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Abstract Modeling of surface energy balance and the separation of evapotranspiration to its component
fluxes require quantification of evaporation from land surfaces. The nonlinear relationship between surface
heat fluxes and the hydration state of soil surfaces present a challenge to remote estimation of surface
evaporation rates. We study the often-overlooked role of soil properties in determining surface evaporation
resistance. We present a framework for quantifying how the ratio of actual to potential evaporation rates
varies with changes in surface water content for different soil textures. The model uses the evaporative
characteristic length (a soil-dependent active depth of evaporation) and soil resistance to capillary flow
across that region. Predictions were in good agreement with flux tower measurements of bare-soil
evaporation from 10 soil textural classes. The study offers a simple and physically based method for
incorporating surface evaporation resistance into land-surface models considering soil type and surface
water content.

Plain Language Summary Water evaporation from soils is an important process of the hydrologic
cycle and Earth surface energy balance. The evaporation rates depend on the available energy but are very
sensitive as well to the capacity of the soil to retain water and to supply it to the surface where evaporation
occurs. This capacity mainly depends on the size of the pores that is related to soil texture. In this letter we
present a physically based model that predicts evaporation rates for different textures and soil water
contents. The predictions were successfully compared with measurements from various bare-soil sites
around the globe. The presented approach can be applied in land-surface models and remote
sensing estimates.

1. Introduction

Soil evaporation is an important process affecting the global hydrological cycle and surface energy balance.
Quantification of soil evaporation is required for separation of evapotranspiration to its components
(transpiration, canopy interception, and evaporation) for water resource management and for better links
between the water and carbon cycles (Fisher et al., 2017; Miralles et al., 2016; Wei et al., 2017). Soil evaporation
nonlinearly depends on soil water content and evaporative demand, often assessed using potential
evaporation rate that is a function of radiative energy input, air humidity, surface temperature, and wind
velocity (Allen et al., 1998; Martens et al., 2017).

Evidence suggests that the nonlinear relation of evaporation with soil moisture varies with soil properties
(Merlin et al., 2016; Wetzel & Chang, 1987). This was already stated in the study of Budyko (1958) and
Manabe (1969) introducing a “critical water content” that must be exceeded to sustain high evaporation rate
and was related to soil texture-dependent field capacity (Manabe, 1969) and different soil types in different
geographic regions (Budyko, 1958). However, difficulties in systematically considering effects of soil texture
on surface evaporation rates led many land-surface models to ignore soil type (texture) in the estimation
of surface evaporation (Phillips et al., 2017).

Part of the difficulty of incorporating a systematic approach to soil surface evaporation stems from
ambiguities regarding the processes that control evaporation rates; these have been reported to include
limitations related to capillary flow (Haghighi et al., 2013), vapor diffusion from receding vaporization plane
(Or et al., 2013), evaporation resistance due to surface water content (Bittelli et al., 2008), and enhancement
factors due to temperature gradients in the soil (Philip & de Vries, 1957). Consequently, surface evaporation
rate is often represented empirically as function of the surface water content (Lee & Pielke, 1992; van de
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Griend & Owe, 1994; Wallace, 1995; Yamanaka & Yonetani, 1999) including the identification of a “critical”
water content where actual evaporation rate drops below potential rate and subsequently diminishes with
surface drying (Wythers et al., 1999). In a recent study on bare-soil evaporation, Merlin et al. (2016) showed
that the nonlinear relationship between evaporation rate Esurf and surface water content θsurf varied system-
atically with soil texture across several well-instrumented sites. They proposed an empirical relationship
between a critical water content (denoted as θ1/2 where actual evaporation rate Esurf is half the potential rate
E0) and soil texture (clay and sand content). In this study we seek to provide a physical basis for the soil tex-
ture dependence on soil evaporation, so that the ratio Esurf/E0 and the critical water content θ1/2 can be phy-
sically described for inclusion in land-surface models. The theory is based on the approach of Haghighi et al.
(2013) and is explained in the following section.

2. Effects of Soil Texture on Surface Evaporation Fluxes—
Theoretical Considerations

Studies have shown that evaporation rate Esurf from a partially dry soil surface depends on soil properties and
on atmospheric conditions (Shahraeeni et al., 2012; Suzuki & Maeda, 1968); thus, it is convenient to normalize
Esurf by potential evaporation rate E0 from a similar fully wet surface (i.e., with same aerodynamic resistance).
In the simplest scenario of a flat homogenous surface, the potential evaporation rate E0 is determined by the
vertical vapor pressure gradient across a near-surface boundary layer of thickness δ:

E0 ¼ Dair

δ
� MW

ℜ�T
psat � pairð Þ
ρwater

(1)

with vapor diffusion coefficient in air Dair, molar water mass Mw, water density ρwater, gas constant ℜ, vapor
pressure Pair in air above boundary layer with temperature T, and saturated vapor pressure at surface Psat. We
rewrite equation (1) using the formulation of resistance:

E0 ¼ 1
RBL

� MW

ℜ�T
psat � pairð Þ
ρwater

(2a)

with

RBL ¼ δ
Dair

(2b)

with aerodynamic or boundary layer resistance RBL. For a partially dry surface with mean water content θsurf,
the evaporation rate is expected to be further reduced by the decreased evaporating area defined by resis-
tance term Rshell (Shahraeeni et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2015) and by limited water supply from subsurface soil
defined by resistance term Rsoil (Haghighi et al., 2013). We thus formulate a model for Esurf similar to the
approach of Haghighi et al. (2013) and Decker et al. (2017) by expressing surface evaporation rates as

Esurf ¼ 1
RBL þ Rshell þ Rsoil

� MW

ℜ�T
Psat � Pairð Þ
ρwater

(3)

The vapor shell resistance Rshell is due to the configurational resistance to diffusion through vapor shells
forming around evaporating pores (diffusion in 3-D from the evaporating pores across a hemisphere; see
supporting information S1 for derivation; Bange, 1953; Schlünder, 1988) expressed as

Rshell ¼ 1
Dair

rpore π � 2
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
θsurf

p� �
4θsurf

(4)

with typical pore size rpore (its value is explained in supporting information S1). For viscous flow and the defi-
nition of a soil resistance term Rsoil, we use Buckingham-Darcy capillary flux density JW:

JW ¼ Keff
ΔH
Δz

(5)

with effective hydraulic conductivity Keff representative for the region between the wet subsurface (from
where water is supplied) and the dry surface, and pressure head difference ΔH acting across a soil layer of
thickness Δz. Haghighi et al. (2013) showed that for low surface water contents θsurf the value 4K(θsurf) was
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a good estimate for Keff. To express the soil resistance in a form comparable to the boundary layer resistance
term we define

JW ¼ 4K θsurfð ÞΔH
Δz

¼ 1
Rsoil

� MW

ℜ�T
Psat � Pairð Þ
Pwater

→Rsoil ¼ 1
4K θsurfð Þ ΔHΔz

� MW

ℜ�T
Psat � Pairð Þ
ρwater

(6)

Note that the two resistance terms, Rsoil (equation (6)) and Rshell (equation (4)), are not independent but are
correlated and related to the surface water content θsurf (see as well supporting information S1; Bange, 1953;
Guarracino, 2007; Schlünder, 1988). Haghighi et al. (2013) assumed a gradient ofΔH/Δz = 1, whereas evidence
suggests that this choice may underestimate capillary pressure gradients near the surface. To better repre-
sent this vertical capillary gradient, we expand the derivations of Lehmann et al. (2008) that expressed the
driving capillary pressure difference as a “gravity length” LG (difference between air entry value hb and critical
capillary pressure head hc at which hydraulic flow paths become disconnected). We apply the parametric
model of van Genuchten (1980) where the critical capillary pressure head and gravity length are expressed
analytically as

hC ¼ 1
α

n� 1
n

� �1�2n
n

(7a)

LG ¼ hC � hb ¼ 1
α n� 1ð Þ

2n� 1
n

� �2n�1
n n� 1

n

� �1�n
n

(7b)

with parameters α, n defining the shape of the relationship between capillary pressure head h and water con-
tent θ. This capillary pressure gradient is dissipated along a characteristic length LC due to capillary flow
against gravity and intrinsic viscous resistance (that varies with soil texture and water content) that supplies
the atmospheric evaporation demand E0:

LC ¼ LG
1þ E0=4K hCð Þ

(8)

The effective unsaturated hydraulic conductivity was estimated as 4K(hC), with the hydraulic conductivity
expressed as a function of the capillary pressure hC. The capillary gradient that drives flow to the evaporating
surface is thus

ΔH
Δz

¼ LG
LC

¼ 1þ E0
�
4K hCð Þ (9)

Inserting this gradient into equation (6) enables (closed form) representation of surface evaporation resis-
tances Rshell and Rsoil, and their magnitudes relative to the boundary layer resistance RBL. These resistances
are illustrated in Figure 1a for two soil textural classes, indicating that for unsaturated conditions soil evapora-
tion resistance is dominated by limitations to capillary flow Rsoil, and the surface water content effects on the
vapor shell resistance Rshell are relatively small (compared to soil resistance Rsoil or to RBL for wet conditions)
and thus can be neglected.

The evaporation flux from unsaturated soil surface Esurf can thus be simplified (setting Rshell = 0) and relating
it to potential rate E0 in the following main result of this study (derivation in supporting information S1):

Esurf
E0

¼
4K θsurfð Þ 1þ E0

�
4K hCð Þ

h i

E0 þ 4K θsurfð Þ 1þ E0=4K hCð Þ
h i (10)

Note that we have checked the validity of Keff = 4K(θsurf) for the water contents at end of stage 1 (defined by
the critical pressure hC), values that are more restrictive than in Haghighi et al. (2013). The ratio Esurf/E0 was
defined in Merlin et al. (2016) as soil evaporation efficiency (SEE) that will be used in the following. In
Figure 1b, the SEE is plotted as function of water content showing that for fine-textured soils with high resis-
tance to capillary flow, the surface evaporation rate drops rapidly with a decrease in surface water content.

10.1029/2018GL078803Geophysical Research Letters

LEHMANN ET AL. 10,400



The measurements reported in Merlin et al. (2016) were used to determine the critical water content θ1/2 at
which SEE = 1/2. This critical water content can also be determined analytically using the physical model
equation (10) by solving (finding the roots of) the following expression for θ1/2 using the Mualem (1976)
and van Genuchten (1980) model for unsaturated hydraulic conductivity function:

Ksat

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Θ1=2

q
1� 1� Θ1=m

1=2

� 	mh i2
¼ E0�K hCð Þ

E0 þ 4K hCð Þ (11a)

Θ1=2 ¼
θ1=2 � θres
θsat � θres

(11b)

with the parameter m = 1 � 1/n, residual water content θres, and the saturated water content θsat, defining
the water saturation Θ1/2. We emphasize that the effects of water content and soil texture on surface resis-
tance and consequently on evaporation rates presented in this section are for stage 1 evaporation (the plane
of phase change is at the surface) before the onset of stage 2 (the vaporization plane recedes below the
surface).

3. Measurements and Study Sites Description

To study the relationship between soil water content and evaporation rate we use time series of bare-soil eva-
poration reported in Merlin et al. (2016) for 34 different sites. For all sites clay and sand fractions were
reported, enabling determination of the soil textural class. As shown in Figure 2a the sites span 10 out of
the 12 classified soil textural classes. To test the ability of the evaporation resistance model to predict effects
of soil texture on measured surface evaporation rates, we have chosen one site for each of the 10 soil textural
classes. The evaporation rates were measured using eddy-covariance flux towers that reported values every
30 or 60 min (called hourly values in the following). The critical water content θ1/2 of Merlin et al. (2016) was
estimated from relatively scattered hourly data, using scaling and data binning. The scaled values can be
represented by a smooth curve as shown in Figure 2b. In Figures 2c and 2d the original hourly values and
the scaled smooth curves are shown for two sites. In this study we follow a simpler approach for determining
SEE that relies on daily means and employs potential evaporation rate (see details in supporting information
S2; Shuttleworth & Wallace, 1985) computed with the method of Jensen and Haise (1963; the effect of this
choice compared to other methods is shown in supporting information S2; Jensen et al., 1970; Maes et al.,
2018; Milly & Dunne, 2016; Monteith, 1965; Penman, 1948; Priestley & Taylor, 1972; Slatyer & McIlroy, 1969).

Figure 1. Effect of soil water saturation on evaporation rate from partially dry surface for two different soil textural classes
(sand in red and loam in blue). (a) The evaporation rate is controlled by three resistances, assigned to soil water flow
(equation (6), Rsoil), 3-D diffusion around water-filled pores (equation (4), Rshell), and across boundary layer (equation (2b)),
RBL). Solid lines show the ratio Rsoil/RBL, and the dashed lines show Rshell/RBL for potential evaporation rate of 2 mm/day.
The values Rshell/RBL are <0.1 for wet conditions, and Rshell is much smaller than capillary flow resistance Rsoil for dry
conditions and can be neglected. (b) Ratio between evaporation rate from partially dry surface Esurf and potential rate E0
computed with equation (10) for high (dashed line) and low (solid line) potential evaporation rate. For coarse-textured soils
and low potential rates the dramatic change in evaporation rate occurs for smaller water saturations.
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For conditions with low evaporative demand (here smaller than 2 mm/day) the resulting values of SEE and
potential rate showed considerable scatter, as those were not limited by soil water content but rather by
energy availability, and were thus excluded from this analysis. In Figure 2 the SEE computed for daily values
are shown and compared to the procedure of Merlin et al. (2016) with hourly values. The critical water con-
tent θ1/2 was deduced from linear regression of the (daily) pairs (SEE, θ) and inserting the value SEE = 0.5 in the
linear equation. In the inset of Figure 2d the critical values θ1/2 are compared for the two procedures and
show good agreement.

To model SEE using equation (10) we need estimates of soil hydraulic properties of each soil type. We deter-
mine the hydraulic functions using a pedotransfer function (Schaap et al., 2001) with measured sand and clay
fractions as inputs (Table S3; Tóth et al., 2015). Due to the extreme sensitivity of the hydraulic properties to
differences in soil texture (and soil structure) that may vary in space, we injected a spread in these properties
to the estimates of SEE by varying hydraulic functions of the same textural classes.

4. Results

The physically based model for estimating SEE using equation (10) was applied to the 10 soil textural classes
(Figure 3). For all soil textures, we observed a sharp decrease of SEE when surface water content dropped
below a critical value. The coarser the soil texture, the lower the critical water content value for the drop in

Figure 2. Overview on experimental data used to study soil texture effects on evaporation fluxes. (a) Soil texture triangle
with classes covered by data sets marked in different colors. The stars mark the sand, silt, and clay fractions of 10 sites
that are presented in panel (b) with soil evaporation efficiency computed on a daily basis (disks) and the lines based on the
data processing in Merlin et al. (2016). Panels (a) and (b) show that for finer textures the evaporation efficiency drops
for larger water contents. The transition from high to low efficiency can be characterized by the critical water content θ1/2
as shown explicitly in panels (c) and (d) for two different textures (silt loam in (c) and loamy sand in (d)). Large colored
symbols show values deduced from daily values (potential rates determined with Jensen and Haise (1963)), and the dashed
line shows a linear fit. The critical water content θ1/2 (where soil evaporation efficiency = 0.5) is determined based
on the linear regression line (blue arrows). Small black symbols show hourly values that are used to compute the smooth
modeled black lines following the procedure in Merlin et al. (2016). The inset in (d) compares the critical water content
values θ1/2 obtained with the two different procedures.
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SEE. The results suggest that for “conductive coarse soils” capillary flows become limiting at much lower
water contents than in fine-textured soils, with smaller conducting pores, where capillary flow becomes
limiting under wetter conditions. The onset of evaporation limitations at lower water contents in coarse-
textured soils is attributed to the shape of the hydraulic conductivity function (as described in supporting
information S3), namely, the higher values of hydraulic conductivity for coarse soils for the entire water
saturation range.

For most soil textural classes (6 out of 10 in Figure 3), model predictions were in very good agreement with
measurements of the changes in evaporation efficiency with surface water content. For sandy loam and silt
clay loam the model overestimates the water content where the change in SEE occurs, and it underestimates
the transition water content for silt loam and silt clay. To check if the deviation is systematic for a certain soil
type we repeated the analyses for other sites of the same soil textural class and obtained better agreement
and no systematic trend to larger or smaller values (see supporting information S3). The results show that the
behavior is very sensitive to the estimates of the hydraulic functions (i.e., the relationship between water con-
tent, capillary pressure, and hydraulic conductivity) that are inferred solely from textural information; other
factors such as soil structure may be important but are unknown for these sites.

To assess the predictive power of the model approach we compare in Figure 4 the critical water content θ1/2
retrieved from themeasured data with predictions based on the resistancemodel and its solution for SEE = 1/2
given in equations (11a) and (11b). For a more complete overview on model performance we compared all 34
sites (parameter values of hydraulic functions are given in supporting information S3). In Figure 4a the mea-
sured θ1/2 values and the physically based predictions of θ1/2 are compared. The values are scattered around
the 1:1 line, but the measured water content value is clearly underestimated for three fine-textured soils with
measured water contents close or even higher than the saturated water content estimated by pedotransfer
function. More information onmeasuredwater content and hydraulic conductivity under saturated conditions
would be important to see if the deviation by the model are caused by underestimated θsat and Ksat values.

To illustrate the effects of soil texture on the value of θ1/2, Merlin et al. (2016) fitted the following empirical
relationship to their inferred values:

θ1=2 ¼ 0:20þ 0:28f clay � 0:16f sand (12)

with sand and clay fractions fsand and fclay. In Figure 4b we compare critical water contents θ1/2 computed
with this empirical relationship, equation (12), with predictions from the physical model, equation (11a)

Figure 3. Comparison between measured soil evaporative efficiency (ratio between actual soil evaporation rate Esurf and potential evaporation rate E0) and
predictions based on equation (10) for the 10 different soil textural classes (see inset at the top left of the figure). The symbols show daily values deduced from time
series. The bold solid line shows predictions for the hydraulic functions using measured sand and clay fraction. To show variability of model outcome,
predictions are presented for a range of other hydraulic functions of the same textural class (dashed lines). The model results are shown for the average potential
evaporation rate of each site (between 4 and 8 mm/day) but are not very sensitive to the chosen value if it is the same order of magnitude.
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and (11b). The figure shows that the “fitted” (empirical regression to measured θ1/2 data) and “predicted”
values are very similar. This means that the physical model (equation (11a)) predicts successfully measured
effects of soil texture on critical water content affecting transition in evaporation rate.

5. Summary and Conclusions

SEE (ratio of soil to potential evaporation rate) is a nonlinear function of surface water content that exhibits a
sharp decrease at a critical water content, θ1/2. In this study we provide a physically based surface resistance
model (Haghighi et al., 2013; Lehmann et al., 2008) to represent the critical role of capillary flow resistance,
which varies with soil textures and defines soil ability to supply water to an evaporation surface. Results of
the physical model are in good agreement with observations (Merlin et al., 2016). The main conclusions of
this letter are as follows:

1. Capillary viscous flow effects become limiting and constrain surface evaporation rate at low soil moisture
contents;

2. Capillary flow limitations are more pronounced in fine-textured soils (coarse soils have higher hydraulic
conductivities for the same water content);

3. When capillary flow limitations become dominant, surface evaporation decreases even while main vapor-
ization plane remains at the surface (the drop in SEE is not necessarily due to receding vaporization plane
in stage 2);

4. The response to water content limitation is very abrupt across soil textures; and
5. The use of soil hydraulic properties (estimated with a pedotransfer function) in a physical modeling frame-

work (equation (11a)) offers predictability of SEE behavior and estimate θ1/2 for all soil textures.

The study highlights the importance of soil texture on the dynamics of surface evaporation as a function of
surface content and offers a physically based framework for including this nonlinear dependence in a simple
resistance model to be used in land-surface model or remote sensing estimates.
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