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Abstract: The micromodel is an extremely small physical river model having a movable bed, varying discharge, and numerous inno-
vations to achieve quick answers to river engineering problems. In addition to its size being as small as 4 cm in channel width, the vertical
scale distortion up to 20, Froude number exaggeration up to 3.7, and no correspondence of stage in model and prototype, place the
micromodel in a category by itself. The writer was assigned to evaluate the micromodel’s capabilities and limitations to ensure proper
application. A portion of this evaluation documents the deviation of the micromodel from similarity considerations used in previous
movable bed models. The primary basis for this evaluation is the comparison of the micromodel to the prototype. The writer looked for
comparisons that had (1) a reasonable calibration of the micromodel and (2) about the same river engineering structures constructed in the
prototype that were tested in the micromodel and (3) a prediction by the micromodel of the approximate trends in the prototype.
Evaluation of these comparisons shows a lack of predictive capability by the micromodel. Differences in micromodel and prototype likely
result from uncertainty in prototype data and the large relaxations in similitude. Based on the lack of predictive evidence, the micromodel
should be limited to demonstration, education, and communication for which it has been useful and should be of value to the profession.
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Introduction

The micromodel is an extremely small physical river model hav-
ing a movable bed and varying discharge. It was developed in
1994 by the St. Louis District (Davinroy 1994) of the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers (USACE). Horizontal scales of up to 1:20,000
result in micromodel channel widths as small as 4 cm. Previous
Mississippi River micromodels typically reproduced about 20 km
of the river on the standard 1.9-m-long micromodel table. The
micromodel has been used to predict the bathymetry and flow
pattern trends for proposed river training structures for purposes
of navigation and environmental effects. To date, over 20 reports
have been published detailing micromodel studies. The writer was
assigned to a USACE team in 1999 to evaluate the capabilities
and limitations of the micromodel. The two other members of the
evaluation team were developers and present users of the micro-
model. The team could not reach a consensus on the capabilities
of the micromodel and the USACE had the USACE Committee
on Channel Stabilization (CCS) provide an evaluation of the mi-
cromodel based on a meeting with the team members. The CCS
(USACE 2004) report concluded that the micromodel is not a
detailed design tool but that the micromodel can be used for
screening alternatives except for study types where human life or
the overall project are at risk. For such critical study types, the
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CCS concluded micromodel use should be “limited.” The CCS
report states that “During the discussions, it became apparent to
some that there is a considerable gap between the pure academic/
scientific views of the micromodel technology and the practical
use of the micromodel as a tool in an overall river engineering
process which has been used on large rivers in MVD (Mississippi
Valley Division of the USACE).” The inability to resolve the
issue of whether to evaluate the river engineering process that
uses a micromodel, or only the micromodel, was a major impedi-
ment to the evaluation. The proper evaluation parameter for the
river engineering process is whether the project was a success.
The proper evaluation parameter for the micromodel is compari-
son of bathymetric and flow features to the prototype. This writer
is evaluating one component of the river engineering process, the
micromodel, and whether it can approximately predict the bathy-
metric and flow features of a large river like the Mississippi.

Some observers of micromodel technology have been critical
of its use. Falvey (1999) stated “Civil Engineering and the St.
Louis District are doing the profession a disservice by implying
that a micro-model is a tool that can be used for serious engineer-
ing investigations.” Yalin, an expert in movable bed modeling,
was able to observe and discuss the micromodel with the evalu-
ation team. Yalin stated in a letter to this writer, “I regret that such
a ‘model’ cannot be used for predictive purposes.” Both criticisms
were almost certainly the result of the micromodel’s small size
and lack of adherence to similarity principles used in movable
bed modeling. From early in the team evaluation, this writer felt
that if the size and similarity issues were significant, their effects
would be seen in attempts to use the micromodel to predict re-
sponse in the river. For that reason, this writer spent a large por-
tion of the multiyear study evaluating micromodel-prototype
comparisons, particularly predictions.

The objective of this paper is to present results of an evalua-
tion funded by the USACE Research and Development Program
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to determine the capabilities and limitations of the micromodel.
Specific focus is directed at critical study types where human life
or the overall project is at risk if the model is not correct.

Movable Bed Modeling

Yalin (1971) states that a model can be scientifically valid only if
measured quantities in the model are related to their counterparts
in the prototype by scale ratios that satisfy the criteria of similar-
ity. Ettema (2001) presents the dimensionless parameters associ-
ated with flow of water and sediment in channels with a bed of
cohesionless particles including movable bed models (MBMs) as
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where the dependent variable A in IT, might be flow resistance,
thalweg sinuosity, sediment transport, or some other variable
in alluvial channels; D=particle size; g=gravity; p,=particle
density; p=water density; v=kinematic viscosity of water;
R=hydraulic radius; i=slope; B=channel width; and o=surface
tension. Scale distortions arise when the dimensionless param-
eters on the right side of the equation are not the same in model
and prototype. However, some of the dimensionless ratios, under
certain conditions, do not cause significant effects when model
and prototype values differ. For example, in a model of sufficient
size, the last parameter on the right side of Eq. (1) will not be the
same in model and prototype but the effects of differences in
surface tension in model and prototype will be negligible. It re-
mains to be determined if the surface tension term can be ne-
glected in a micromodel. The first term on the right hand side is a
particle density term which shows that if a lightweight bed mate-
rial is used, the particle size in the model will be larger than in the
prototype. The second term is the Shields parameter that is
present in almost all movable bed model criteria and defines the
amount of movement of sediment. The third term (p,/p) is often
ignored because density effects are addressed in the first and sec-
ond terms of the right side of the equation. The fourth term on the
right hand side, D/R, is the relative roughness that is rarely equal
in model and prototype of sand bed streams and is often assumed
to have negligible effects on model results. However, Ettema et
al. (1998) have shown significant scale effects of D/R on bridge
pier scour. The fifth term on the right side is the aspect ratio that
is another term that can rarely be maintained the same in MBM
and prototype of sand bed rivers.

Three techniques have been used in MBM (and are used in the
micromodel) to increase model Reynolds number and sediment
mobility in the model and, in some MBMs, to achieve equal
Shields parameter in model and prototype. In the Shields param-
eter, the water density p is fixed, prototype sediment density p, is
relatively constant, and the model particle size D cannot be scaled
down due to particle cohesion problems and will be roughly the
same in model and prototype when dealing with sand bed alluvial
streams. Therefore, if the model Shields parameter is to be in-
creased or made equal to the prototype, the only parameters that
can be varied in the model are p,, R, and i. Adjustment of these
three parameters has led to three techniques often used jointly in
MBMs as follows.

1. Lightweight sediment. Minimum specific gravity of MBM
sediment has been about 1.05 but sediment this light has to
be carefully handled and model flooding and startup are dif-
ficult. Walnut shells having a specific gravity of 1.3 have
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been used. Coal having a specific gravity of 1.3 is common.
A wide range of plastics are available. ASCE (2000) de-
scribes some of the various sediment types used in MBM.

2. Vertical scale distortion. Vertical scale distortion is the sec-
ond technique used to achieve correct sediment movement.
Vertical scale distortion results in attempting to model a pro-
totype channel with a model that has an aspect ratio (width/
depth) that is less than the prototype. Jaeggi (1986) con-
cludes that morphological processes are highly dependent on
the aspect ratio and that a distorted model should be avoided.
Glazik (1984) stated that distortion should be avoided in
movable bed river models but that a value of 1.5 (ratio of
model horizontal scale to vertical scale) provided adequate
results. Suga (1973) reports that distortions used in his labo-
ratory’s MBM studies were 5 or less and concludes that dis-
tortion should not be used when scour depth and location are
the main subjects. Foster (1975) presented cross section plots
of velocity from a model with a distortion of 3 and an un-
distorted model of the St. Lawrence River. Foster concluded
“The velocities in the distorted model shifted several hun-
dred feet (prototype) toward the outside of the bend from
those in the undistorted model.” Channel width in this
reach was 360-460 m (1,200—1,500 ft). Zimmerman and
Kennedy (1978) conducted research on curved channels to
determine the transverse bed slope in bends and concluded
distorted models can be used if distortion is limited to no
more than 2 or 3. ASCE (2000) suggests a limit of 6. While
these previous studies consider distortion to be a necessary
evil and have recommended limitations, application of re-
gime theory to MBM requires distortion.

3. Increased model slope. Increased model slope is the third
technique used to achieve correct sediment movement. This
leads to a Froude number in the model that is greater than
that of the prototype, which then raises concerns about the
ability of the model to reproduce flow patterns. Einstein and
Chien (1955) allow some exaggeration of model Froude
number but do not recommend a limit. In an example pre-
sented by Gujar (1981), a Froude number exaggeration of
F../F,=2.5 was classified as large whereas 1.67 was classi-
fied as acceptable. Latteux (1986) reported that a Froude
number exaggeration of 2.5 was unsatisfactory but 2.2 pro-
vided acceptable results. Vollmers (1986) used Froude num-
ber exaggeration of 1.4 in the MBM of the Elbe estuary,
which had a vertical scale distortion of 8. Froude number
exaggeration is based on the concept that the Froude number
has limited significance for low values typical of alluvial
streams. A problem arises when the Froude number is exag-
gerated to the point where it is no longer insignificant in the
model.

Calibration versus Validation and Base Test

The terms calibration and validation must be defined as used
herein. Based on ASCE (2000), “Model calibration is the tuning
of the model to reproduce a single known event. Tuning the
model to reproduce the prototype behavior in this event does not
ensure that the model will reproduce different or future events.
However, if the model cannot reproduce a known event, little
confidence can be maintained that the model will reproduce future
events.” Vernon-Harcourt [in Freeman (1929)] used the validation
concept in which he calibrated his model until it reproduced a
known prototype condition. He then tested the model against a



different set of prototype boundary conditions (validation) to see
if it could reproduce these known changes. If satisfactory in the
validation, Vernon-Harcourt then declared the model ready for
prediction. The same validation concept is used herein to evaluate
predictive/screening capability of the micromodel.

The micromodel uses the concept of a base test in which the
calibrated model is run with a hydrograph and the resulting
bathymetry and flow patterns are referred to as the base test. All
plans/project alternatives are run with the same base test hy-
drograph and all plan results are compared to the base test results.
Changes from base test results to plan results are assumed indica-
tive of what changes will occur in the prototype. The use of a base
test may reduce the required accuracy of the model somewhat but
there should be some resemblance of model predictions to what
occurs in the prototype.

Types of Physical Movable Bed Models

Graf (1971) categorizes MBMs as rational models that are semi-
quantitative and empirical models that are qualitative. The Graf
categories generally correspond to the degree to which the Eq. (1)
parameters are equal in model and prototype.

Rational Movable Bed Models

Graf (1971) credits Einstein and Chien (1955) with development
of the rational method of MBMs. Yalin (1965) and de Vries and
van der Zwaard (1975) also developed methods that fall under
Graf’s category of a rational MBM. The rational method is simply
a more rigorous adherence to the similarity criteria in Eq. (1) and
generally requires large models to apply the method. Rational
models are characterized by low vertical scale distortion, low
Froude number exaggeration, and equality of Shields parameters
in model and prototype.

Empirical Movable Bed Models

Graf’s second category, empirical MBMs, places less reliance on
similarity requirements and allows greater relaxation of the Eq.
(1) parameters. Warnock (1949) states, “Instead of arranging the
various hydraulic forces involved to meet definite requirements
laid down in any law of similitude, the successful prosecution of
a movable-bed model study requires that the combined action of
the hydraulic forces bring about similitude with respect to the
all-important phenomenon of bed movement, which is the essence
of this type of model study.” Although less rigorous than the
rational MBM, most empirical models attempt to limit vertical
scale distortion and Froude number exaggeration. Empirical
MBMs have a Shields parameter that is generally less than the
prototype that is required in order to limit model size, vertical
scale distortion, and Froude number exaggeration. Empirical
MBMs previously used at the Engineering Research and Devel-
opment Center (ERDC, formerly Waterways Experiment Station)
employed coal as the model bed material and had a model Shields
parameter of less than 0.1, whereas the prototypes being studied
had Shields parameters in excess of 1. Glazik and Schinke (1986)
describe MBM experience using a model Shields parameter sig-
nificantly less than the prototype. Due to the importance of the
equality of the Shields parameter in the model and prototype,
empirical models are generally limited to assessing bathymetric
response.

Other Movable Bed Models

Some MBMs do not fit into the two categories delineated by Graf
(1971). Freeman (1929) discusses early studies by Reynolds and
Vernon-Harcourt, which were similar to the empirical model but
used Froude scale velocities and simulated water levels in models
with large vertical scale distortions. Reynolds conducted a study
of the Mersey estuary in England in a model with a vertical dis-
tortion of 27.

Pertinent Features of the Micromodel

Micromodel Description and Operation

Gaines and Maynord (2001) provide details of the design and
operation of the micromodel and only a brief summary is pre-
sented herein. Past micromodel studies have selected horizontal
scales so that the modeled reach will fit on a standard 0.9-m-wide
by 1.9-m-long flume table that is equipped with a recirculating
pump, sump, and regulating valves. Sediment is recirculated in
the micromodel. Horizontal scales range up to 1:20,000 and mini-
mum model channel widths of 4 cm are employed in the main
channel and lesser model widths in side channels or tributaries.
The model banks are cut vertically and the channel is filled with
granular plastic that ranges in size from 0.25 to 1.2 mm and has a
specific gravity of 1.48. Some recent experiments have explored
using lower density model sediment. The downstream end of the
channel has a fixed free overfall. Islands are simulated with solid
boundaries and vertical banks in the model. After having prob-
lems of exaggerated scour with solid river training structures typi-
cally found in MBMs, river training structures in the micromodel
such as dikes or bendway weirs are represented by pervious steel
mesh having 3 X 3 mm? openings. A typical micromodel is shown
in Fig. 1.

In the calibration process, the micromodel bed is not pre-
molded to a specific bed condition as done in other types of
MBMs. Calibration of the model begins with selection of the high
and low flow used to simulate the effects of the variable hy-
drograph in the prototype. High flow is based on a visual assess-
ment of both the amount of sediment movement and the energy
level in the model. Low flow is based on the model producing a
slight amount of sediment movement. Model hydrograph cycle
times have ranged from 1.8 to 6 min with 3 to 5 min being typi-
cal. To assess whether the model is calibrated, the model is run
for numerous hydrograph cycles until the bed reaches equilib-
rium. The model is surveyed using an innovative laser profiler
and the model bathymetry is compared to the trends of available
prototype surveys. If the trends are replicated in the model, the
model is declared calibrated and ready for screening alternatives.
If the trends are not replicated in the model, adjustments are made
to one or more of the following: (1) flume table slope; (2) amount
of sediment in the model; (3) size, shape, and elevation of the
fixed free overfall at the downstream end; (4) inflow baffling; (5)
discharge hydrograph; and (6) vertical scale and datum. Various
vertical scales and vertical datum are used to convert model
bathymetry to corresponding prototype numbers throughout the
calibration process to achieve the best agreement of model and
prototype bathymetry.

Micromodel Contrasted with Previous Movable Bed
Models

Of the two Graf (1971) categories, the micromodel is closest to
the empirical MBM category. While similarity laws are not fol-
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Fig. 1. Micromodel of Vicksburg Front, Mississippi River.
Micromodel scale=1:14,400 horizontal, 1:1,200 vertical.

lowed closely in empirical MBMs, there are definite differences

between the micromodel and most previous empirical models as

follows.

1. Small size. The micromodel is one to two orders of magni-
tude smaller than most empirical models. Model channel
widths are as low as 4 cm. Model channel depths as low as
1 cm are an order of magnitude less than the minimum of
10 cm recommended in Gujar (1981). No requirements for
minimum Reynolds number are used in the micromodel. The
small model depths result in large distortion of relative
roughness.

2. Large vertical scale distortion. With a few exceptions, distor-
tion ratios used in the micromodel are at least twice that in
most empirical models. Micromodels commonly use distor-
tions of 8 to 15.

3. No correspondence of stage in micromodel and prototype.
Most empirical models relate stage to a corresponding stage
in the prototype.

4. Low stages run in micromodel. Typical alluvial streams have
dominant or channel forming discharges that are roughly at a
bank-full stage. Maximum stages in the micromodel are
about 2/3 of bank full.

5. Calibration of micromodel based on equilibrium bed. Previ-
ous MBMs conduct calibration by starting with a known bed
configuration, running representations of the subsequent
stage and discharge hydrographs, and comparing the ending
bed topography in model and prototype (Franco 1978). The
micromodel starts with an unmolded bed, runs a generic hy-
drograph for many repetitions until the bed reaches equilib-

346 / JOURNAL OF HYDRAULIC ENGINEERING © ASCE / APRIL 2006

rium, and compares the equilibrium bed to as many proto-
type hydrographic surveys as possible to see if the correct
trends are reproduced.

6. The small size of the micromodel and the relatively heavy
(heavy for plastic) bed material (specific gravity 1.48) results
in steep slopes in the micromodel. Water-surface slopes of
the few micromodels that have been measured are about 1%.
Steep slopes result in significant exaggeration of the Froude
number. Froude numbers in the two micromodel studies
where appropriate measurements were taken, are 2.7 and 3.7
times the prototype Froude number.

7.  Model sediment, when scaled to prototype dimensions using
a typical vertical scale, is 0.6—1.2 m in diameter.

8. No similarity of friction in the micromodel. Even with the
large exaggeration of the relative roughness, the large distor-
tion in the micromodel results in the model being too
smooth, which is typical of highly distorted models. This
smoothness is possibly the reason the micromodel cannot be
used to simulate high stages.

9. Micromodel uses porous dikes to solve the exaggerated scour
problems around dikes that occur in distorted models.

10. Due to short duration hydrographs, no bed molding, and au-
tomated bathymetry measurement, the micromodel can
evaluate an enormous number of conditions in a short period
of time.

The most significant differences in the micromodel compared
to empirical models are small size, large vertical scale distortion,
large Froude number/slope distortion, and no correspondence of
stages. These differences place the micromodel in the third cat-
egory of “other” in addition to rational and empirical models.
Rational models are designed and operated with similarity con-
siderations and only small deviations are allowed. Empirical mod-
els often do not follow similarity criteria, but the manner in which
they are operated results in the existence of significant but limited
deviations from similarity criteria. In like manner, the operation
of micromodels results in even larger departures from similarity
criteria.

Proposed Uses of the Micromodel

The categorization of micromodel and other MBM capabilities
can be dealt with in a variety of ways. One option is to categorize
based on structure type such as bendway weirs versus traditional
dikes. Another option is to categorize based on problem type such
as minimization of maintenance dredging in the main navigation
channel versus rehabilitation of side channels for environmental
enhancement. Ettema (2001) differentiates MBMs based on the
degree of freedom of lateral movement, with micromodels of a
long constriction having a greater chance of success than those in
which lateral movement of the thalweg is relatively unrestricted.

The categorization adopted herein is based on the categorization

developed in CCS (ASCE 2004) as follows.

1. Demonstration, education, and communication. This includes
demonstration of river engineering concepts including the
generic effects of structures placed in the river.

2. Screening tool for alternatives to reduce maintenance and
dredging of the navigation channel. Failure to perform as
predicted would not be damaging to the overall project or
endanger human life.

3. Screening tool for alternatives of channel and navigation
alignments. This category does not include navigable bridge
approaches. Failure to perform as predicted would not be



damaging to the overall project or endanger human life.

4. Screening tool for environmental evaluation of river modifi-
cations, side channel modifications, notches in dikes, etc.
Failure to perform as predicted would not be damaging to the
overall project or endanger human life.

5. Screening tool for major navigation problems, around struc-
tures such as lock approaches, bridge approaches, conflu-
ences, etc. Failure to perform as predicted could be damaging
to the overall project or endanger human life.

For category 1, the micromodel has proven to be useful and
beneficial as a demonstration, education, and communication tool,
and the developers have presented a valuable tool to the profes-
sion. Many of the benefits of the micromodel to the river engi-
neering process have been a result of its value in demonstration,
education, and communication. The micromodel has allowed di-
verse groups to reach a consensus on controversial projects. All
parties in this evaluation agreed that the micromodel is effective
for demonstration, education, and communication. A demonstra-
tion tool shows the generic effects of a river training structure
such as traditional contracting dike causing a shoaling area to
reduce or a redirection of the currents and no specific dimensions
are attached to the dike characteristics or the observations from
the micromodel.

Categories 2-5 require greater capability than a demonstration
tool. Any conclusions about the screening capabilities of the mi-
cromodel should answer the following three questions: (1) What
is a screening tool? (2) What does it take to show any model is a
screening tool? (3) What facts show the micromodel is a screen-
ing tool? A screening tool is able to identify likely or unlikely
solutions or rank/compare alternatives. Screening tools are used
to discard some alternatives and select others for further study.
Some view a screening tool as quantitative relative to model in-
puts like dike length, elevation, location, orientation, etc. Others
view a screening tool as completely qualitative with model inputs
such as dike characteristics having little or no quantitative signifi-
cance. A screening tool does not always predict the correct trends
but should be correct some or most of the time. A screening tool
is different from a demonstration tool because it crosses the
threshold between nonprediction and prediction or, stated other-
wise, the threshold between telling the user information he/she
might not have known. To show that any model is a screening
tool requires a modest record of an approximate prediction of
trends that occurred in the prototype.

The CCS concluded that screening in categories 2—4 can be
based on analysis of both bathymetry and surface flow patterns
but screening for category 5 can only be based on bathymetry
because surface flow patterns are not considered adequate for
category 5 problems. This CCS criterion is a major limitation for
category 5 problems because this writer has not seen a category 5
problem that could be addressed without analysis of surface flow
patterns.

Model/Prototype Comparisons

General

The previous discussion shows that the micromodel is operated
with large differences from similarity principles. The remaining
question is whether these differences are significant. This writer
presents model-prototype comparisons to address this question of
significance. Although the primary question is whether the micro-
model can predict prototype response in a calibrated model, the

LONGITUDINAL DIKE
CONSTRUCTED IN 1998

A NEW
MADRID BAR

Fig. 2. Schematic of New Madrid, Mississippi River. Micromodel
scale=1:19,000 horizontal, 1:1,200 vertical.

ability of the micromodel to be adequately calibrated, i.e. repli-
cate existing conditions, is the only information available in many
micromodel studies. The reports from previous micromodel stud-
ies were evaluated to determine the ability of the micromodel
regarding both calibration and prediction but the selected com-
parisons focus on projects that provide insight into the predictive
capabilities of the micromodel. Some of the project comparisons
were selected because those projects have been cited as evidence
of micromodel success. Other micromodels achieved reasonable
calibrations while some did not. These other micromodels are not
discussed herein because these models did not provide informa-
tion on predictive capabilities and because of page limitations in
this paper.

New Madrid, Mississippi River

The New Madrid, Mississippi River micromodel study (Davinroy
1996) was conducted to develop a structural solution to repetitive
maintenance dredging in the main navigation channel. The cali-
bration has large departures in depth within the problem area
compared to the prototype. Fig. 2 shows the channel schematic
and the location of cross section AA about one channel width
upstream of New Madrid Bar. Section AA is the location of some
of the structures used in alternative tests. As shown in Fig. 3,
scour reached an elevation of about 21 m below the low water
reference plane (LWRP) in the prototype compared to 6 m below
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Fig. 3. Prototype and micromodel cross sections at New Madrid
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Fig. 4. Schematic of the Mouth of the White River, Mississippi
River. Micromodel scale=1:12,000 horizontal, 1:1,200 vertical.

the LWRP in the calibrated model. The LWRP is the stage in the
Mississippi River that is exceeded about 97% of the time. The
channel cross section area below LWRP=0.0 is roughly 1/3 of
bank-full cross section area. The bank-full stage is about 9—10 m
above the LWRP. The New Madrid study also provides informa-
tion on prediction. The longitudinal dike shown in Fig. 2 was
constructed in 1998. The longitudinal dike was studied in the
1996 micromodel study but was not one of the two recommended
plans. The 1996 report stated that tests with a longitudinal dike
indicated (1) slight channel deepening and (2) the navigation
channel narrowed approximately 120 m. Subsequent prototype
experience with a similar longitudinal dike in place has shown
reduced dredging and an increase in the width of the navigation
channel. While the project appears to be successful, the micro-
model did not predict the trends of the prototype.

Mouth of the White River

The primary objective of the Mouth of the White River (MOWR)
study (Gordon et al. 1998) was to evaluate design alternatives that
would provide improved conditions for navigation near the
MOWR (Fig. 4). The MOWR study involved navigation condi-
tions at the confluence of two navigable rivers, the Mississippi
and White Rivers. The micromodel calibration test comparison
with the prototype was satisfactory upstream of the mouth, but at
and downstream of the mouth, the model bathymetry differed
significantly from the prototype. Fig. 5 shows the hydraulic depth
(area/top width) at the LWRP along the reach. Differences in
hydraulic depth in the calibration are up to 10 m at Range 19. Fig.
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Fig. 5. Hydraulic depth at Mouth of the White River
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Fig. 6. Cross section at the Mouth of the White River, Range 17

6 shows a cross section plot from the calibration at about Range
17 where the bed of the micromodel is up to 15 m higher than the
average of 4 years of relatively consistent prototype survey data.
The MOWR study is pertinent to this evaluation because (1) the
micromodel procedure allows many attempts at calibration; (2)
4 years of prototype data used for calibration were relatively con-
sistent; and (3) the best calibration was unsatisfactory. In addition
to large differences in the calibration, the micromodel plan closest
to the plan constructed in the prototype had top elevation of the
bendway weirs at elevation —4.6 m LWRP compared to an aver-
age elevation of —7.6 m LWRP as surveyed in the prototype. The
difference in calibration and in the bendway weir elevations
means that the Mouth of the White River provides little informa-
tion about the predictive capabilities of the micromodel.

Vicksburg Front

The Vicksburg Front comparison addresses the validity of
bathymetry trends and surface currents in a calibrated micro-
model and does not provide any information on prediction/
validation. Maynord (2002) presents results of a comparison of
surface currents in the Vicksburg Front micromodel and the pro-
totype. Confetti streaks and particle image velocimetry (PIV)
were used to determine surface velocities in the Vicksburg Front
micromodel. Recording global positioning system (GPS) units
used in differential mode were placed on surface floats in the
bend of the Mississippi River at Vicksburg, Mississippi. The GPS
floats were placed at various locations across the channel up-
stream of the bend at Vicksburg and retrieved at the lower end of
the bend. The average stage in the river during the 4-day mea-
surement period and the stage in the micromodel were almost
identical. Fig. 7 shows a schematic of the Vicksburg bend and the
location of a cross section at river mile 439.5 where velocities
were compared from the GPS prototype and the PIV micromodel.
Fig. 8 shows the cross section velocity plot from the micromodel
and prototype. Velocities in the micromodel were converted to
prototype using the square root of the vertical scale ratio that is
the ratio typically applicable to distorted models. The plot shows
the exaggeration of velocity that is typical of MBMs. In this case
the exaggeration is large, about 3.7 times the Froude scale veloci-
ties. The plot also shows velocities in the micromodel are con-
centrated on the left descending bankline when compared to the
prototype data. The concentration of flow on the left bank in the
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Fig. 7. Schematic of Vicksburg Front, Mississippi River.
Micromodel scale=1:14,400 horizontal, 1:1,200 vertical.

micromodel is consistent with the incorrect sediment deposition
in the micromodel along the right bank at river mile 437.5 that
does not occur in the prototype.

Kate Aubrey

The Kate Aubrey reach of the Mississippi River has experienced
shoaling problems that required repeated dredging. Two micro-
models of the Kate Aubrey reach were constructed as part of the
USACE micromodel evaluation to validate or test predictive ca-
pability. The Kate Aubrey models were a major component of the
team evaluation. The two micromodels included a traditional size
micromodel having a 1:16,000 horizontal scale and 1:900 vertical
scale and a larger (2 X) micromodel having a 1:8,000 horizontal
scale and 1:600 vertical scale. Both micromodels were calibrated
to 1975 and 1976 bathymetry. The predicted micromodel bathym-
etry was compared to the 1998 bathymetry (Fig. 9) and was not
similar to the prototype in both the 1:8,000 (Fig. 10) and 1:16,000
(Fig. 11) micromodels. The problem area is centered at about mile
791-792. Extensive dredging was conducted in this reach in 1988
and may have contributed to some of the differences between
model and prototype. However, the high flows during the mid-
1990s would likely minimize the effects of dredging ten years
earlier in 1988 and the dredging impacts would not show up in
the 1998 bathymetry. The Kate Aubrey comparisons leads to the
conclusion that a micromodel can be calibrated yet not be vali-
dated and thus, cannot be used for prediction of alternative
effects.
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Fig. 8. Prototype GPS and micromodel velocities at Vicksburg Front
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Fig. 9. Kate Aubrey, Mississippi River, 1998 prototype bathymetry.
Flow from right to left.

Bolter’s Bar

The Bolter’s Bar micromodel study was conducted to evaluate
alternatives to alleviate dredging in the main channel without ad-
versely affecting side channels. A schematic of the reach with the
dikes that were present in 1997-1998 is shown in Fig. 12. The
dredging problem was primarily between river miles 225 and 226.
Fig. 13 shows the plan constructed in the prototype in 2002 that
includes four chevron dikes on the right side of the navigation
channel between river miles 225 and 226, a longitudinal dike on
the right bank at river mile 226, and raising and notching the
existing closure dike. The four left bank dikes between river miles
226 and 225.4 were removed from the micromodel but remain in
the prototype. Little is known about the characteristics of the left
bank dikes. The micromodelers have stated they believe the left
bank dikes have little impact on the bathymetry. Since the 2002
construction of the improvement plan, dredging has been reduced
in the reach and survey data show an improved navigation chan-
nel through the problem dredging reach. However, the difference
in model and prototype because of the left bank dikes and the
limited time since construction make it difficult to evaluate this
validation/prediction.

Lock and Dam 24

The Lock and Dam 24 micromodel was conducted to evaluate
means of reducing outdraft. Outdraft results from the cross cur-
rents in the upstream lock approach that cause a tow to move
toward the dam rather than into the lock (Fig. 14). Outdraft is a
dangerous condition at many locks and dams and has resulted in
numerous accidents. The guardwall in the Lock and Dam 24 mi-
cromodel was solid but the guardwall in the prototype was ported
which means that it has openings at the bottom to pass flow out of

—3 = ELEVATION iN M BELOW MLLW

Fig. 10. Kate Aubrey, Mississippi River, 1:8,000 micromodel
prediction of 1998 conditions. Flow from right to left. Upper end of
model at mile 803.
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Fig. 11. Kate Aubrey, Mississippi River, 1:16,000 micromodel
prediction of 1998 conditions. Flow from right to left. Upper end of
model at mile 803.

the lock approach. A solid guardwall was used in the micromodel
to represent a worst case and because the guardwall ports often
clog with debris. The currents behind the guardwall in the predic-
tion of the micromodel did not agree with the currents measured
in the prototype. The micromodel showed slackwater just up-
stream of the area between the upper end of the guardwall and the
bank. The prototype showed significant currents in this area. This
raises two possibilities. If the ports were clogged at the time of
prototype measurement, the model predicted incorrect currents. If
the ports were open during prototype measurement, the difference
in guardwall configuration could explain all or part of the differ-
ence in flow patterns and the Lock and Dam 24 comparison pro-
vides no information about the predictive capabilities of the
micromodel.

Comparison of Micromodel and ERDC Coal Bed
Models

In addition to the Kate Aubrey micromodels built and studied by
the evaluation team, another major portion was an evaluation of
micromodels relative to coal bed models previously used at
ERDC. This component of the evaluation began with the objec-
tive of using comparison of model and prototype cross section
areas, channel widths, and other bathymetric parameters to deter-
mine if a MBM was calibrated rather than using the subjective/
visual comparisons that have been used traditionally. Several

1000 M
SCALE

MAIN CHANNEL

Fig. 12. Schematic of Bolter’s Bar, Mississippi River, without
project. Micromodel scale=1:9,600 horizontal, 1:600 vertical. Upper
end of model at mile 231.5.

1000 M
SCALE

MAIN CHANNEL

Fig. 13. Schematic of Bolter’s Bar, Mississippi River, with project.
Micromodel scale=1:9,600 horizontal, 1:600 vertical. Upper end of
model at mile 231.5.

modelers were skeptical about quantifying whether a model was
calibrated.

The techniques developed for determining calibration were
also used to compare the coal-bed model and the micromodel. For
example, the ratio of difference in model and prototype cross
section area to cross section area in the prototype was determined
for each cross section. A mean squared error (MSE) measure of
dispersion of the data was defined as the square of this ratio for
each cross section that was averaged over the length of the model
(except for entrance and exit reaches). For cross sectional area,
the MSE for 16 coal bed models ranged from 0.014 to 0.33 with
an overall average MSE for all models of 0.12. The MSE for area
in 14 micromodels ranged from 0.024 to 0.456 with an overall
average MSE for all models of 0.16. The MSE for area in the
MOWR micromodel discussed previously was 0.16. An MSE of
0.16 for area means that prototype and model area differed by an
average of 40% of the prototype area over the length of the
model. Other bathymetric parameters used in the comparison
were (1) thalweg location had overall MSE=0.11 in the coal bed
and 0.05 in the micromodel; (2) width had the same overall
MSE=0.06; and (3) hydraulic depth had overall MSE=0.09 in the
coal bed and 0.14 in the micromodel. Because of limited proto-
type data, the bathymetry parameters were evaluated at an eleva-
tion of 0.0 LWRP that is a low stage. Consequently, these error
measures are somewhat larger than would be the case had data
been available at higher stages. An LWRP of 0.0 is significant for
navigation purposes because it roughly corresponds to the width
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Fig. 14. Schematic of Lock 24 outdraft at upstream lock approach on
Mississippi River. Micromodel scale=1:9,600 horizontal, 1:600
vertical. Dimension “A” in micromodel is about 0.8 cm versus a
prototype distance of about 80 m.
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of the navigable portion of the channel. With the exception of one

model (Kate Aubrey), the comparison micromodels were all dif-

ferent projects than the comparison coal-bed models. Gaines

(2002) used similar geometric techniques with only the Kate

Aubrey coal-bed and micromodels and concluded that “There-

fore, there is no advantage in using the larger scale models

(coal-bed models) to evaluate river training structures over the

small-scale models (micromodels).” This writer does not place

significant weight on the comparison of coal-bed models and mi-

cromodels because of the following.

1. The comparison was based on calibration only. As stated in
ASCE (2000), calibration does not ensure the model will
predict. As stated previously, the micromodel is significantly
different from previous empirical models like the ERDC
coal-bed models and equivalency based only on calibration is
not valid.

2. The adjustment of vertical scale and vertical datum in the
calibration process should insure that reach averaged values
will be close in micromodel and prototype. To a lesser extent,
this same factor is true in the coal bed model because of
other adjustments.

Basis of Unsatisfactory Calibration and Validation

Why are the previous calibrations and validations (predictions) of
micromodels unsatisfactory? Some of the differences can be at-
tributed to variability and uncertainty in the prototype bathymetry
data. The large relaxations in similarity criteria must also be a
primary factor. Ettema and Muste (2004) conducted scale effect
fixed-bed flume experiments and found that thalweg alignment
and extent of separation around spur dikes do not scale with
model length scale for a range of small models. Ettema and May-
nord (2002) note that in hydraulic models, the usual causes of
scale effects are (1) large length scales; (2) distortion of vertical
scale relative to horizontal scale; (3) inflation of bed sediment
size; and (4) amplification of channel slope. All of these scale
effect causes are present in the micromodel as discussed previ-
ously. In addition to these four causes, the micromodel does not
have correspondence of stage in model and prototype. Since all
four causes plus the stage issue are present in the micromodel and
there are unknown interactions, it is not possible to state which
specific causes are responsible for the differences in model and
prototype shown previously. At the small dimensions of flow in
the micromodel, Reynolds and Weber numbers are sufficiently
different than at full scale as to influence flow behavior and dis-
tribution (Ettema 2001). Froude number exaggerations up to 3.7
and vertical scale distortion up to 20 are likely causes of poor
agreement of lateral velocity distribution and thus bathymetry in
the model. Struiksma and Klaasen (1987) report scale effect prob-
lems resulting from exaggerations in Froude number and from
bed roughness not being reproduced. Ettema (2001) and Ettema
and Muste (2002) conclude that micromodels can be useful in
situations where the thalweg is constrained to only vertical move-
ment such as in a long constriction. In cases where the thalweg
can move laterally, model utility diminishes quickly.

Is the Micromodel Capable of Quantitative Inputs?
Quantitative inputs describe dikes or other river engineering

structures by their length, elevation, location, etc. River engineer-
ing often uses contraction of the channel to achieve a desired

navigation channel. The amount of contraction of a proposed plan
and thus dike characteristics cannot be specified when the water
levels and thus the channel area are not modeled. The effective-
ness of a dike cannot be assumed equal in model and prototype
when the model velocities are roughly 2.7 to 3.7 times higher than
scaling by Froude criteria. While the porous dikes used in the
micromodel have some significant advantages, they have not been
shown to address the problems of incorrect water level and high
velocities regarding quantitative inputs.

Conclusions and Recommended Capabilities
and Limitations

The micromodel, because of its small size and large deviations
from similarity considerations, is different from previous MBMs
and does not fit into either of Graf’s categories of empirical or
rational models. In addition to its size being as small as 4 cm
channel width, large vertical scale distortion, large Froude num-
ber exaggeration, and no correspondence of stage in model and
prototype, place the micromodel in a category by itself.

The micromodel is effective for demonstration, education, and
communication and the developers have provided a valuable tool
to the profession.

The disagreement over the micromodel concerns screening ca-
pability and can best be resolved by answering the following
three questions: (1) What is a screening tool? (2) What does it
take to show any model is a screening tool? (3) What facts show
the micromodel is a screening tool? A screening tool is able to
identify likely or unlikely solutions or rank/compare alternatives.
A screening tool is used for prediction in order to eliminate some
alternatives and keep others for further study. To show that any
model is a screening tool requires a modest record of prediction
of the approximate trends that occurred in the prototype. The
pertinent facts regarding screening capability in the micromodel
are as follows.

1. The two Kate Aubrey models provided unsatisfactory predic-
tions of bathymetry.

2. The New Madrid micromodel predicted narrowing of navi-
gation channel but widening occurred in the prototype. New
Madrid is one of the examples of a successful project not
being a successful model-prototype comparison.

3. Bolter’s Bar appears to come closest to a successful predic-
tion but the comparison has uncertainty because the left bank
dikes are present in the prototype and not present in the
micromodel prediction.

4. The calibrated Vicksburg Front model had velocity and sedi-
mentation trends that did not agree with the prototype.

5. No prediction evidence is provided by the Mouth of the
White River micromodel because the calibration differs
greatly from the prototype and the bendway weirs have a
different elevation in model and prototype.

6. Predicted model velocities did not agree with the prototype at
Lock and Dam 24. Depending on whether the guardwall
ports were clogged during the time of prototype measure-
ment, the micromodel predictions were either incorrect or
can be explained by the difference in micromodel and proto-
type ports.

7. The micromodel achieves calibration similar to coal-bed
models used at ERDC based on bathymetric parameters av-
eraged over most of the length of the model. Data were not
available to evaluate prediction using these same parameters.

8. The large departures from similarity principles in the micro-
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model and no correspondence of water level in the micro-
model and prototype are of concern.

This writer found successful projects that had been micromod-
eled but looked for micromodel-prototype comparisons that had
(1) a reasonable calibration; (2) about the same river engineering
structures constructed in the prototype that were tested in the
model; and (3) a prediction of the correct trends in the prototype.
The evidence is not overwhelming (because there are relatively
few studies providing information on prediction) but shows a lack
of predictive capability. Based on the lack of predictive evidence,
the micromodel should be limited to demonstration, education,
and communication for which it is effective and useful. This con-
clusion differs from the CCS (ASCE 2004) report that concluded
screening capability for all but category 5 problems.

Quantitative inputs have little significance in the micromodel
because the water level is not correct and the velocities are 2.7 to
3.7 times greater than given by Froude scaling.

Screening for category 5 studies that are complex and where
human life or the overall project are at risk such as navigation
near structures, bridge approaches, and confluences is of particu-
lar importance to this evaluator. In this writer’s opinion, the mi-
cromodel should not be used for category 5 problems. This con-
clusion is consistent with the recommendations of the CCS
(ASCE 2004) for category 5 problems.
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Notation

The following symbols are used in this paper:
B = channel width;

D = particle size;

F,, = Froude number in model;

F, = Froude number in prototype;

g = gravitational acceleration;

i = slope;

R = hydraulic radius;

v = kinematic viscosity;

p = water density;

p, = particle density; and

o = surface tension.
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