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Abstract Everyone taking field observations has a story of data collection gone wrong, and in most
cases, the errors in the data are immediately obvious. A more challenging problem occurs when the errors
are insidious, i.e., not readily detectable, and the error-laden data appear useful for model testing and devel-
opment. We present two case studies, one related to the water balance in the snow-fed Tuolumne River,
Sierra Nevada, California, combined with modeling using the Distributed Hydrology Soil Vegetation Model
(DHSVM); and one related to the energy balance at Snoqualmie Pass, Washington, combined with modeling
using the Structure for Unifying Multiple Modeling Alternatives (SUMMA). In the Tuolumne, modeled
streamflow in 1 year was more than twice as large as observed; at Snoqualmie, modeled nighttime surface
temperatures were biased by about 110�C. Both appeared to be modeling failures, until detective work
uncovered observational errors. We conclude with a discussion of what these cases teach us about science
in an age of specialized research, when one person collects data, a separate person conducts model simula-
tions, and a computer is charged with data quality assurance.

1. Introduction

Measurements and modeling have gone hand-in-hand since before hydrology began as a formal science. In
most early work [e.g., Mulvany, 1851; United States Army Corps of Engineers (US ACE), 1956], the same person
took the measurements and developed the model, and iterated between them until all information collec-
tively made sense. The principal challenges of hydrologic modeling—theoretical assumptions, data scarcity,
insufficient computer capacity, and limitations of calibration procedures—were identified by Freeze [1978].
Over time, research has become more specialized, and now many people use a model developed by someone
else, compare model simulations to data collected by another someone else, and if the two match, accept
hypotheses and/or modeling advances, and if they do not match, find it difficult to identify a path forward.
The exceptions, where data are collected by those who build and use the models, are largely associated with
modeling small catchments [e.g., Wigmosta and Burges, 1997; Western and Grayson, 2000]. In many cases, the
model is calibrated to achieve a match, potentially leading to compensatory errors [e.g., Kirchner, 2006; Kampf
and Burges, 2010], or uncertainty bounds and structure are assumed for both the measurements and the
model and its parameters [e.g., Feyen et al., 2007; Montanari and Koutsoyiannis, 2012], and both are combined
in a data assimilation framework [e.g., Slater and Clark, 2006; Reichle, 2008]. In some cases, the work is shelved,
the apparent failure swept under the rug [Andr�eassian et al., 2010]. In others, a problem is found and fixed, but
only the final working solution is presented to the broader community [Clark et al., 2011]. While mismatches
between models and observations are a ubiquitous part of hydrologic science [e.g., Gupta et al., 2008], frank
discussion of how such mismatches should be evaluated and reconciled is still needed.

We present two case studies of apparent modeling failures, wherein all efforts at model calibration failed,
where traditional data quality-control measures detected no problems, and where only extreme stubborn-
ness and repetitive iteration between modeling and observations led to discovery of the root of the prob-
lem. The point of the paper is to exemplify that such odd cases occur. To quote from Arthur Conan Doyle’s
Sherlock Holmes: ‘‘when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must
be the truth’’ [Doyle, 1890]. Section 2 presents the case studies, and section 3 discusses how we can use
these examples to help frame future community efforts and priorities with regards to education, instrumen-
tation, and modeling best practices.
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2. Case Studies (Detective Stories)

2.1. Water Balance: The Tuolumne Watershed and the Dana Meadows Snow Pillow
We set up the Distributed Hydrology Soil Vegetation Model (DHSVM) [Wigmosta et al., 1994] to simulate
streamflow entering Tuolumne Meadows in Yosemite National Park, California, USA (see Lowry et al.
[2010, 2011] for a description of project motivation and application). The basin area is 186 km2 with eleva-
tions ranging from 2600 to 4000 m (Figure 1), with over 95% of annual precipitation falling in the winter
in the form of snow. Because of known problems with precipitation-gauge undercatch in such snowy con-
ditions [Rasmussen et al., 2012], we decided to use the daily snow accumulation on the Dana Meadows
snow pillow (Figure 1a) to provide precipitation input to the model. This point-measured solid precipita-
tion was then distributed to each 150 m grid cell in DHSVM according to the Parameter Regression on
Independent Slopes Model (PRISM) 800 m climatology maps from 1971 to 2000 [Daly et al., 1994, 2008],
interpolated to the 150 m scale (Figure 1b). Model parameters were set to literature-reported recom-
mended values (see Appendix in Cristea et al. [2013] for list), and model-simulated discharge was com-
pared to measured discharge, as determined from a stage-sensor and rating curve at the bridge where
the Tuolumne River passes under Highway 120 (Figure 1c). The model simulated discharge well for the
first 4 years of record, but in water year 2007, the total annual discharge was too high by more than a fac-
tor of 2 (Figure 1c).

Any adjusting of model parameters to match 2007 resulted in mismatch in the model simulation in all other
years, so the only conclusion was that something odd happened in 2007. Many investigators would have
excluded 2007 from their analysis, but we had received our first NSF grant to look at interactions between

Figure 1. (a) Map of study area and instrument locations. (b) PRISM map, with basin boundaries of average annual precipitation distribu-
tion, interpolated to 150 m resolution. (c) Simulated and observed Tuolumne River discharge for the basin above Highway 120. Note: Slide
Canyon, shown in Figure 2, is located slightly to the northwest of the map domain shown here.

Water Resources Research 10.1002/2014WR016585

LUNDQUIST ET AL. DATA DISASTERS 3816



snowmelt runoff, meadow groundwater, and meadow vegetation communities, and all of the meadow
measurements began in 2007. This was the critical year to ‘‘get right.’’

Our first thought was that the observed discharge was incorrect that year. We had developed the rating
curve ourselves and knew that a shifting of the stage recorder location or calibration, or a change to the
channel cross-section geometry, could make our rating curve obsolete. We checked the manual discharge
measurements for 2007 (Figures 2a and 2b), as well as measurements of stage and streamflow in the tribu-
taries to the main Tuolumne River and water level measurements in a number of groundwater wells that
were adjacent to the stream [Loheide and Lundquist, 2009]. All showed that the rating-curve-stage-based
discharge was not bad (if anything, too high, Figure 2b)—the flows really were that low in 2007.

Our second thought was that the problem was with our chosen model, DHSVM. We were relatively new to
modeling, and perhaps, for reasons unknown to us, DHSVM just failed in really dry years. We decided to
implement two other snow models over the basin: the Utah Energy Balance, UEB, model [Tarboton and
Luce, 1996] and Snow-17 [Anderson, 1976], with model implementations described in Lott [2008]. All three
models simulated snow accumulation and ablation well in 2007 at the Dana Meadows snow pillow (Figure
2d), the site where we obtained the driving meteorological data, including the precipitation input to the
model based on snow pillow increases. The three had notably different results at the Tuolumne Meadows
snow pillow (Figure 2e), which was an independent observation not used in model forcing. The Tuolumne
site is about 400 m lower in elevation than the Dana site, and model differences primarily arose due to dif-
ferent representations of midwinter melt events, which were pronounced in UEB and Snow-17 but did not
occur in DHSVM or in the observations. All three models represented more snow accumulation than was
observed at the site. Over the entire watershed, all three models overestimated 2007 discharge by about a
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Figure 2. (a) Tuolumne River observed discharge and modeled discharge (from distributed versions of Snow-17, UEB, and DHSVM) for 2007, with period shown in Figure 2b indicated by
box. (b) Comparison of observed Tuolumne River discharge estimated from the sum of discharge calculated from rating curves developed at the two tributaries that make up the main
river, from the sum of manual wading measurements on these two tributaries, and from the local stage and rating curve at the Tuolumne River bridge at Highway 120. The observed dis-
charge in Figure 2a is the same as the local rating curve method in Figure 2b. (c) Snow water equivalent (SWE) from three snow pillow stations in the area (locations shown in Figure 1a),
along with colocated snow course measurements at Dana Meadows and Tuolumne Meadows from 2002 to 2007. Box indicates time period shown in more detail in Figures 2d and 2e.
(d and e) Observed and simulated SWE for (d) Dana Meadows and (e) Tuolumne Meadows snow pillow locations for 2007 only.
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factor of 2 (Figure 2a), despite reasonable fits with streamflow observations in most other years, so we could
not blame DHSVM.

We checked the Dana snow pillow against manual snow course measurements and against other nearby
stations and snow courses (Figure 2c). The Slide Canyon snow pillow and the Dana snow course, which usu-
ally recorded more snow than the Dana snow pillow, both recorded less snow than Dana in 2007, but no
obvious problems were apparent.

Our problem was with the mass balance of our watershed, so given that the measured discharge and the
snowfall input looked reasonable, we thought that evapotranspiration (ET) might have been drastically
higher than expected in 2007. It was, after all, the driest year we had observed. The study of how ET varies
in the Sierra between wet and dry years became its own paper [Lundquist and Loheide, 2011], and the
answer was that ET variations were relatively small and could not possibly explain the factor of 2 difference
we were worried about.

We next explored the possibility that shifting precipitation patterns in 2007 made the Dana Meadows snow
pillow unrepresentative of basin-wide precipitation. In addition to 2007 being a very dry year, the storms
had come primarily from the northwest, in contrast to the usual southwesterly flow during California snow-
fall [Lott, 2008]. California-Nevada River Forecasting Center volume forecast errors for the neighboring
Merced River Basin were 40–90% higher than average in 2007 [California-Nevada River Forecast Center,
2007], raising the possibility that these different storm tracks may have made PRISM gridded precipitation,
though relatively correct in most years, incorrect for 2007. Comparison of snow pillow records between
Dana and other neighboring snow pillows (Figure 2c) highlighted that the relative amount of snow meas-
ured at Dana compared to its neighbors differed drastically in 2007. For example, Dana SWE was usually
about half of that at Slide Canyon and about 20–25% more than that at Tuolumne (Figure 2c), but in 2007,
Dana recorded more SWE than Slide Canyon and over twice as much SWE as Tuolumne. This observation
led to a California-wide study of annual variations in spatial precipitation patterns [Lundquist et al., 2010],
and while 2007 definitely had Sierra-wide precipitation patterns that did not match the patterns used in
PRISM, this difference alone could not explain a factor of 2 error in the Tuolumne water balance.

Our attention shifted to exploring if something was wrong with the Dana snow pillow. We started contact-
ing all of the field personnel we knew who worked on the snow pillow, and on 10 December 2008, Alan
Flint (from the USGS) sent a photo he had taken on 16 October 2007—showing what appeared to be a
small lodgepole pine growing out of the snow pillow. To appreciate the significance of this, one needs
knowledge of how a snow pillow works. At most California snow sites, each snow pillow consists of four
metal bladders filled with antifreeze (Figure 3a). These are hydraulically connected to each other with pipes
that connect to a vertical reservoir of antifreeze with a float-activated recorder. As pressure on the metal
bladders changes (generally from the weight of overlying snow), the float raises and lowers, and this turns a
wheel attached to a data logger that relays the information back to the snow survey main office. To account
for any potential linear drift in the system, the measured height at the end of each summer is set to repre-
sent 0 SWE because at that time no snow is present. We visited the snow pillow in June 2009 (as soon as we
could upon hearing this information) and found and removed the tree (Figures 3c–3e). The tree was grow-
ing in between two of the metal plates, with substantial underground roots, and appeared to be applying
pressure on the overall system (Figure 3b). The gradual increasing pressure of the tree had presumably
been zeroed out during annual remote calibration, and no one had registered that this small pine could be
a problem. In retrospect, the tree is identifiable in a photo (taken by F. Lott on 7 August 2007) in Lott [2008,
Figure A.2.b], and despite our substantial desperation, no one noticed it. In summer 2009, we switched to
using the Tuolumne Meadows precipitation gage as the basis for our basin-wide precipitation distributions,
and the model performed with reasonable success from 2003 to 2009 (as demonstrated in Cristea et al.
[2013]).

2.2. Energy Balance: Snoqualmie Pass and Longwave Irradiance
After our adventures in Tuolumne, we decided that we should study snow processes closer to home, at a
site we could drive to regularly and check for trees or other problems before they disrupted years of our
lives. In fall 2012, we upgraded the Washington Department of Transportation (WA DOT) Snoqualmie Pass
avalanche snow measurement site (Figure 4) with new instrumentation to capture all aspects of the snow
energy balance in a region that receives as much winter rain as it does snow. The goal was to provide
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comprehensive surface observations for testing how well a new modular snow modeling framework being
developed at NCAR (SUMMA) [Clark et al., 2015a, 2015b] could work in a warm, mixed rain-snow
environment.

After collecting and modeling our first water year (2013), the modeled snow melted too quickly compared to
observations. The most glaring model-observational differences occurred on cold, clear, calm nights, when
the observed snow surface temperature was about 10�C colder than the modeled surface temperature (Figure
5). This difference led to the model surface temperature reaching 0�C each day, resulting in melt, whereas the
colder observed temperatures did not rise high enough to melt (Figure 5). Our first assumption was that the
model needed fixing, but testing various model options and parameters for both turbulent fluxes [Anderson,
1976; Louis, 1979; Mahrt, 1987] and thermal conductivity [Yen, 1965; Mellor, 1977; Jordan, 1991; Smirnova et al.,
2000] led to little or no change and certainly did not solve our surface temperature problem. So we turned to
theoretical arguments: (1) it was night, so there was no shortwave irradiance; (2) it was clear, so there was no
precipitation; (3) no wind was measured, so the sensible and latent heat fluxes were likely very small. The
change in surface temperature at this time had to be controlled by the net incoming and outgoing longwave
(LW) irradiance, which was not sufficiently negative to cause the observed cooling.

We had purchased a Kipp and Zonen CNR4 sensor from Campbell Scientific, which provides 4-stream radia-
tion data, based on both upward and downward-pointing longwave and shortwave radiometers, all con-
veniently mounted together on one boom (Figure 4a). We regretted this mounting configuration as soon as
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we tried to put it on our tower. Our study plot is relatively small, with surrounding trees and buildings (Fig-
ure 4b), so the very wide-angle viewshed (150� for upwelling, 180� for downwelling) of the pyrgeometers
was problematic. If we put the instrument high on the tower, the upward-pointing sensors would have an
unobstructed view of the sky, but the downward-pointing sensors would be influenced by some trees,
building parts, and parking lot space (Figure 4b, see thumbtack and circle). With this in mind, we decided to
mount the sensor high and use the CNR4 LW only for incoming irradiance and to use an Apogee SI-111
Infrared Radiometer (mounted on the same boom but with a smaller view angle, standard field of view, of
22�) to determine snow surface temperature and outgoing LW (assuming an emissivity of 0.99). The
downward-pointing LW on the CNR4 did not agree with the Apogee IR measurements. In particular, during
known melting periods, the Apogee sensor reported 0�C, while the CNR4 reported a snow surface tempera-
ture exceeding 0�C. We attributed this first to the warmer building and parking lot (Figure 4b) but then cal-
culated the percentage of the entire viewing area that these contributed, and it was too small to account
for the total difference. We began to doubt the accuracy of our brand-new sensor. Could it have been cali-
brated incorrectly? If our measurements reported higher incoming LW than really occurred, our model-
measurement discrepancies and our intermeasurement discrepancies could be explained.

We began sending out queries.
After considerable discussion with
a senior radiometry expert at
NOAA about how radiometers
could and should be calibrated, we
were told, ‘‘By the way, agreement
or not with a model does not seem
to me to be a good way to choose
the correctness of a measurement.’’
Despite this warning, we could not
come up with a better explanation
and continued to doubt our mea-
surement. Fortunately, another lab-
oratory at the university (see
acknowledgements) had been
using longwave radiometers much
longer and more intensively than

Figure 4. (a) Photo of energy balance station. (b) Google Earth (copyright 2014) image of the site, with thumbtack representing the tower
location, and red dashed circle showing the calculated viewshed of the downward-looking longwave radiometer (which would get smaller
as snow depth increases).

Figure 5. Observed (using an Apogee point IR sensor) and modeled snow surface tem-
perature. Various turbulent flux and thermal conductivity parameterizations (detailed in
text) resulted in variations so small that they overlaid the model line on the scale of this
graph.
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we had, and they kindly let us use
their blackbody chamber for calibra-
tion. Based on our local calibration,
the coefficients were not correct. We
sent this information to Kipp and
Zonen, inquiring if they thought that
the original calibration might be in
error. To this inquiry, they informed
us that a CNR4 pyrgeometer is ‘‘cali-
brated against a hot plate and not
outdoors’’ and that ‘‘a hot plate does
not simulate the sky properly.’’ They
reminded us that, in relation to this,
the manual clearly explains that daily
uncertainty in the measurement is
10%. Although 10% could explain
quite large errors (�30 W m22), our
differences were larger than this (Fig-
ure 6b).

Within 1 week of this e-mail
exchange (approximately 1 year after
we purchased our sensors), we
received an e-mail announcement
from Campbell Scientific that read,
‘‘We recently discovered the inaccur-
acy of the programming examples in
the CNR4 manual for the CR1000,
CR3000, and CR5000, as well as the
inaccuracy of the programs created
by Short Cut build. . . [that] apply
incorrect multipliers to the sensors
being measured giving erroneous
values.’’ Indeed, our Campbell data
logger program followed these
incorrect examples, and when we
implemented the recommended cor-
rections, the LW appeared much
closer to that we had calibrated our-
selves (Figure 6). Both the self-
calibrated LW and the program-
corrected LW allowed the model to
produce plausible results (Figure 6c),
and we finally felt confident enough
to publish our data set [Lundquist
et al., 2014] and continue with our
model evaluation.

3. Discussion

As we look forward to the next 50 years of hydrologic science, we anticipate increased data collection, stor-
age, and availability [e.g., Burges, 2011; Killeen and Blatecky, 2011; Hey, 2012]. We also expect higher-
resolution modeling and increased data assimilation [e.g., Wood et al., 2011]. The examples presented here
at first seem outlandish, but in conference presentations, the majority of the audience nods with knowing
understanding, with wry smiles and comments of ‘‘I’ve been there too.’’ Unconventional data errors are
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likely more common than has been documented. They elude detection by a standard computerized QC
analysis [e.g., Meek and Hatfield, 1994], but have the potential to hinder scientific advancement if not taken
seriously [e.g., Kampf and Burges, 2010, Beven et al., 2011; Beven and Westerberg, 2011; Kauffeldt et al., 2013].

We have fast computers and high-speed connectivity, but we are in danger of losing the essential skills that
came as second nature to scientists in the past [e.g., Dunne and Black, 1970a, 1970b]. Because they had to
draw graphs by hand and write or type most every field number, they had time (perhaps forced time) to
think about where each number came from and to think about its validity. The challenge now remains: can
we train a computer to do this? Can we employ enough people to do this? If we do not have to plot num-
bers by hand, how can we efficiently combine computer-based methods with human intuition to catch
hard-to-anticipate errors?

The hydrologic modeling community has long discussed ways to extract enough relevant information from
data to identify and correct model errors and misconceptions [e.g., Gupta et al., 2008]. The ‘‘Court of Miracles
of Hydrology’’ meeting and special issue [Andr�eassian et al., 2010] was one recent effort to highlight lessons
to be learned from failures. Many authors discussed cases where a mismatch between a catchment and a
model turned out to identify a catchment process that was not represented in the model (e.g., karst flow
[Goswami and O’Connor, 2010]; or geological heterogeneity [Refsgaard and Hansen, 2010]), and thus a
‘‘hydrological monster’’ provided a way to improve hydrologic science. Many similar insights have also been
detailed in earlier work (e.g., lack of observations, scaling issues) [Horton, 1931]; issues with the unit hydro-
graph and groundwater separation [Hoyt et al., 1936]; many examples of mismatches [Meinzer, 1949; Lang-
bein and Wells, 1955]; development of the Stanford Watershed model [Crawford and Linsley, 1966];
assumptions in choice of an aquifer model [Theis, 1967]; scaling issues, stationarity, need for adequate and
accurate data [Philip, 1975]; scaling issues and spatial variability [Seyfried and Wilcox, 1995]; and the impor-
tance of systematic iteration between models and data [James and Burges, 1982, Figure 11.2]).

However, while these issues date back to the beginning of hydrologic science, no clear, straight-forward,
universal solutions have emerged. The ad hoc detective work described in our case studies was neither sys-
tematic nor time-efficient and would be impractical for someone modeling over larger scales. Another
group of researchers would likely have followed a different path of investigation and may have arrived at
different conclusions. The sections below highlight general guidelines, drawn from the greater literature as
well as these case-study examples, which could help detect similar errors in new situations.

3.1. Time-Invariant Parameters
Many authors have recommended looking at key hydrologic signatures, such as the runoff ratio (discharge
divided by precipitation), to diagnose model divergence from observations [e.g., Yilmaz et al., 2008]. Gupta et al.
[1998] recommend testing whether a model can represent observations using a temporally invariant parameter
set. These criteria would readily have identified the problem with our Tuolumne water balance, and these crite-
ria have been successfully used in other studies. For example, forcing data sets were problematic in both the
first and second NOAA Distributed Model Intercomparison Projects (DMIP and DMIP-2). In the first, Yilmaz et al.
[2008] found that their model consistently overestimated observed total streamflow, with particular overestima-
tion in years with very low flows. They found that the potential evapotranspiration (PET) data provided in the
DMIP data set were constant every year, whereas PET values from an alternative data set were consistently
larger, varied between years, and resulted in simulations more closely matching observations. The gridded pre-
cipitation data set for the Sierra Nevada in DMIP-2 led to even larger problems, with loss of a key precipitation
station in 2003 resulting in model discharge errors differing in sign before and after that year [Mizukami and
Smith, 2012]. Anecdotally, B. McGurk et al. (personal communication 2014) recently told us that he could not cal-
ibrate the PRMS model for the upper Tuolumne watershed using the same set of parameters before 2007 and
after 2007 (although he could make it work with two different sets of parameters). His first assumption was that
the methodology for the streamflow rating curve had changed, but we quickly concluded that we had inadver-
tently given him our forcing time series derived from the Dana snow pillow with the tree some time ago and
then neglected to inform him of the essential necessary corrections. Because most data errors develop over
time or in response to specific events, the temporal consistency of a model is critical to identifying problems.

3.2. Multicriteria Modeling—Multiple-Independent Observations
There have been numerous recommendations for model evaluation to examine matches to multiple criteria,
rather than the single-criterion of ‘‘goodness-of-fit’’ to streamflow [e.g., Gupta et al., 2008]. Such criteria
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could incorporate signature patterns in the data, such as recession characteristics or covariance structures,
or could include the use of qualitative observations, e.g., ‘‘soft data’’ [Seibert and McDonnell, 2002], to update
conceptual understanding and revise the model. Similarly, observations need to be evaluated with multiple
criteria and with comparison to other, independently obtained observations [e.g., Gandin, 1988; Steinacker
et al., 2011]. For example, if we had placed two CNR4 radiometers on our Snoqualmie tower, they would
have both been subjected to the same data logger programming error and would have produced nearly
identical incorrect values, while the comparison of the CNR4 to the Apogee infrared sensor clearly identified
a problem. Multiple precipitation gauges of the same type are likely subject to the same gauge undercatch
[e.g., McMillan et al., 2012], but skilled implementation of different types of gauges [e.g., Sieck et al., 2007;
Kampf and Burges, 2010] may overcome this limitation. Similarly, manual snow course measurements near a
snow pillow, as at Dana, indicated that something about the snow pillow might have changed.

3.3. The Human Dimension: Attention, Experience, Understanding, and the Ability to Question
Patterns With New Eyes
Holl€ander et al. [2014] investigated how a group of modelers using different models responded to varying
levels of information about a particularly hard-to-model catchment. They found that the human modeler
himself/herself, including ‘‘soft data’’ entailing a modeler visit to the catchment to better conceptualize it,
was more important in accurately modeling the catchment than were data sets designed to allow proper
matching of multiple, physically based model parameters. The implication is that investing in the human
modelers’ education and time devoted to a project is very valuable and cannot be replaced by better com-
puters, better optimization algorithms, or better observational data sets. Value judgments, particularly with
regards to what is an acceptable observation or an acceptable model representation in a given system,
must be made by humans, who will always be shaped by individual past experience and by present atten-
tion to the problem at hand.

3.4. Reversing the Conception That ‘‘Failure to Match a Model Is no Reason to Doubt the Validity of
an Observation’’
Most prior studies focus on diagnostic model evaluation and on failure to represent key watershed proc-
esses. Our case studies differ in that our first assumption, that the model must be wrong or missing key
physical processes, was not true. Rather, key data streams (snowfall and incoming longwave irradiance)
were hopelessly in error. We found modeling to play an important role in helping to identify data errors.
This is in the full spirit of the use of the earliest computer models [e.g., Crawford and Linsley, 1966] to iden-
tify likely measurement errors or to show the consequences of an increase or decrease of precipitation on
hydrologic response. Rather than quickly assuming that disagreement with a model is no way to identify a
data error (as we were told during our Snoqualmie Pass adventure), care should be taken before discarding
either an uncertain model or uncertain data [e.g., Montanari and Di Baldassarre, 2013]. Beyond simply con-
sidering stochastic uncertainties in the data, diagnostic model evaluation should be accompanied with
diagnostic data evaluation, and the true errors inherent in data may require quite complicated functions to
quantify. The pendulum of popularity seems to swing between overly trusting models to overly trusting
data, when the truth will always be somewhere in between.

3.5. The Story Behind the Scenery—Open-Access Meta-Data and Discourse on How Science Is
Actually Done
While many pages of scientific discourse have been published on best-practices for incorporating poten-
tially error-ridden data in modeling [e.g., Kuczera, 1996; Vrugt et al., 2008; Beven et al., 2011; Montanari and
Di Baldassarre, 2013], much less has been written about how instruments are actually installed, maintained,
and quality-controlled, likely because technicians are paid to fix problems rather than write about them.
While key papers exist on typical errors in discharge and precipitation [e.g., Sieck et al., 2007; Rasmussen
et al., 2012; McMillan et al., 2012], similar information on measurements of the energy balance are scarce
[e.g., Augustine et al., 2000].

The hydrologic community is currently advancing on these fronts; for example, the new data policies for
NSF grants and for all AGU journals (including WRR) require that all data and model code related to an
investigation be made publicly available. The standards for such publicly available data are still being
refined, but to ensure high data quality, systematic recording and publication of metadata will be essential,
particularly with regards to instrument types, maintenance, and replacements. Such metadata could be
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linked to documents describing the mechanics and underlying physical principles of the instruments
deployed. In our examples, the snow pillow responded to lateral pressure (from the tree) in addition to the
vertical pressure (weight) of snow, and the standard factory calibration procedures differed between radi-
ometer types and manufacturers—the Apogee sensor was calibrated against a range of temperatures (>5
points) in the factory [Apogee, 2014], while the Kipp and Zonen CNR4 used a 1 point calibration with an
assumed 0 intercept.

As people publish data, they need to also publish the best possible information about uncertainties and
potential errors associated with such data, and how specific data collected compares to accepted measure-
ment standards (e.g., those published by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO)’s Commission for
Instruments and Methods of Observation (CIMA)) [World Meteorological Organization (WMO), 2008] when
they exist. In cases when standards do not exist (such as new instrumentation or technology), the leader-
ship of organizations such as the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) in developing and testing new devices pro-
vides an excellent standard. For example, USGS’s development of protocols and field training for use of the
now ubiquitous Acoustic Doppler Current Profilers (ADCPs) for streamflow measurement [e.g., Oberg and
Mueller, 2007] provides one template of how the community can proceed.

More generally, scientific discourse needs to be more honest about the often nonlinear rocky road to
research success. In the words of Medawar [1979], ‘‘the scientific paper may be a fraud because it misrepre-
sents the process of thought that accompanied or gave rise to the work that is described in the paper.’’
Honesty is critical so that beginning scientists know that adventures such as those described here are nor-
mal rather than a sign of personal failure. As the supplemental material for papers is expanded to contain
data and metadata, it could also contain anecdotal stories of how the authors actually came to write the
final paper. For example, the BBC’s Planet Earth videos each contain brief follow-on vignettes of how the
videographers actually captured the animal action in the final film, revealing a career that is often more
challenging, less glamorous, and requiring much greater patience than one might originally assume. Cur-
rent scientific writing style demands that the published paper be written as if the final hypotheses tested
and methodology followed were known from the start, when most investigators discount multiple method-
ologies and disprove multiple hypotheses along the way, or perhaps find some of the actual published
methods so difficult and/or time consuming that they plan to never follow that methodology again. These
are the stories that are frequently exchanged with laughter over appropriate beverages after scientific
meetings, but a key point here is that beginning investigators, and particularly under-represented minor-
ities, are very seldom invited to those tables. Public exposure of even a subset of such stories could help
beginning scientists avoid repeating many of the mistakes well trodden by more senior scientists.

3.6. More, More, More
The current trend is to measure more environmental variables, both in situ and via satellite and aerial
remote sensing, at increasingly high spatial and temporal resolutions and for a larger number of catch-
ments. This trend requires ‘‘balancing depth with breadth’’ [Gupta et al., 2014], which presents key chal-
lenges on how to synthesize the idiosyncrasies in individual catchments (both processes and data) and how
we can focus on advancing representation of dominant hydrologic processes across larger areas. The exam-
ples here beg the question, how will we ensure quality control of this huge amount of data when we
already struggle with a single point measurement station? The first five points help identify how we might
begin to tackle this question.

A closely related question is whether more is necessarily better. Quantity is a much easier metric to assess
than quality. In academic performance evaluations, it takes considerable effort to determine the meaning
and contribution of a body of work to the field and is much more straight-forward to count numbers of
publications and numbers of citations. Similarly, counting numbers or density of weather or stream stations
are easier than assessing the quality of any one of those stations. Fortunately, as station density increases,
the correlation between stations also increases, and groups of stations can be used collectively for quality
control. Such techniques, many of which are already well developed [e.g., Steinacker et al., 2011; Pielke et al.,
2007, and references therein], can be incorporated into ‘‘big data’’ handling strategies to flag measurements
that do not match our expectations of local or regional coherence. Networks of sensors can also be
designed to have individual components sensitive to different types of errors (as discussed in point two),
and inescapable correlated errors, such as from a remote sensing platform subject to the same atmospheric
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biases, can be quantified. Thus, the construction of data network error models can help inform computers
on how to maximize the information content through the entire network across time and space. These
issues are actively being discussed by the data assimilation community (e.g., the ESA Workshop on Corre-
lated Observation Errors in Data Assimilation, April 2014 at the University of Reading), but more work needs
to be done to determine which techniques work best and to incorporate them into hydrologic research and
practice.

As the pendulum of popularity has swung toward ‘‘more is better,’’ it has also swung toward ‘‘new is better.’’
For many principal investigators, it is easier to fund new instrumentation than to maintain an existing instru-
ment site. The government agencies that traditionally maintain long-term observations have unstable fund-
ing; for example, the number of USGS streamgages dropped over the time period from 1968 to 1981 and
only partially recovered after increased funding in 2001 [USGS, 2009]. Funding for the National Resource
Conservation Service (NRCS) SNOTEL and snow survey program has also been uncertain [e.g., Udall press
release, 2013]. Research grants are motivated by new ideas and new, innovative measurements—mainte-
nance of an existing field site must be tied to continuing new innovative use of such data every 3 years.
Such trends result in the loss of long-term, high-quality measurements. Hydrologic understanding, model-
ing, and prediction depend on the quality of our measurements. Therefore, as a community, we need to
advocate for instrument maintenance and quality control. While technology can certainly guide and aid
such efforts, it cannot replace site visits, instrument recalibration, and critical thinking in the face of new
observations and discrepancies between multiple sources of information (models, different data streams,
and conceptual ideas of how a watershed actually works).

4. Looking Forward to the Next 50 Years

To summarize, we must proceed with humility and patience as we continue to tackle issues that have
plagued hydrology since the science began, taking advantage of ever-increasing data, modeling, and com-
munication capabilities without letting the sheer magnitude of information to overwhelm our ability to see
clearly. We must carefully and continuously evaluate both observations and models, through personal
understanding, quantitative testing, soft data, multiple diagnostic signatures, and theoretical expectations
[Seibert and McDonnell, 2002; Gupta et al., 2008; Clark et al., 2011]. We must maintain funding for the more
mundane tasks of instrument maintenance and basic education while also pioneering new measurement
techniques and new ways to evaluate and synthesize ever-increasing information streams. Finally, as we
have tried to exemplify in this paper, we must maintain a sense of humor, honesty, and open discourse
throughout our efforts, since science is as much about the process and the questions as about the final
epiphany.
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