes in
geomorphic form (i.e., valley fill). Given the relatively short 37-year
window between the extreme floods of 1976 and 2013, the valley
form in HG had not recovered by the time of the mesoscale flood,
even with the additional sediment deposited following the HPF. By
eroding nearly all of the post-fire sediment, the 2013 flood reduced
the relative sensitivity of HG to a condition that is similar to SG and
roughly comparable to the valley fill present after the 1976 flood.
Looking forward, climate change will increase the frequency of extreme
rainstorms (e.g., Berg et al., 2013), which will both increase the rate at
which the valley bottoms will accumulate sediment and increase the
risk ofmajor floods thatwould again excavate the accumulated sediment.
Climate changewill also increase the frequency and severity of large fires,
so there is a clear need to understand how different disturbance histories
will affect the magnitude of future downstream erosion and sedimenta-
tion. This understanding thenhas important implications for safeguarding
downstream landowners, water users, and aquatic biota.

The choice of spatial scale also is important for assessing the effect of
forest fires on geomorphic sensitivity and resilience. In the ponderosa
pine forests of the Colorado Front Range, the mean fire interval is
about 10–50 years (Kaufmann et al., 2000; Veblen et al., 2000), yet the
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hillslope-scale post-fire increases of runoff, erosion, and channel exten-
sion only last a few years (e.g., Benavides-Solorio andMacDonald, 2005;
Larsen et al., 2009; Moody and Martin, 2001; Morris and Moses, 1987;
Wohl and Scott, 2017). Consequently, the effects of fires on sediment
fluxes at both the hillslope and watershed scale are relatively short-
lived, at least in the Colorado Front Range where most of the post-fire
erosion is driven by concentrated runoff rather than debris flows. It
also can be argued that the effects of fires on geomorphic form also
are relatively short-lived at the hillslope scale as colluvial processes
tend to fill in the newly-formed drainage channels. At larger spatial
scales, post-fire hillslope and headwater erosion can result in substan-
tial downstream deposition as shown here and in other studies
(e.g., Meyer et al., 1992; Moody and Martin, 2001; Reneau et al.,
2007). In the Colorado Front Range, the recurrence interval (RI) for
these larger-scale fire-flood sequences have been estimated at hun-
dreds to thousands of years (e.g., Cotrufo et al., 2016; Elliott and
Parker, 2001), resulting in much longer-term form changes as com-
pared to the much shorter-term changes in sediment flux.

The September 2013mesoscale flood had a RI on the order of tens to
hundreds of years (Yochum, 2015), and like the 1976 flood in HG it
stripped away valley bottomdeposits in both burned and unburnedwa-
tersheds (e.g., Gartner et al., 2015;Wicherski et al., 2017; Yochum et al.,
2017). Given the low long-term erosion rates in the Colorado Front
Range, it could take hundreds of years for the valleys to refill and return
to their predisturbance form. The implication is that form recovery in
channels and valley bottoms may take longer after extreme floods
than after wildfires (e.g., Rathburn et al., 2017).

Several process-basedargumentsprovide additional support for the as-
sertion thatfireswill have amore limitedgeomorphic effect at larger scales
and a shorter form recovery period than extreme floods. First, the spatial
extents of most fires are small, especially compared to the footprints of
large floods. The area encompassed by the 2002 Hayman fire, which is
still the largest fire in Colorado's recorded history, is 560 km2, while the
high rainfall area for both the 1976 Big Thompson flood and the 2013me-
soscale flood were at least a couple thousand square kilometers
(e.g., Gochis et al., 2014; McCain and Shroba, 1979). Second, fires typically
only burn parts of a large watershed and substantial proportions of the
areawithin a fire perimeter are is either unburned or burned at low sever-
ity (this proportionwas about 50% in the case of the HPF). The implication
is thatwithin any givenwatershed the post-fire effectswill be significantly
diluted by the much lower amounts of runoff and sediment from either
unburned areas or areas burned at low severity. Third, the driving force
for most post-fire erosion in this region is summer convective storms
(e.g. Gary, 1975; MacDonald and Stednick, 2003; Moody and Martin,
2009) that typically cover only a small area, so convective storms generate
substantial amounts of runoff and overland flow from only a relatively
small portion of a large burned area. It also should be reiterated that the
high intensity rainfall from summer convective storms typically lasts for
less than an hour, limiting both the spatial extent and the duration of the
resulting high flows. For larger-sale floods, like those in 1976 and 2013,
the rain is falling on a relatively resilient or insensitive landscapes, but
the storms last for at least several hours and the resulting large accumula-
tions of runoff result in much larger and more sustained high flows than
after fires. This results in more geomorphic work (e.g., Costa and
O'Connor, 1995) and greater channel changes in larger watersheds than
the dramatic but much more localized geomorphic effects observed after
wildfires (e.g., Fig. 9). Hence, fires can be an important source of sediment
for downstream reaches, but large floods can readily erode this sediment
and are much more dominant than fires in terms of shaping larger-scale
channels and valleys in much of the Rocky Mountains.

6. Conclusions

Geomorphic changes were quantified in the channels and valley bot-
toms in two ∼15 km2watersheds after the 2012 High Park Fire and subse-
quent floods. Post-fire summer convective thunderstorms caused
extensive overlandflowandhillslope erosion that delivered anddeposited
sediment into the downstream channels, particularly in the Skin Gulch
watershed. The enhancedpost-fire baseflows and spring snowmelt incised
through these deposits, and the thunderstorms in the second summer de-
posited additional sediment and also reworked some of the lower-lying
post-fire deposits. These relatively typical post-fire channel responses
were interrupted 15 months after the fire by a long-duration flood that
stripped the valleysof nearly all of thepost-fire sediment aswell as causing
extensive erosion of some of the older valley bottom deposits. The much
greater channel incision, widening, and coarsening in Skin Gulch than
Hill Gulch is attributed to: (1) the larger peak flow and correspondingly
greater energy expenditure in SG stemming from the different spatial pat-
terns of burn severity between the two watersheds; (2) the reduced sen-
sitivity in Hill Gulch as a result of the severe channel and valley bottom
erosion caused by an extreme flood in 1976; and (3) the increased sensi-
tivity in Skin Gulch as a result of the post-fire deposition associated with
the 2012 convective flood, which effectively loaded the gun for the subse-
quent erosion by the large mesoscale flood in September 2013.

The sequence offloods andfires in our studywatersheds show that fires
greatly increase runoff and erosion for a relatively short period, and the
downstream delivery and deposition of this sediment increases their sensi-
tivity to subsequent disturbances, such as large floods. However, the post-
fire changes are progressively diminished at larger scales, and the down-
streampost-fire effects aremuch smaller than the tremendous channel ero-
sion, widening, and coarsening that can occur as result of larger-scale
rainstorms and sustained highflows.Hence, largefloods inmountainous re-
gions can have the opposite effect of fires in terms of eroding accumulated
sediment and decreasing the sensitivity of the channels and valley bottoms
to future disturbances. The pre-fire disturbance history can affect the sensi-
tivity of a watershed to subsequent disturbances, and additional down-
stream monitoring is needed to assess the larger-scale and longer-term
effects of fires in watersheds with different disturbance histories. We con-
clude that the timing and sequence of different disturbances are critical con-
trols on the relative sensitivity of watersheds to downstream channel
change, and that extreme floods in the central Rocky Mountains are more
dominant at shaping downstream valleys than the effects of wildfires.
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