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Abstract: Drought forecasting is a vital task for sustainable development and water resource manage-
ment. Emerging machine learning techniques could be used to develop precise drought forecasting
models. However, they need to be explicit and simple enough to secure their implementation in
practice. This article introduces a novel explicit model, called multi-objective multi-gene genetic
programming (MOMGGP), for meteorological drought forecasting that addresses both the accu-
racy and simplicity of the model applied. The proposed model considers two objective functions:
(i) root mean square error and (ii) expressional complexity during its evolution. While the former
is used to increase the model accuracy at the training phase, the latter is assigned to decrease the
model complexity and achieve parsimony conditions. The model evolution and verification pro-
cedure were demonstrated using the standardized precipitation index obtained for Burdur City,
Turkey. The comparison with benchmark genetic programming (GP) and multi-gene genetic pro-
gramming (MGGP) models showed that MOMGGP provides the same forecasting accuracy with
more parsimony conditions. Thus, it is suggested to utilize the model for practical meteorological
drought forecasting.

Keywords: drought; SPI; multi-objective optimization; evolutionary modelling; Burdur

1. Introduction

Droughts are characterized by a prolonged period of below-average precipitation in a
specific geographic region [1]. They have become increasingly prevalent in many regions
owing to a global warming-induced increase in temperature and decrease in precipitation.
Their adverse impacts on different disciplines, such as water resources, agriculture, ecology,
and others, have been reported in recent studies [2—4]. Hence, it is a priority to monitor
and forecast droughts to preserve sustainable watershed management and socioeconomic
development. Accordingly, numerous studies have been conducted for drought modeling
and forecasting in recent decades. To this end, different modeling and forecasting methods,
such as time series analysis (e.g., [5-7]), regression techniques [8-10], and classification

Water 2023, 15, 3602. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/w15203602

https://www.mdpi.com/journal /water


https://doi.org/10.3390/w15203602
https://doi.org/10.3390/w15203602
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/water
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2257-1878
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2769-106X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5848-8593
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2203-4549
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6762-8885
https://doi.org/10.3390/w15203602
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/water
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/w15203602?type=check_update&version=3

Water 2023, 15, 3602

20f13

approaches [11-13], have been used. For example, Han et al. [5] demonstrated that an
autoregressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) method can be applied to predict
droughts in northwest China using remote sensing data. Similarly, Moghimi et al. [7]
implemented ARIMA to model and forecast seasonal drought in the south of Iran. Belayneh
et al. [8] developed wavelet-based artificial neural networks (ANN) and support vector
regression models for long-term drought forecasts in the Awash River Basin, Ethiopia. The
authors showed that the hybrid machine learning (ML) techniques outperform ARIMA
in their study area. A set of ML techniques, including multivariate adaptive regression
splines, least square support vector machine, and M5-Tree models, were used by [10] to
model and forecast meteorological drought in eastern Australia. The study concluded
that the ML models’ accuracy varies significantly according to geographic and seasonal
features of drought indicators. Thus, the models may show different performances at
different locations. Combining decision tree (DT) classification approaches with ANN,
Vidyarthi and Jain [12] examined knowledge extraction from a meteorological drought time
series in Gangetic West Bengal. The results showed that the ANN technique is suitable for
one-month-ahead drought forecasting, and the rules extracted can be easily implemented
as a drought forecasting tool. More recently, DT, genetic programming (GP), and gradient
boosting DT (GBT) techniques were utilized by [13] for one-month-ahead prediction of
meteorological drought classes in Ankara and Antalya, Turkey. The results showed that
DT suffers from high variance and low generalization ability. The GBT outperformed its
counterparts in both areas studied.

Several recent papers have also been conducted to review the statistical methods and
ML techniques used in drought forecasting [14-16] and summarize the associated chal-
lenges and prospects [11,17]. Overall, the relevant literature proved that drought forecasting
is a challenging task due to highly stochastic patterns existing in their representative indices.
While a classic time-series analysis method or an ad hoc ML technique fails to accurately
identify underlying patterns, particularly for long-term forecasts, the hybrid /ensemble ML
models were preferred to do the task, indicating that there is always room for additional
improvement [18,19]. Our review of the hydrological applications of ML revealed that
most of the available studies have focused on increasing the forecasting accuracy, which is
given less or even no attention to the rising complexity due to hybridization via adding an
external optimization technique or assembling different ML techniques. Although such
attempts may yield highly accurate prediction models, their extreme complexity could be a
substantial obstacle to their implementation in practice. Practitioners who are interested in
the use of prediction models undoubtedly prefer simpler algorithms.

Inspired by the recent improvements in multi-objective optimization theory [20-22],
we aimed to develop an explicit parsimonious model to be employed for meteorological
drought (hereafter MD) forecasting. The task was accomplished considering a well-known
drought index: the Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI). The study presents a novel
multi-objective model based on a state-of-the-art multi-gene genetic programming (MGGP)
technique called MOMGGP, which employs Pareto front optimization theory to rank
potential solutions based on their accuracy and simplicity. The Pareto diagram plots
individual programs’ expressional complexity [23] vs. their error metric. To the best of the
author’s knowledge, this is the first study attempting to introduce a parsimonious solution
for MD prediction. The proposed model was trained and verified using data from the
Burdur meteorological station in Turkey. Cross-validation was also conducted with regard
to well-documented monotonical GP and multi-objective GP (MOGP) techniques.

The rest of the article is organized as follows: Section 2 elaborates on the baseline
methods and the proposed methodology; the study areas and collected data/indices are
described in Section 3; the attained results are discussed in Section 4; Section 5 highlights
the concluding remarks with regard to the future.
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2. Study Area and Data Collection

The study area is the city of Burdur (Lat: 37.72, Lon: 30.29) in the Mediterranean
region of Turkey. The study area is located close to the Burdur Lake basin (Figure 1), which
is one of the richest regions of Turkey in terms of surface and groundwater sources [24].
However, the increasing need for water due to widespread irrigated agricultural activities
and decreasing seasonal precipitation causes drought in Burdur. The effect of the drought
in the region is clearly observed in Burdur Lake, which is fed by groundwater, seasonal
rainfall, and intermittent streams, such as Bozgay, Ulupinar, and Kegiborlu, discharging
into the lake. Burdur Lake has been shrinking rapidly since the 1980s. With the drought
experienced in the region in recent years, the ponds built on the streams discharging into
Burdur Lake and the wells opened for agricultural irrigation have accelerated the decrease
in the lake level. To meet the drinking water shortage in the province, recent attempts to
divert the water supply from neighboring provinces are seen.

A Meteorology station
i (:_3 Burdur Lake Watershed

®  Settiements

20 km 9|

Figure 1. Burdur Saline Lake basin in southwest Turkey.

The meteorological station is located 957 m above sea level and receives about 420 mm
of precipitation annually. According to long-term observations, the minimum temperature
in Burdur was determined as —16.7 °C in January and the maximum temperature was
41.0 °C in July and August. During the past five decades, several moderate, severe,
and extreme drought events have been reported for the study area [25]. As previously
mentioned, the long-term observed precipitation data during the period from 1971 to 2021
at the station was used to calculate the SPI-6 time series (Figure 2). The data was gathered
from the Turkish State Meteorological Service, and their quality was controlled before the
SPI calculations.
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Figure 2. The SPI-6 time series was calculated using historical precipitation records at the observatory
station in Burdur, Turkey.

As mentioned, 70% (30%) of the data was used to train (test) the evolved models. Both
the training and testing subsets are representative of the entire data set, as is clear in Table 1.
Although the SPI series is intrinsically unitless standardized data, our test runs showed the
use of min—-max normalization yields in more accurate forecasts. Thus, both the training
and testing subsets were rescaled in the range from 0.0 to 1.0 during the models’ evolution.

Table 1. Statistical characteristics of the SPI-6 series attained at Burdur station during the 1971-2021
period.

Station Dataset Mean Min Max SD *
Entire 0.00 —291 2.65 1.005
Burdur Training 0.02 —-291 2.65 0.987
Testing —0.04 —2.58 2.20 1.046

* SD: standard deviation.

3. Methods
3.1. The Standardized Precipitation Index

In this study, the SPI was used to track MD over a 6-month time frame. The underlying
reason for selecting SPI-6 is that a medium-term accumulation period is more appropriate
for measuring drought impacts on soil moisture and, thus, could be considered as both
a meteorological and an agricultural drought signal. The SPI is widely used in the water
resources engineering community for MD monitoring and prediction. The mathematical
steps behind the SPI calculation on various timescales have been documented in many
resources (e.g., [26]), and is commonly calculated using total monthly precipitation. First,
a suitable distribution model (usually gamma function) is fitted to the precipitation time
series and then transformed into a normal (Gaussian) distribution. Drought states are
then categorized as listed in Table 2. The Drought Indices Calculator (DrinC) software
(version 1.7) developed at the National Technical University of Athens was used to calculate
the SPI in this study.

Table 2. Classifications of drought states with the aid of the SPI [26].

State Threshold

No drought 0.0 < SPI
Mild drought —1.0<SPI <0.0
Moderate drought —-15<SPI<—-1.0
Severe drought —-20<SPI<-15

Extreme drought SPI < —-2.0
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3.2. Overview of GP and MGGP

GP is an evolutionary ML technique that provides explicit and interpretable regression
models [27]. Since early 2000, it has been applied in numerous hydrological prediction
and forecasting studies as a robust grey box model (e.g., [28,29]). A standard GP model,
aka monotonic GP, has a single tree structure (gene) comprising a root node, inner nodes,
and terminal nodes (Figure 2). The nodes are connected via branches representing a
mathematical expression known as a solution tree. For instance, Figure 3 illustrates a gene
with a maximum depth of seven, a root node of multiplication function, and three variables
(i.e., inputs: x1, x3, x3). Inner nodes are randomly filled by a user-defined function (here,
Log, sin, cos, addition, subtraction, and addition). Terminal nodes are those that only can
assign a variable or a constant value (here, a random value equal to 0.213). Overall, the
gene expresses Equation (1) in the tree form.

N

[Log|  [Sin |
|
[Cos |  [Cos |
L+ | [Cos|
[ x| [ = | [0213]

Figure 3. An example of a standard GP tree.

y = Log(cos(x3 + cosx; — sinx,)) x sin(cos(cos 0.213)) 1)

To detect the relationship between inputs/targets, the GP algorithm starts with a
random generation of the initial population of GP trees (known as potential solutions).
The training process is based on reducing the error between the estimated and actual
target values by adjusting the trees” shape and elements through crossover, mutation,
and reproduction operators. The best solution is commonly selected among the top three
models ranked according to their accuracy. Inasmuch as the GP structure is updated at
each generation, it is less likely to get stuck in the local optimum. In this study, the GPdot-
Net V-5 software [30] was used to model the SPI series based on training the associated
historical data.

Multi-gene genetic programming (MGGP) is a new advancement of GP, so that each
initial population member /potential solution consists of multiple genes. As expressed in
Equation (2), the best solution is attained by a linear sum of weighted single genes plus a
noise term (ap) (Danandeh Mehr and Safari 2021).

y = ag +a1Genel + ayGene2 + . .. + a;Genei (2)

where the index i denotes the maximum number of GP trees (genes) assigned by the modeler
to solve a desired problem. The coefficients as, ay, ..., a; are the regression coefficients
commonly calculated using the least-square optimization technique. Figure 4 illustrates
a multi-gene solution with three genes and the maximum depth of three evolved using
three input variables (i.e., x1, xp, x3). Overall, the multi-gene model can be mathematically
expressed by Equation (3). Eray et al. [31] demonstrated that the multi-gene GP algorithm has
the potential ability to produce accurate and relatively low-depth solutions for hydrological
simulations. In this study, GPTIPS [32], the MGGP toolbox, was used to develop multi-gene



Water 2023, 15, 3602 60f13

SPI estimation models. For more details on the monotonic GP and MGGP algorithms, and the
review of their applications to solve engineering problems, the reader is referred to [30].

Figure 4. An example of an MGGP solution with tree genes.

5in0.861 024613 )
=a X|———— | +a ———— | +a3| Expxy X 0.702). 3
= (ﬁExp O.861> 2<0.746+x1 s(Exprz ) 3)

3.3. State-of-the-Art MOMGGP Algorithm

Figure 5 illustrates the proposed evolutionary MOMGGP modeling procedure for
the automatic prediction of SPI with a month’s lead time. The process comprises three
modules: (i) the data preprocessing module, in which the SPI datasets are reshaped into
inputs/output format to be suitable for supervised learning algorithms. To this end, a
sliding window method was utilized to create potential predictors for the associated label
series. Here, 12 lags (i.e., previous time steps) are considered as the potential features
and the current time step is considered as the label. Then, a GP/MGGP engine is run to
attain the best symbolic regression models between the inputs and the target series. The
evolutionary search algorithm of GP/MGGP is used as the input selection criterion to
remove redundant lags that may impede the subsequent calculations and lead any ML
regressor to more complicated models [33].

SPI;

SPI:;
i=1,2, .12

Sliding Window JJW\’LW
MOMGGP l

model : v ¥
Training dataset Validation
(70%) dataset (30%)
i
:
E . >
Z L ThL'P
‘ 1 it
/c -
QUANTITY OF ITEM 1 MGGP %

Pareto front

Figure 5. Schematic view of the proposed MOMGGP model.

In the next module, the input/target series are split into train and test datasets. Here,
the first 70% (the last 30%) of the data were used to train (test) the GP/MGGP models. In the
last module, the multi-objective MGGP (MOMGGP) models are developed through a trade-
off analysis between expressional complexity and model accuracy of MGGP solutions after
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500 generations. Finally, a Pareto front plot of the potential MGGP solutions is depicted to
select a parsimonious model.

To determine the degree of the complexity of a GP/MGGP model with a given maximum
number of genes, the expressional complexity measure [23] was used. For example, Figure 6
illustrates a GP model possessing 4 depths, 12 nodes, and an expressional complexity of 40.

exp

mult3 l
[ I |
EFEJ mult3 I mult3 '
[ | | |

) o) 2] ) () (1) )

Figure 6. An example of the GP model possessing an expressional complexity of 40.

3.4. Performance Evaluation

In addition to graphical comparisons, two statistical measures were used to evaluate
the performance of the models: the root mean square error (RMSE) and Nash Sutcliffe
coefficient (NSE), as described below:

" (SPI. —SPI,)?
" (SPI. — SPI,)>

NSE=1-— [Zlnl( : ’“)2 )
" (SPI. —SPI,)

where 1 denotes the count of months used for the training and testing phases; SPI., SPIp,
and SPI. denote the observed and predicted values of the SPI and its mean value.

The RMSE shows the difference between the predicted value and the calculated SPI
values, which have a value between (0, +o0), and values closer to zero indicate a higher
accuracy of the forecasting model. The NSE is a dimensionless and normal parameter
sensitive to limit values and takes values between (—oo, 1].

4. Results and Discussion

In this study, the SPI-6 series, which represents water balance conditions over the
past 6 months, was calculated for the meteorological station using 50 years of historical
precipitation records (1971-2021). The frequency of the dry spells observed (i.e., SPI-6 < 0.0)
at the station revealed 295 dry events with a long-term mean of —0.81; this indicates that
the station has a mild drought condition in general.

The Best GP, MGGP, and MOMGGP Solutions

GPdotNET-V5 and GPTIPS-V2 software were used to develop a monotonic GP (i.e.,
a single tree solution) and MGGP (i.e., a multiple tree solution) model, respectively. The
main modeling attributes considered in the study are itemized below.

e RMSE was applied as the objective function in both tools. The smaller the RMSE, the
better the forecasting accuracy;

e  arithmetic operations (+, —, X, and /), exponential function (Exp), three argument
addition multiplication, square, and trigonometric functions (including sin and cos)
with the same selection probability were used as arbitrary functions;

e SPIlags (from lag 1 to lag 12) together with a set of random numbers in the range of
—10 to 10 were used in the terminal set;

e  the maximum tree depth for GP and MGGP solution was set to nine and four, respectively;
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(a)

Fitness Value

1000

the maximum number of genes for MGGP solution was set to five,
ramped half and half initialization of individuals with the population size of 300 at
each run were used;

e the run is configured to proceed for 500 generations or to terminate when a fitness
(RMSE) of 0.002 is achieved.

The results of the initial GP/MGGP runs showed that the searching algorithm tends
to converge quickly to an optimal solution, which presumably is the local optima. This
implies that GP/MGGP deals with the highly stochastic data sets. Thus, a higher value of
mutation rate (20%) was applied in the complementary runs. Thus, more diverse genetic
materials were evolved at each evolution and, therefore, the GP/MGGP could overcome
the problem of overfitting on the training dataset.

Figure 7 displays the summary of the accuracy measure of the monotonic GP models
and gene expression of the best model attained for the month-ahead SPI-6 forecasting in
Burdur. This figure also includes the average of all solutions (see Figure 7a) that evolved
at each generation during the training period. It indicates that the initial models have
weak accuracy; however, relatively accurate models are created quickly after 20 gener-
ations. The average of all models catches the maximum accuracy after approximately
80 evolutions. Thus, additional evolution (here up to 250) may increase the best model
accuracy insignificantly.

900

800 +

700 A

600

500 +

— Maximum
—— Average

400

, , ; ,
50 100 ) 150 200 250
Evolution

add3

I
[ =] sat] [ = | [aae] add3 [(acaz |

=101 == (=] ] o] (= [ =1[=1[]

I I
Le J = Jle - Jl=]0=] /
= 10-] =101

Figure 7. (a) Summary of the GP runs and (b) the best GP model developed for month-ahead SPI-6
forecasting at the Burdur meteorological station.

The tree expression of the best GP model (See Figure 7b) demonstrates a highly
nonlinear and complex model containing 48 nodes. However, the model suffers from
subtrees that do not affect fitness. In the GP, such subtrees, so-called introns, occur naturally
and can be trivially simplified without modifying the solution’s operation. In Figure 7b,
the red dashed area shows an intron that can be replaced with 0.0. Equation (4) expresses
the best simplified GP model mathematically.

SPI; = sin(x12  +(0.683((x6 — x7) 4+ x7.x2.x11.(x5 — x7)

x54++/x114-x7 6)
+0.181) (x114x6+x4)+(x2.x9.x5+x1) +x8+x2+sin (% ) )
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Tree 1

where x1 to x12 represents SPI;_15 to SPI;_1, respectively.

Figure 8 illustrates the best MGGP solution and gene weights attained for the SPI
forecasting at the Burdur station. Each individual gene contains five levels. The gene weight
denotes the significance degree of the associated gene with respect to its contribution to the
model fitness. Since the genes are linearly combined in MGGP, low-weight genes (here, #2
and #4) could be ignored when a parsimonious solution is the goal. In analogy to the nature
of precipitation, the low-performance genes at the station may represent those light rainfall
events that are less effective in the total monthly precipitation value. Like the monotonic
GP evolution, a summary of the accuracy measure of the MGGP that evolved indicates
that the initial models have weak accuracy; however, relatively accurate models are created
after 150 generations.

Tree 2 Tree 3

nodes = 8 depth = 4 complexity = 25 nodes = 17 depth = 4 complexity = 55 nodes = 12 depth = 4 complexity = 35

cos plus add3

plus add3 mult3 X412 sin add3
[ ]

04611 J xg J

XsJ 75.321J1.1142 xg | [xe | x11 | x12| 4112] xg X4 X12 Xq2 | | X7
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[ 1 [ ] /;'J—‘
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Generation
Figure 8. Multi-gene expression and gene weights of the best MGGP model developed for month-
ahead SPI forecasting at Burdur. The xi (i=1, 2, ..., and 12) is the normalized lagged SPI vectors used

to forecast the normalized SPI.

Table 3 lists the accuracy results of the best GP and MGGP models. While the MGGP
outperformed GP during the training period, both showed more or less the same accuracy
in the unseen testing datasets. Therefore, it can be concluded that either a monotonic
or a multi-gene strategy may put forward similar forecasting accuracy. However, the
programs are of different structural and expressional complexity that reveal a requirement
for additional attention when a modeler selects the best model. Comparing the models’
inputs, we also observed that the best models were constructed with different inputs. While
1-, 2-, 5-, 6-, 7-, and 12-month lags (i.e., six input vectors) are significant predictors in MGGP,
the best GP was built using 1-, 2-, 5-, 6-, 7-, 8-, 9-, 11-, and 12-month lags (i.e., nine inputs).
Increasing the number of input vectors in the GP could be considered as another complexity
measure that has been neglected in the present study.

Table 3. The performance metrics of the applied predictive models at each station.

Training Testing
Models Complexity RMSE NSE RMSE NSE
GP 190 0.550 0.689 0.548 0.726
MGGP 195 0.504 0.740 0.555 0.717
MOGGP 128 0.522 0.721 0.542 0.731

According to both models” complexity and accuracy metrics, the MGGP provides a
better solution to its counterparts, and therefore, it was selected as the baseline model
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to evolve the multi-objective programs. To attain the MOMGGP model that represents a
parsimonious solution, Pareto-front plots of the evolved MGGP population are presented
in Figure 9, as explained in Section 3.3. The Figure illustrates the forecasting error (1-NSE)
of the models (i.e., blue dots) on the vertical axis against its complexity on the horizontal
axis. The green dots represent the Pareto-front members, and the red-circled element is
the most accurate model. Therefore, the modeler could select a parsimonious model via a
trade-off among the Pareto-front members. Here, we selected the brown-circled member as
the parsimonious model (i.e., Pareto-optimal MOMGGP), and the associated multi-gene
model, which are depicted in Figure 10. The Figure shows that the multi-objective solution
contains 4 genes with a total expressional complexity of 128. The parsimonious model
showed not only less complexity but also higher accuracy in the testing period (see Table 3).

1 T T T T T T —&
Population models = 300

09 =
08 .
0.7 -

06 @ L o o0 4

03 © .....\' m"l.. 7

021 7

01r 1

0 L L L L L L L
60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200 220

Expressional complexity

Figure 9. The Pareto-front plot of the 300 generated MGGP models in terms of their forecasting error
and expressional complexity.
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Figure 10. Multi-gene expression and gene weights of the proposed MOMGGP model developed for
month-ahead SPI forecasting in Burdur. The xi (i=1, 2, 3, ...,12) is the normalized lagged SPI vectors
used to forecast normalized SPI.

To further investigate the performance of the MOMGGP model, the observed and
predicted monthly SPI time series, as well as their scatter plots in both training and testing
periods, are depicted in Figure 11. According to the time series plots, the MOMMGP model
can capture the periodic behavior of the observed SPI series. However, it underestimates



Water 2023, 15, 3602

110f13

-

SPI

-

—2

both extreme wet and extreme dry events. This point is of paramount importance when
the aim is to forecast extreme events.
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Figure 11. Observed and predicted monthly SPI-6 time series and their scatter plots in the training
(upper panels) and testing (lower panels) datasets.

According to the results, the proposed parsimonious evolutionary model was found
effective for short-term drought forecasting. This finding agrees with the study by Danan-
deh Mehr and Nourani [23], in which the Pareto-optimal GP model was suggested for
rainfall-runoff prediction. Previous studies on the application of evolutionary models for
drought forecasting have shown that any model with an NSE measure of greater than 0.7
in the testing period could be considered a satisfactory model [34,35]. This proves the
appropriateness of the MOOGP to be applied in practice. Compared to earlier ML-based
drought forecasting studies, our review showed the particular use of hybrid models for MD
forecasting [36,37]. However, the proposed model remains in the category of standalone
ML models, as no external optimization or preprocessing technique was employed. This
is the other perfection in the proposed model that encourages its application in practice.
Despite the superior performance of the MOMGGP over GP and MGGP, our study showed
noticeable limitations in attaining an ideal forecast (i.e., NSE > 0.9). This is clearly due to
the high nonlinear characteristics of the SPI series that make its predictability hard [37]. The
relevant literature showed that data preprocessing techniques such as wavelet or variational
mode decomposition may increase the accuracy of vanilla models [18,33]. However, their
inclusion in the modeling process increases the solution’s complexity markedly. Further
studies are required to quantify the hybrid models” complexity that is raised through the
decomposition process.

The evolved MGGP models” complexity was limited to two structural measures.
However, in the ML field, both the size and nonlinearity of the models refer to the model
complexity [38]. To apply more parsimony pressure, future studies may consider additional
functional complexity measures in the multi-objective optimization stage. Inasmuch as the
proposed MOMGGP model was trained and tested solely for the Burdur station, the point
forecasts cannot be transferred to locations far from the weather station. Following [39,40],
topographic, meteorologic, and other environmental attributes, together with SPI forecasts
at all stations available in the basin, could be utilized to develop a spatial distribution
map of the SPI across the study area. In ungauged catchments, multi-source precipitation
products could be used for SPI monitoring and prediction [41].
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5. Conclusions

In this study, a new vanilla model, namely MOMGGP, was introduced for 1-month
ahead forecasts of an SPI series in Burdur, Turkey. Gauge-measured precipitation data was
used to attain an SPI-6 series and use it for training and validation of the new and baseline
models. The proposed approach combines the Pareto-front optimization theory with a
multi-gene GP concept that yields a parsimonious evolutionary model. In the proposed
approach, the best prediction model is selected not only based on its accuracy but also
on its simplicity. Indeed, the MOMGGTP is a stepwise explicit model that could be used
for practical application. Our results demonstrate that the proposed model provides a
prediction accuracy of 0.721 and 0.731, respectively, in terms of NSE in the training and
testing periods. This is an acceptable range for any MD prediction model. Comparing the
benchmark models, the MOMGGP decreased the model complexity by up to 30%. As the
goal of monotonic GP is commonly optimizing a single program, our results show that
the model complexity increases dramatically after initial evolutions. This point must be
considered in all GP-based hydrological models.
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