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Groundwater depletion causing 
reduction of baseflow triggering 
Ganges river summer drying
Abhijit Mukherjee  1,2, Soumendra Nath Bhanja  1,3 & Yoshihide Wada  4,5

In summer (pre-monsoon) of recent years, low water level among the last few decades, has been 
observed in several lower Indian reaches of the Ganges (or Ganga) river (with estimated river water 
level depletion rates at the range of −0.5 to −38.1 cm/year between summers of 1999 and 2013 in 
the studied reaches). Here, we show this Ganges river depletion is related to groundwater baseflow 
reduction caused by ongoing observed groundwater storage depletion in the adjoining Gangetic 
aquifers (Ganges basin, −0.30 ± 0.07 cm/year or −2.39 ± 0.56 km3/year). Our estimates show, 
2016-baseflow amount (~1.0 × 106 m3/d) has reduced by ~59%, from the beginning of the irrigation-
pumping age of 1970s (2.4 × 106 m3/d) in some of the lower reaches. The net Ganges river water 
reduction could jeopardize domestic water supply, irrigation water requirements, river transport, 
ecology etc. of densely populated northern Indian plains. River water reduction has direct impact on 
food production indicating vulnerability to more than 100 million of the population residing in the 
region. The results of this study could be used to decipher the groundwater-linked river water depletion 
as well as the regional water security in other densely populated parts of the globe.

The Ganges, one of the largest rivers in the world, whose plains have hosted the Indian civilization (Ganges basin 
in India: ~8.6 × 105 km2) for more than the last three thousand years, and presently sustaining one of the largest 
and densest global populations (i.e. ~10% of global population), has been under increasing stress for last few years 
in terms of its deteriorating water quality1. However, following trends in recent years, the summers of 2015–17 
have witnessed an unprecedented low water level and flow in the middle and lower reaches of the Ganges river in 
India (Reaches A through H, ~1050 km, Figs 1a, S1)2. Consequently, surface drinking water plants, power gener-
ation units, irrigation systems and navigation along the river have been acutely affected, distressing >120 million 
downstream residents and other riverine life-forms3. Being a pathway of sewerage disposal of much of northern 
India, the river is now believed to be one of the most polluted mega-rivers of the world4. However, the observed 
summer drying in the recent years, in the studied reaches of the river, pose a much bigger crisis, possibly suggest-
ing an impending surface water crisis in the region, in conjunction with the already well documented, ongoing 
‘groundwater drought’ in the Indian subcontinent5. Interestingly, the pre-monsoon as well as annual long-term 
(1971–2015) precipitation trend has been found to be increasing in the study area (Fig. 1b).

The interactions between river water and groundwater are determined by the relative difference between 
groundwater level and river stage. A river is defined as “gaining” when it is maintained by groundwater seepage 
(baseflow). It may also be defined as “losing” type if river water infiltrates the adjoining aquifer, or the two-way 
exchange rivers are controlled by seasonal water levels6. The Ganges river has been described as a perennial, 
gaining river, being sustained by groundwater discharge (as baseflow), specifically during the non-monsoon, 
dry periods1,4,7–10 and with maximum flows in the 4 months (June-September) of monsoon season contributed 
from increased overland flow (>70% of flow from rainfall)11. In general, the river stage have been suggested to 
be sustained from overland flow from rainfall in basin hinterland, Himalayan glacial melt [~1500 mm/year]12, 
along with discharge from groundwater. Therefore, it is a challenging task to quantify the river water availability 
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over the years in the densely populated region. Climate change scenario13 and land-use change as a consequence 
of population growth14 further aggravate the situation. In this context, we have tried to investigate the scenario 
using a combination of in situ, remote sensing based and numerical modelling estimates, along with chemical and 
isotopic signatures. Our study objective is to answer the following research questions for study domain:

 1. What are the rates of dry season, Ganges river water level change over the years?
 2. What are the primary, natural influencing factors that are resulting to the observed changes in the lower 

Indian Gangetic river reaches?
 3. How does the rapid groundwater abstraction in the adjoining north Indian Gangetic aquifers might, influ-

ence the Ganges river water quantity over years, by altering river water-groundwater interactions?
 4. What are the implications of the potential river water depletion to the food security in the region?

Figure 1. (a) Map of the Ganges river (the 8 middle to lower reaches, marked A through H) and adjoining 
Gangetic alluvial aquifer in parts of the Ganges basin (Mukherjee et al.8). Major cities are shown; (b) Time-
series of river water level anomalies (RWLA) at a location in reach F (inset); (c) Long-term (1978–2014) trend of 
change in groundwater storage (GWSobs), calculated from in situ (marked as solid circles) observations, overlaid 
on the long-term pre-monsoon precipitation (1971–2015) trend in the area; (d) The long-term (1971–2015) 
mean annual and mean pre-monsoon precipitation is shown in top inset; (e) Long-term (1971–2015) trends in 
total annual precipitation are shown in bottom inset. All the maps were made using Ferret program (NOAA), 
QGIS software (version 2.12) and standard graphical illustrators.
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Results and Discussions
Since, the Ganges is a transboundary river, the river water level (stage) and discharge data are geopolitically 
sensitive and mostly not available in public domain (i.e. classified). Notwithstanding this data unavailability, 
here, for the first time, we demonstrate (Fig. 1a) the river water depletion trend at the rate of −6.08 ± 0.76 cm/
year from in situ, daily-scale, long-term (pre-monsoon [summer], 1999–2013) river water level measurements 
(Reach F, Fig. 1a). We also observed depleting pre-monsoon water level in Ganges river through remote sens-
ing (RS) observation obtained from 28 locations on Ganges river (ENVISAT data15, pre-monsoon, 2003–2010), 
19 of 28 locations shows decreasing Sen’s slope estimates16 of stage ranging from −0.5 to −38.1 cm/year. The 
remotely sensed runoff data (pre-monsoon, 1998–2017, retrieved from multiple passive microwave radiome-
try sensors for the 5 locations along the Ganges river17) also suggest pre-monsoon depleting trend at rates of 
−0.07 ± 0.02, −0.07 ± 0.01, and −0.04 ± 0.03 cm/year in reach D, E and F, respectively. Additionally, we have also 
used Normalized Difference Water Index (NDWI, derived from Aqua MODIS, MYD09A1 product18) for observ-
ing the pre-monsoon channel width coverage (although, acknowledging that the NDWI can also influenced by 
sediment load variability in the river). The spatial mean NDWI anomalies (NDWIA) have been decreasing at rate 
of −0.002 to −0.014/year, particularly at the lower reaches, D through H. Thus, both the in-situ and remotely 
sensed observations suggest that the pre-monsoon Ganges river water is continuously depleting in the studied 
reaches within the study period (Fig. S8).

The mean annual groundwater baseflow contribution to the headwater of the Ganges (in and around 
Devaprayag in the Himalayas) has been previously estimated to be 48–56%4. In absence of data on physical meas-
urements of baseflow4, here, we used mixing calculations of stable isotopic (18O, 2H) composition of groundwater 
(n = 227) and Ganges river water (n = 22), and groundwater hydrochemistry (n = 560) for hydrogeochemical 
modelling, sampled by us during the study period from the river and aquifers adjoining the reaches A through 
H, respectively. The estimation suggests recent baseflow of 14.0% to 26.1% (median 19.4% ± 4.8%) of the pres-
ent summer water volume of the Ganges in the studied reaches. Simultaneously, we estimated the glacial and 
snow-melt contribution in our sampled river water to be <5% in all of the studied reaches, consistent with the 
result obtained by Siderius et al.19. We also computed baseflow (BFsim) for 1979–2013 in a global-scale hydrolog-
ical model, PCR-GLOBWB20,21. HP trends of pre-monsoon BFsim indicate decreasing trend in most (except A 
and E) of the reaches (Fig. 2a); BFsim depleted at a rate of −1.9 cm/year (−2.6 cm/year, Sen’s slope) in reach B to 
−28.2 cm/year (−18.7 cm/year, Sen’s slope) in reach G, respectively (Fig. 2a).

Hence, to preserve the river water mass-balance, the observed depletion of Ganges river could suggest 
decreased inflow from one or more of these aforesaid natural water sources. To understand the influence of 

Figure 2. (a) Long-term HP trends for simulated pre-monsoon baseflow obtained from global hydrologic 
model PCR-GLOBWB for the reaches A through H. (b) Long-term HP trends for GWSobs anomaly as calculated 
in reaches A through H.
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overland flow on the observed depletion, we studied long-term trend (1971–2015) of annual and pre-monsoon 
(dry season) precipitation (4–18% of total annual rainfall, Fig. S4) across the study area in the Gangetic basin, 
observing an increasing rate in rainfall (Fig. 1b), which is contrary to reduction that could have been expected to 
the decreased overland flow and thereby Ganges river water depletion (Fig. S3). Moreover, contrary to the present 
belief of glacial dependency of Ganges river in the dry season, the contribution of glacial runoff and seasonal 
snowmelt to mean annual flow (~12,000 m3/sec river flow at our Reach D)11 of entire Ganges basin has been 
evaluated to be only <10%11,12,19,22, and the glacial melt contribution are mostly available in the upper reaches12. 
Hence, with increased precipitation and limited contribution from glacier melt, any major, long-term decrease in 
the Ganges river water may be largely linked to groundwater-river water interactions, besides any anthropogenic 
alteration (e.g. river engineering, canal diversion, surface water abstraction and/or related issues and processes; 
though these were not incorporated in this study due to lack of availability of data).

Groundwater abstraction by distributed pumping in adjoining aquifers could intervene river flow by baseflow 
reduction or increase in streamflow capture23. At the start of pumping regime, the abstracted water is predomi-
nantly sourced from the groundwater storage, which, depending on physical characteristics of the aquifer, degree 
of hydraulic connection between the stream and aquifer, locations and pumping history of wells, could change 
to adjoining stream water storage over period of days to decades23. Such streamflow reduction due to intense 
groundwater pumping is of utmost concern during low flow seasons6 like during pre-monsoon season in Ganges 
basin. In this study, we found rapid pre-monsoon time depletion of satellite-based groundwater storage (GWSsat)24 
anomaly at a rate of −1.93 ± 0.18 cm/year (−2.09 ± 0.44 cm/year, Sen’s slope) between 2003 and 2015 (trend is 
significant with p value < 0.0001), which matches well with estimates from previous studies9,25,26. In this study, we 
also used continuous in situ groundwater level data measured from a network of observation wells for more than 
last three decades (between 1978–2015, n = 1085) in the adjoining reaches A through H across the study domain, 
to calculate rapidly declining trends of groundwater storage (GWSobs) at a rate of −0.30 ± 0.07 (−0.42 ± 0.07 cm/
year, Sen’s slope) cm/year or −2.39 ± 0.56 km3/year (−3.39 ± 0.53 cm/year, Sen’s slope) between 1978 and 2015 
(trend is significant with p value < 0.0001) in the pre-monsoon season. HP trend analyses of GWSobs shows 
rapid depleting trend in all the reaches, A through H (Fig. 2b); with maximum depletion observed in reaches 
D [−1.12 ± 0.16 cm/year] (−1.01 ± 0.17 cm/year, Sen’s slope) and H [−1.26 ± 0.29 cm/year] (−1.29 ± 0.21 cm/
year, Sen’s slope), respectively (Fig. 2b). We quantified the effects (causality) of these groundwater abstraction on 
groundwater baseflow contribution to the Ganges river water from the adjoining aquifers of the studied reaches 
by Granger causality analyses27, which indicate GWSobs anomaly significantly (p value < 0.05) causes NDWI 
anomaly at reaches C, F and H. On the contrary, precipitation significantly causes (p value < 0.05) NDWI anom-
aly, only at reach E. The BFsim reduction was also found to be significantly correlated with the GWSobs anomaly 
[between 1979 and 2013, r = 0.77, significant with p value < 0.001].

We also used computed responses of groundwater-Ganges river water interactions in the adjoining aquifers of 
four lower Indian reaches (E, F, G, H in Fig. 1a; called as Bhagirathi-Hoogly river in these reaches) by numerical 
simulations (following Cosgrove and Johnson23). The simulations were run for river interactions (RIsim) for esti-
mating baseflow to the Ganges from the aquifers or streamflow capture from the river, as a consequence of his-
torical28–31 and future-predicted groundwater pumping stresses. We used a high-resolution, calibrated, regional 
groundwater flow model of the lower Gangetic basin of India7. It was simulated for pre-monsoon season, for 33 
pumping scenarios between 1970 to 2050, e.g. for base-case [BC, pre-pumping era i.e. 1970 and earlier], historical 
pumping condition [HPC, 1972–2016], and projected pumping scenarios [PPS, based on per-capita ground-
water abstraction from 2020 to 2050], with present-day hydrometeorological conditions. Increasing pumping 
rate has been documented during HPC, and the abstraction trends are expected to increase in future, as sug-
gested in the simulations in all of the four reaches (Fig. 3a). Simulations suggest intricate interactions of Ganges 
river water with groundwater, characterized by general domination of baseflow from aquifers to the river in 
recent times (1.0 × 106 m3/d in 2016), which (RIsim) however, has drastically decreased (by ~59%) in compari-
son to the RIsim values in 1970 (2.4 × 106 m3/d). Computed response curves of potentiometric hydraulic heads 
(1970–2015, Figs S7–S10) of the aquifers indicate a decline trend of simulated groundwater level and decrease 
in associated groundwater storage (GWSsim) anomaly along reach E (−0.68 ± 0.01 cm/year) (−0.64 ± 0.02 cm/
year, Sen’s slope), reach F (−0.42 ± 0.02 cm/year) (−0.35 ± 0.00 cm/year, Sen’s slope), reach G (−0.70 ± 0.05 cm/
year) (−0.53 ± 0.03 cm/year, Sen’s slope), and reach H (−0.51 ± 0.07 cm/year) (−0.27 ± 0.04 cm/year, Sen’s slope), 
respectively (Fig. 3a). The GWSsim anomalies match well with the GWSobs anomalies (1978–2015, n = 540, r = 0.62 
to 0.96, significant with p values < 0.02) in all the four reaches. The RIsim significantly correlate with GWSsim 
[r = 0.92 to 1, p values < 0.001] and GWSobs [r = 0.62 to 0.93, p values < 0.02]. In 1970s (BC), all of the four mod-
elled reaches of the Ganges were estimated to be gaining, however, during HPC, from c. 2010, two of the reaches 
(E and H) were found to have transformed to losing stream with initiation of stream flow capture (2.6 × 104 m3/d 
in 2016). Further, reach G is in verge of breakthrough from gaining to losing stream in near future (Fig. 3a) with 
same trend of pumping. With the predicted-future trends of abstraction (PPS), the streamflow capture would 
almost double (>80%) in 2050 (1.3 × 103 m3/d) from present, while the baseflow (6.1 × 105 m3/d) would decrease 
further by 38% from present (2016) and 75% of pre-pumping regime of 1970 (Fig. 3a; see b for a paradigm of 
reach E).

The depletion in river water volume will also have profound effect on future food security in Ganges basin, 
typically known as the “bread-basket of South Asia”8. The highly productive Indo-Gangetic basin would expe-
rience substantial reduction in food production, if groundwater is continued to be extracted in current unsus-
tainable rate32. We assess that in present times, surface water irrigation for cropping account for 27%33 of the 
total irrigation in the study area. Hence, the dwindling of Ganges river would also severely affect water available 
for surface water irrigation, with potential future decline in food production. Consequently, according to our 
estimate, by 2050, the total carbohydrate-based food would be unavailable for almost 1/5th (~115 million) of the 
>500 million inhabitants of the study area. This suggests a strong need for implementing the adaptation options 
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related to either food production or water use in agriculture in the region e.g. water efficient agricultural practices 
(e.g. modification of existing flood irrigation techniques), conversion to lower-water consuming crops, reduced 
groundwater pumping, aquifer rejuvenation and managed recharge (e.g. Bhanja et al.26) etc.

Hence, excluding human interventions (e.g. river engineering, canal diversion and their related issues etc.), 
the decline of Ganges water in the lower reaches during recent summers can be related to reduction of ground-
water baseflow contributions (BFsim or RIsim) to the Ganges river, caused by depletion of groundwater storage 
(GWSobs/GWSsat/GWSsim) in the adjoining Gangetic aquifers. Our results from groundwater storage estimations 
from a combination of more than three decades of in situ groundwater level measurements, global and regional 
hydrologic simulations suggest that the dwindling of the baseflow to the gaining reaches of the Ganges river 
might have started in post-1970s, which eventually might have resulted to transformation of the gaining reaches 
to losing reaches in recent years. Predictions suggest that the average groundwater contribution to the river can 
substantially decrease in future. In conjunction to the predicted climate change and dwindling of the Himalayan 
glacial retreat as suggested by previous study34, the future situation can be catastrophic, raising question about 
the existence of this mega-river that sustains (providing both water and food) the densest and largest riverine 
population in the world, over the years. Thus a serious appraisal is warranted for the existing policies of pervasive 
groundwater abstraction from the high-yielding Gangetic aquifers and management methods for sustaining the 
natural groundwater-Ganges water dynamics that is important for ensuring food security in terms of irrigated 
agriculture and maintaining ecologic stability requiring environmental flow, specifically in the lower reaches. 
Proper policy interventions (e.g. managed aquifer recharge with excess precipitation water, channelizing of excess 
river discharge to interim storage and re-distribution to dryer hinterlands, surface check dams, redistribution of 
surface water through recharge canals etc.) may result in rejuvenation of the affected aquifers, thereby restoring 
the natural aquifer hydraulics, as has been recently observed in some of the western, central and southern parts 
of India26.

Figure 3. (a) Simulated response as generated simulating pre-monsoon river interaction (RI) as baseflow or 
streamflow capture using a hydrogeologically-detailed regional groundwater flow model7 in the adjoining 
Gangetic alluvial aquifers for the Ganges river reaches E through H for 1970 to present and projected for 
2017 to 2050. The observed (1970–2016) and projected groundwater abstraction rates (2017–2050) from 
these individual reaches are also plotted for comparison. Simulated total pumping values are also shown; 
(b) Conceptual diagram summarizing the hypothetical observations at reach E, indicating Ganges river pre-
monsoon stage decrease from 1970–2016.
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Methods
Remote-sensing estimates of surface water. Satellite-based estimates of river water level and flow. The 
river water level data have been obtained from the European Space Agency (ESA)’s Environmental Satellite 
(ENVISAT) retrievals between 2002 and 2010 for 28 locations along the Ganges river channel. The radar altime-
try information from ENVISAT sensor has been used to obtain the water level and it is matching pretty well with 
the in situ observations15. The river runoff/discharge data has been obtained from the archives of the Dartmouth 
flood observatory’s River Watch Version 3.4. We have used data from the 5 locations distributed across 5 selected 
reaches. In order to measure the river runoff/discharge, the passive satellite microwave radiometry information 
through TRMM, AMSR-E, AMSR-2 and GPM sensors are used17. The details on the river runoff/discharge meas-
urement methodology can be found in Brakenridge et al.17.

Normalized difference water index (NDWI). In order to provide information on surface water, we have com-
puted the normalized difference water index (NDWI)18,35 using high resolution surface reflectance product from 
the archives of Moderate Resolution Spectrophotometer (MODIS) along the Ganges river channel (Reaches A 
through H, extending ~1050 km in the middle and lower courses of the Ganges, Fig. 1a). We used band 2 (near 
infrared, 841–876 nm)36 and 4 (green, 545–565 nm)36, from MODIS AQUA 8-day surface reflectance prod-
ucts, MYD09A1 between 2003 and 201635. The same spectral combination has been used in several past stud-
ies for detection of surface water bodies18 and also for very small water bodies37. We used the high resolution 
(~450 × 450 m) product from the MODIS tiles h25v06 and h26v06. In order to show the surface water extent 
along the Ganges river channel, we have selected 1252 pixels across the reaches A through H and computed 
NDWI values for each of the pixels. NDWI anomalies (NDWIA) are calculated after removing all time mean 
NDWI data from individual NDWI values. Normalized NDWI anomalies are calculated after dividing temporal 
standard deviation from its individual values. Although the surface water level anomaly (SWLA) calculated using 
measured river water level, which is not directly equivalent to the NDWIA, however, NDWI data would provide 
near-accurate surface water information38 in areas with restricted or no available measurements. While com-
paring with ground-based river water level estimates, we found good match of NDWIA in two locations within 
reaches A and F (Fig. S5a and b).

Groundwater level measurements. Water level data were obtained from Central Ground Water Board 
(CGWB, India) for measurements between January 1996 and November 2015 in areas up to reach B. Water level 
data were measured from the first available aquifer at a total number of more than 2000 wells with temporal 
resolution of four times a year (late post-monsoon [January], pre-monsoon [May], monsoon [August] and early 
post-monsoon [November])39. We also used groundwater level data for downstream locations, reaches C through 
F from the Government of West Bengal, at more than 500 wells between 1978 and 2013. Groundwater level 
anomalies (∆h) are estimated by subtracting groundwater level depth from its all time period mean and following 
reversing the sign. Observed GWS (GWSobs) were obtained by multiplying specific yield (Sy) with ∆h values. The 
reported data values contain linear regression analysis results and the Sen’s slope estimates are also given within 
brackets. The errors associated with linear regression and Sen’s slope estimates are provided for one-sigma trend 
error for the estimation. Sy values ranged between 0.06 and 0.20 within the study area24. We used a specific yield 
value of 0.13 (median value of 0.06 and 0.20) in the entire Ganges basin following Bhanja et al.24. Observed GWS 
anomalies are obtained after removing all time mean GWS from individual GWS data.

Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE). 133 monthly GRACE RL05M mascon solutions 
are obtained from the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)24,40 
between January 2003 and December 2014, in order to determine terrestrial water storage (TWS) anomaly. 
Groundwater storage (GWSsat) anomalies are computed by removing soil moisture (SM), and surface water (SW) 
equivalents from TWS anomalies. SM and SW equivalents are obtained from the archives of Global Land Data 
Assimilation System (GLDAS)41. Outputs from a combination of three different models’, Community Land Model 
(CLM2), Variable Infiltration Capacity (VIC), and NOAH are used here. The CLM simulates soil moisture in 
10 different layers (0 to 343 cm) and the other two models, VIC and NOAH simulates in 3 layers (0 to 190 cm) 
and 4 layers (0 to 200 cm), respectively. In order to determine anomaly for any of the component, all time mean 
value for that component has been removed from each individual data of that component. For comparison with 
observed GWS anomalies, GRACE based estimates are tuned to the observational time period only i.e. four times 
a year between 2003 and 2014. We used 0.25° × 0.25° daily gridded precipitation data from India Meteorological 
Department (IMD) data42 total precipitation product between 1970 and 2014. The errors associated with linear 
regression and Sen’s slope estimates are provided for one-sigma trend error for the estimation.

Surface water data. NDWI has been previously successfully applied in several studies for characterizing 
open water bodies38,43. We validated the NDWI data (2003–2015) for the Ganges, with in-situ, temporal river 
water level data collected at two locations in Reaches A and H (daily data, with maximum range 1999–2016), with 
a statistically significant level at 0.1. Based on the observed NDWI values, the years are categorized in all of the 
locations (Fig. S8), also indicating occurrence of comparatively higher rank values (i.e. lower NDWI occurrence) 
in lower reaches (location number 700 onward) in recent years (Fig. S8).

Groundwater modelling. The groundwater flow modelling was done by simulating 33 different pumping 
scenarios under observed climate condition and without any climate change forcing in an updated version of the 
robust, calibrated model groundwater flow of the ~21,000 km2 Gangetic aquifers in the Western Bengal basin, as 
reported in Mukherjee et al.7. A block-centric, finite-difference grid was used for dynamic-equilibrium simula-
tions in MODFLOW44. Details are provided in supplementary information.
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Isotope and Hydrogeochemical analyses. In order to find out the percentage contribution of ground-
water in Ganges river water, a three component isotope mixing model has been used to characterize the fractions 
of glacial/ice melt (ICE), surface runoff (SR) and the groundwater discharge/baseflow (GW) component. It is 
assumed that the total volume of river water is composed of three major components: glacial/ice melt water 
from upper reaches, surface runoff components and groundwater discharge/baseflow. A three component mix-
ing model has been used to separate the fractions of these three components from the total water. Details can be 
found in Supplementary information.

Geochemical analysis are used to characterize of geochemical pathways and processes that accounts for the 
chemical changes leading to hydrogeochemical evolution of the shallow groundwater because of mixing with 
inflowing Ganges river water reaches from the vicinity. Ion activities and saturation indices were calculated using 
PHREEQC45 version 2.17. The groundwater flow system and chemical composition of the aquifer are assumed 
to be at steady-state conditions. A total of 76 different inverse geochemical models in the eight aquifers were 
executed within the acceptable uncertainty range, resulting to 1377 solutions. Detailed descriptions are given in 
Supplementary Information.

Assumptions and uncertainty analyses. Apart from the assumptions provided in the individual sec-
tions, i.e. isotope analysis, food security estimates etc., we have reached the conclusion based on our analysis on 
available dataset. Information on human impact on the Ganges river, including river engineering, canal diversion, 
evapotranspiration etc. were not available and hence, not included in any of the estimations. Unavailability of 
all of the data for the entire time period restrict us to compare the individual data for the available period only. 
Future projections are computed based on the present scenario.

We have estimated one-sigma trend error for linear regression analysis in the GRACE TWS anomaly estimates 
(σTWS). In order to calculate the errors associated with soil moisture anomaly (σSM) and surface water anomalies 
(σSR), standard deviations of the trends of the three GLDAS models are determined. Subsequently, error estimates 
in the trend of GWS anomaly (σGWS) are estimated following the equation,

σ = σ + σ + σ[( ) ( ) ( ) ] (1)GWS TWS
2

SM
2

SR
2

Errors in linear regression estimates for GWSAobs and other data were obtained by estimating one-sigma trend 
error for calculating the linear trend.

The uncertainty associated with the calculation of mean baseflow value through three component isotope 
analysis is presented as the 1 standard deviation from the mean value46,47. The uncertainty associated with river 
water discharge values are represented as the 1-sigma deviation from the mean values.

References
 1. Ganga R Basin Management Plan−2015 (GRBMP), Report of Consortium of 7 “Indian Institute of Technology“s (IITs), pp. 184 

(2012).
 2. The Hindu, May 26, 2008. Ganges loses flow at Varanasi. http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-otherstates/ganges-

loses-flow-at-varanasi/article1265201.ece accessed on 12 June, 2016 (2008).
 3. Down to earth (DTE), October 19, 2015, http://www.downtoearth.org.in/interviews/−37-of-natural-springs-which-directly-

contribute-to-the-ganga-are-drying–51513 accessed on 11 April 2016 (2015).
 4. Kumar, B. et al. Stream flow modelling of Bhagirathi River: Hydrograph separation using isotopic and Geo-chemical Techniques. 

Technical Report, CS/AR-2/2006-07, National Institute of Hydrology, Roorkee (2007).
 5. Goldin, T. Groundwater: India’s drought below ground. Nature Geoscience 9, pp.98–98 (2016).
 6. U.S. Geological Survey (USGS). Effects of Groundwater development on groundwater flow to and from surface-water bodies. 

Sustainability of Ground-Water Resources-Circular 1186, http://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/circ1186/html/gw_effect.html) (1990).
 7. Mukherjee, A., Fryar, A. E. & Howell, P. D. Regional hydrostratigraphy and groundwater flow modeling in the arsenic-affected areas 

of the western Bengal basin, West Bengal, India. Hydrogeol. J. 15, 1397–1418 (2007).
 8. Mukherjee, A. et al. Groundwater systems of the Indian Sub-Continent. Journal of Hydrology: Regional Studies 4, 1–14 (2015).
 9. MacDonald, A. M. et al. Groundwater quality and depletion in the Indo-Gangetic Basin mapped from in situ observations. Nature 

Geoscience 9, 762–766 (2016).
 10. Maurya, A. S. et al. Hydrograph separation and precipitation source identification using stable water isotopes and conductivity: 

River Ganga at Himalayan foothills. Hydrological Processes 25, 1521–1530 (2011).
 11. Eriksson, M. et al. The changing Himalayas: Impact of climate change on water resources and livelihoods in the greater Himalayas, 

ICIMOD (2009).
 12. Savoskul, O. S. & Smakhtin, V. Glacier systems and seasonal snow cover in six major Asian river basins: hydrological role under 

changing climate. International Water Management Institute, IWMI Research Report 150 (2013).
 13. Luo, P. et al. Impact of forest maintenance on water shortages: Hydrologic modeling and effects of climate change. Science of The 

Total Environment 615, 1355–1363 (2018).
 14. Luo, P., He, B., Duan, W., Takara, K. & Nover, D. Impact assessment of rainfall scenarios and land‐use change on hydrologic response 

using synthetic Area IDF curves. Journal of Flood Risk Management 11, S84–S97 (2018).
 15. Crétaux, J. F. et al. Global surveys of reservoirs and lakes from satellites and regional application to the Syrdarya river basin. 

Environmental Research Letters 10, 015002 (2015).
 16. Sen, P. K. Estimates of the regression coefficient based on Kendall’s tau. . Journal of the American Statistical Association 63, 1379–1389 

(1968).
 17. Brakenridge, G. R. et al. Experimental Satellite-Based River Discharge Measurements: Technical Summary (publication at: http://

floodobservatory.colorado.edu/SatelliteGaugingSites/technical.html, 2015. Accessed on 11 Apr, 2016).
 18. McFeeters, S. K. The use of the Normalized Difference Water Index (NDWI) in the delineation of open water features. International 

journal of remote sensing 17, 1425–1432 (1996).
 19. Siderius, C. et al. Snowmelt contributions to discharge of the Ganges. Science of the Total Environment 468, S93–S101 (2013).
 20. Wada, Y., Wisser, D. & Bierkens, M. F. P. Global modeling of withdrawal, allocation and consumptive use of surface water and 

groundwater resources. Earth System Dynamics 5, 15 (2014).
 21. Wada, Y., de Graaf, I. E. & van Beek, L. P. High‐resolution modeling of human and climate impacts on global water resources. 

Journal of Advances in Modeling Earth Systems 8, 735–763 (2016).

http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-otherstates/ganges-loses-flow-at-varanasi/article1265201.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-otherstates/ganges-loses-flow-at-varanasi/article1265201.ece
http://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/circ1186/html/gw_effect.html
http://floodobservatory.colorado.edu/SatelliteGaugingSites/technical.html
http://floodobservatory.colorado.edu/SatelliteGaugingSites/technical.html


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

8SCIENTIFIC RepoRts |  (2018) 8:12049  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-018-30246-7

 22. Immerzeel, W. W., Van Beek, L. P. & Bierkens, M. F. Climate change will affect the Asian water towers. Science 328, 1382–1385 
(2010).

 23. Cosgrove, D. & Johnson, G. S. Aquifer Management Zones Based on Simulated Surface-Water Response Functions. Journal of Water 
Resources Planning and Management 131, 89–100 (2005).

 24. Bhanja, S. N. et al. Validation of GRACE based groundwater storage anomaly using in situ groundwater level measurements in India. 
Journal of Hydrology 543, 729–738 (2016).

 25. Rodell, M., Velicogna, I. & Famiglietti, J. S. Satellite-based estimates of groundwater depletion in India. Nature 460, 999–1002 
(2009).

 26. Bhanja, S. N. et al. Groundwater rejuvenation in parts of India influenced by water-policy change implementation. Scientific Reports 
7 (2017).

 27. Granger, C. W. Some recent development in a concept of causality. Journal of econometrics 39, 199–211 (1988).
 28. Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR). First Minor Irrigation Census, 1986–87. Minor Irrigation Division, G.o.I., New Delhi (1993).
 29. Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR). Second Minor Irrigation Census, 1993–94. Minor Irrigation Division, G.o.I., New Delhi 

(2001).
 30. Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR). Third Minor Irrigation Census, 2000–2001. Minor Irrigation Division, G.o.I., New Delhi 

(2005).
 31. Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR). Fourth Minor Irrigation Census, 2006–2007. Minor Irrigation Division, G.o.I., New Delhi 

(2013).
 32. Zaveri, E. et al. Invisible water, visible impact: groundwater use and Indian agriculture under climate change. Environmental 

Research Letters 11, 084005 (2016).
 33. Ministry of Agriculture and Farmer Welfare, G.o.I., New Delhi, http://eands.dacnet.nic.in/LUS_1999_2004.htm accessed on 11 Apr, 

2016.
 34. Kraaijenbrink, P. D. A. et al. Impact of a global temperature rise of 1.5 degrees Celsius on Asia’s glaciers. Nature 549, 257 (2017).
 35. U.S. Geological Survey (USGS). Normalized Difference Water Index (NDWI), (http://deltas.usgs.gov/fm/data/data_ndwi.aspx, 

accessed on 12 June, 2016).
 36. Vermote, E. F., Roger, J. C. & Ray, J. P. MODIS surface reflectance user’s guide [R/OL]. MODIS Land Surface Reflectance Science 

Computing Facility (2015).
 37. McFeeters, S. K. Using the Normalized Difference Water Index (NDWI) within a geographic information system to detect 

swimming pools for mosquito abatement: a practical approach. Remote Sensing 5, 3544–3561 (2013).
 38. Boschetti, M. et al. Comparative Analysis of Normalised Difference Spectral Indices Derived from MODIS for Detecting Surface 

Water in Flooded Rice Cropping Systems. PLoS ONE 9, e88741 (2014).
 39. Central Ground Water Board (CGWB). Groundwater year book 2013-14. G. o. I., Ministry of Water Resources (2014).
 40. Watkins, M. M. et al. Improved methods for observing Earth’s time variable mass distribution with GRACE using spherical cap 

mascons. J. Geophys. Res. Solid Earth 120 (2015).
 41. Rodell, M. et al. The Global Land Data Assimilation System. Bull. Am. Meteorol. Soc. 85, 381–394 (2004).
 42. Pai, D. S. et al. Development of a new high spatial resolution (0.25° × 0.25°) long period (1901–2010) daily gridded rainfall data set 

over India and its comparison with existing data sets over the region. Mausam 65, 1–18 (2014).
 43. Tangdamrongsub, N. et al. Assessing total water storage and identifying flood events over Tonlé Sap basin in Cambodia using 

GRACE and MODIS satellite observations combined with hydrological models. Remote Sensing of Environment 181, 162–173 
(2016).

 44. McDonald, M. G. & Harbaugh, A. W. A modular three-dimensional finite-difference ground-water flow model. U.S. Geological 
Survey Techniques of Water-Resources Investigations, book 6, A1 (1988).

 45. Parkhurst, D. L. & Appelo, C. A. J. User’s guide to PHREEQC (version 2): a computer program for speciation, batch-reaction, one-
dimensional transport, and inverse geochemical calculations. US Geol. Surv. Water-Resour. Invest. Rep. 99–4259 (1999).

 46. Carey, S. K. & Quinton, W. L. Evaluating runoff generation during summer using hydrometric, stable isotope and hydrochemical 
methods in a discontinuous permafrost alpine catchment. Hydrological Processes 19, 95–114 (2005).

 47. Conway, T. M. & John, S. G. Quantification of dissolved iron sources to the North Atlantic Ocean. Nature 511, 212–215 (2014).

Acknowledgements
The ideas, results and conclusions presented in this article are solely of the authors, and have not been endorsed 
by any other person or organization. The authors are not responsible for any inference or conclusion drawn 
other than those mentioned in the article. S.N.B. acknowledges CSIR (India) for their support for providing SPM 
fellowship for Ph.D. research. We acknowledge India Meteorological Department (IMD), National Climatic Data 
Center (NCDC) and Central Ground Water Board (CGWB, Minisitry of Water Resources, RD&GR, Government 
of India) for availability of precipitation, open-source GHCN precipitation and water level measurement 
data, respectively. GRACE data are available at http://grace.jpl.nasa.gov, supported by the NASA MEaSUREs 
Program. The GLDAS data used in this study were acquired as part of the mission of NASA’s Earth Science 
Division and archived and distributed by the Goddard Earth Sciences (GES) Data and Information Services 
Center (DISC). River water level and runoff/discharge data are available from http://hydroweb.theia-land.
fr/ and http://floodobservatory.colorado.edu, respectively. The authors wish to acknowledge use of the Ferret 
program for analysis and graphics in this paper. Ferret is a product of NOAA’s Pacific Marine Environmental 
Laboratory (Information is available at http://ferret.pmel.noaa.gov/Ferret/). Chemical and isotopic analyses and 
groundwater flow modeling were done at the laboratories of Hydrogeology group of IIT Kharagpur. The authors 
also acknowledge the QGIS software (http://www.qgis.org/en/site/), version 2.12, for some of the graphics used 
in this paper. Dipankar Saha (former Member of CGWB, India), Alan Fryar (University of Kentucky, USA) and 
Aditi Mukherjee (ICIMOD, Nepal) are acknowledged for knowledge, insights and/or informal review. Koushik 
Das, Prerona Das, Pragnaditya Malakar, Madhumita Chakraborty and Srimanti Duttagupta at IIT Kharagpur are 
also acknowledged for their help with data processing and images. The authors acknowledge the IIT Kharagpur 
SANDHI initiative for data availability.

Author Contributions
S.N.B. and A.M. performed the background analyses and designed the study and also performed the data 
retrieval, management and processing. PCR-GLOBWB simulations were performed by Y.W., A.M. and S.N.B. 
wrote the manuscript with inputs from Y.W.

http://eands.dacnet.nic.in/LUS_1999_2004.htm
http://deltas.usgs.gov/fm/data/data_ndwi.aspx
http://grace.jpl.nasa.gov
http://floodobservatory.colorado.edu
http://ferret.pmel.noaa.gov/Ferret/
http://www.qgis.org/en/site/


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9SCIENTIFIC RepoRts |  (2018) 8:12049  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-018-30246-7

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-30246-7.
Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2018

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-30246-7
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Groundwater depletion causing reduction of baseflow triggering Ganges river summer drying
	Results and Discussions
	Methods
	Remote-sensing estimates of surface water. 
	Satellite-based estimates of river water level and flow. 
	Normalized difference water index (NDWI). 

	Groundwater level measurements. 
	Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE). 
	Surface water data. 
	Groundwater modelling. 
	Isotope and Hydrogeochemical analyses. 
	Assumptions and uncertainty analyses. 

	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 (a) Map of the Ganges river (the 8 middle to lower reaches, marked A through H) and adjoining Gangetic alluvial aquifer in parts of the Ganges basin (Mukherjee et al.
	Figure 2 (a) Long-term HP trends for simulated pre-monsoon baseflow obtained from global hydrologic model PCR-GLOBWB for the reaches A through H.
	Figure 3 (a) Simulated response as generated simulating pre-monsoon river interaction (RI) as baseflow or streamflow capture using a hydrogeologically-detailed regional groundwater flow model7 in the adjoining Gangetic alluvial aquifers for the Ganges riv




