YELLOW RIVER, CHINA
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Lower reach of the Yellow River 
CHARACTERISTICS 

· Length of 5400 km and a basin area of 795.000 km

· Subdivided in the upper, middle and lower reaches. 

Promotion of Formation of Braided Channels 

· Erodible banks: The upper reach of the Yellow River is the largest and provides 56% of the total runoff. The middle part of the basin is the highly erodible loess plateau, which is the main sediment source of the Yellow River. 

· Although this area contributes to 43% of the annual runoff, it supplies 90% of the total sediment load. 

· Abundant supply of sediment: Carries 1.6 billion tonnes of silt annually at the point where it descends from the Loess Plateau

· Variation in water discharge: After flowing through the Sanmenxia gorge, the river enters the flat North China Plain. Due to the lower gradient the flow velocity is reduced and massive amounts of sediment are deposited. 

· Seasonal variation in flow: Highest volume occurs during the rainy season, from July to October, when 60% of the volume of the river flows. On the other hand, water for irrigation is needed between March and June. In order to capture excess water for use when needed and for flood control and electricity generation, several dams have been built, but due to the high silt load their life is expected to be limited
· The river channel in these lower reaches is confined by dikes and therefore the river bed is raised; locally the river bed is up to 10 m higher than the adjacent land. 

· Consequently, the river acts as a drainage divide and does not receive runoff. The river mouth is very shallow (1-2 m), and the tidal range is low (0.6-0.8 m), and consequently sea water does not penetrate the estuary and the tidal head is limited to 15-20 km.

IMPLICATIONS OF RIVER CHANNEL ON SETTLEMENTS

· Floods of the river account for some of the deadliest natural disasters ever recorded in human history due to the flatness of North China Plain 

· A slight rise in water level would mean a large portion of land would be completely covered in water. If a flood occurs, a portion of the population would initially die from drowning, followed by the spread of diseases and ensuing famine

· In 1938, during the Second Sino-Japanese War, the Nationalist troops under the orders of Chiang Kai-Shek broke the dike holding back the Yellow River in order to stop the advancing Japanese troops. This resulted in the flooding of an area covering 54,000 km² and the death of 500,000-900,000 people.

· Several dams and flooding projects have been constructed along the Yellow River in order to prevent any further floods of the river.
