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The Yangtze River dominates the drainage of eastern Asia, yet the processes that control erosionwithin the basin
are obscure, making the interpretation of the detritus record difficult. In this studywe used U–Pb dating of zircon
grains from themodernmain stream andmajor tributaries to identify the sources of sediment production, based
on the diversity of zircon ages associated with the different tectonic blocks over which the Yangtze flows. We
demonstrate that tributaries in the central part of the catchment are the most important in supplying sand-
sized sediment to themain stream, i.e., theHanjiang, Xiangjiang and Jialingjiang, aswell as along themain stream
(Jinshajiang) between Panzhihua and Yibin. Surprisingly, the rivers draining the eastern edge of the Tibetan pla-
teau do not appear to dominate the modern budget, despite their tectonic activity and steep topography.
Sediment-productive drainages have high specific stream power (because of significant rainfall as well as
steep topography), but are also the locations of early human settlement and agriculture. We suggest that it is
the combination of high specific streampower and anthropogenic disruption to the landscape that facilitates sed-
iment supply to the main stream. Because of zircon transport times spanning thousands of years reworking dur-
ing early to late Neolithic settlement, may be more important than recent farming in controlling the zircon
population of the river sands. Our sediment-transport framework explains the discrepancy between sediment
sources identified by zircon dating and the strong sediment production in the upper reaches favored by studies
of fine-grained sediment or cosmogenic isotopes applied to quartz grains.

© 2014 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Erosion and sediment-mass transport is an integral part of the pro-
cess of recycling of continental crust. Rocks are eroded from mountain
belts into sedimentary deposits on continental margins where they
may be involved again in the plate tectonic cycle as that ocean basin
closes to form another generation of mountains. Erosion is a fundamen-
tal process in shaping planet Earth, as well as playing a role in control-
ling global sea-level and average crustal thicknesses (Whitehead and
Clift, 2009). Erosion is moreover a fundamental step in driving chemical
weathering,whichhas been argued to be an important control on global
climate through the drawdown of CO2 in the atmosphere (Raymo and
Ruddiman, 1992; Berner and Berner, 1997).

If we are to understand how topography has evolved and what con-
trols erosion we must first understand river systems and how they de-
rive sediment from the landscape and deliver it to the ocean. In this
study we examine how erosion varies across the Yangtze River basin
(1.8 × 106 km2) of central China (Fig. 1A). The Yangtze is a suitable
place to examine the processes of continental erosion because there is
a large sediment load in this river, ~480 Mt/yr prior to human distur-
bance (Milliman and Syvitski, 1992), and the basin itself is subject to
strong forcing both through tectonic activity, steep landscapes and a
seasonal climate. Thewestern part of the Yangtze basin covers the east-
ern portion of the Tibetan Plateau, the highest plateau on Earth and one
of strong, active rock deformation (Zhang, 2013). Furthermore, the re-
gion is influenced by the summer rains of the Asian monsoon, which
is itself partly controlled by the growth of topography in High Asia
(Prell and Kutzbach, 1992; Molnar et al., 1993; Huber and Goldner,
2012).

The western, high-elevation part of the Yangtze basin tends to be
dry, with more rain toward the east, although we recognize that areas
of stronger precipitation related to orographic rainfall over steep slopes
also exist in locations such as the Sichuan Basin. The strong heterogene-
ity in tectonic activity and in rainfall are two of the reasonswhy erosion
may not be uniform across the Yangtze basin. In this paper we use the
changing zircon populations in the main stream of the Yangtze, as
well as in the major tributaries to determine where the zircon grains
are being contributed to the net flow in large numbers, a method that
depends on the heterogeneity in the zircon age populations of the bed-
rock sources across the drainage. In doing so we reveal how sediment
production varies spatially so that we can then compare patterns of rel-
ative erosion intensity between tributary basins with the different pos-
sible forcing processes to understand which of these is dominant in
generating sediment. Only through understanding where the sediment
is coming from within a large river basin are we able to interpret sedi-
mentary basin and marine sedimentary records in terms of evolving
mountain building, or changing climate onshore.

2. Previous studies

Some data already exist that help us understand the provenance of
sediment in the Yangtze River. Regional sampling of the clay minerals
within the Yangtze indicates that the northern, central parts of the
drainage provide the bulk of the fine-grained sediment in the river
(He et al., 2013b). This result is consistent with Ar–Ar dating of musco-
vite sand grains from the First Bend and the river mouth that indicate
little influence from the Jinshajiang and apparent dominance of sources
north of the Sichuan Basin (Hoang et al., 2010) (Fig. 1A). However, mus-
covite grains are fragile and can be broken during transport so that it is
unclear if the lack of micas from the upper reaches within sands from
the delta really represents a low supply from that region or simply re-
flects the destruction of these grains during transport (Garzanti et al.,
2009). We further note that both clay and muscovite are low-density
minerals, often transported in the suspended load. Consequently,
these data tell us little about the source of the sand and bedload,
which may be composed of generally denser minerals, such as zircon.

Study of the Red River showed that zircon andmicaprovenance budgets
are not always in agreement, reflecting the slower transport of zircon,
different resistance to physical abrasion and chemical weathering, be-
cause of the distinctively different shapes of mica and zircons, and be-
cause of changing erosion patterns (Hoang et al., 2010).

Studies have also been performed on sand-sized grains based on the
major element chemistry and 10Be cosmogenic isotopes in quartz-
dominated sand (Chappell et al., 2006). That study suggested that
~65% of the quartz sand material reaching the ocean is derived from
thewestern parts of the drainage, including the Sichuan Basin, in agree-
ment with heavy mineral studies that showmore sediment production
in the upper reaches (Yang et al., 2009). Quartz has a much lower den-
sity than zircon and is expected to travel more quickly from source to
sink. This and the different time scales of processes producing cosmo-
genic isotopes imply that the Chappell et al. (2006) study provides a
better image of the more recent erosion patterns in the Yangtze Basin
than one focused on zircon. Zircon budgeting need not agree with the
result of heavy mineral studies because zircon is only one minor part
of that entire assemblage and travelsmore slowly to the delta. Chemical
weathering in the lower reaches is effective at reducing the concentra-
tion of mafic heavy minerals, so that it is not surprising that the upper
reaches would be relatively rich in these phases.

In our studywe target zircon grains in the Yangtze. Zircon is substan-
tially denser and chemical resistant and also has potentially long trans-
port times. 5000–10,000 yr was estimated in the Indus River for the
recent past (Clift and Giosan, 2014), which is approximately half the
length of the Yangtze, 3200 km versus 6300 km, so that transport
times in the lower reaches may be even longer and likely spans at
least thousands of years. This means that zircon provenance work may
reflect paleo-erosion patterns that took place under different climatic
conditions and with different patterns and intensity of human settle-
ment. This approach is less likely to be affected by 20th century dam-
ming of the river, which has an immediate impact on the faster
moving mineral species.

3. Geologic and geographic setting

TheYangtzeRiver originates from theTibetan Plateau at an elevation
higher than 5000 m, and reaches the East China Sea after flowing more
than 6300 km. The Yangtze has a catchment area of 1.8 × 106 km2 and
an annual average discharge of ∼9.0 × 1011 m3, based on long-term
(1950–2000) hydrologic observations (Chen et al., 2001; Ding et al.,
2004; Yang et al., 2004a). The river catchment can be divided into five
broad physiographic provinces, including the northeast Tibetan Plateau,
the high mountains of the Longmen Shan and associated ranges, the Si-
chuan Basin, mixed mountain and basin terrains (broadly referred to as
the Three Gorges area), and the eastern lowlands (He et al., 2013b)
(Fig. 1A). Conventionally, the basin is divided into three parts, the
upper, middle and lower reaches. Geographically, the upstream can be
divided into two segments, the Jinshajiang segment and the Chuanjiang
segment (Fig. 1A).

The Yangtze River drainage covers several tectonic units, including
the Qamdo Block, the Songpan–Garze terrane, the Qinling–Dabie oro-
genic belts and the South China Block,which is composed of theYangtze
Craton and the Cathaysia Block. The Yangtze Craton underlies the main
part of the Yangtze River drainage (Fig. 2A). The relative proportions of
different zircon age groups in the bedrock of the different tectonic
blocks drained by the Yangtze River are displayed in Fig. 2B. This allows
us to see the major tributaries and the corresponding tectonic units,
which ultimately affect the zircon age population in each stream.

The Qamdo Block located in the west of the drainage, experienced
five evolutionary phases, which are the formation of Precambrian
crystalline basement and the Early Paleozoic fold basement, the devel-
opment of a volcanic arc to back-arc basin setting in the Late Paleozoic,
the formation of a foreland basin during the Triassic and the evolution of
a strike-slip pull–apart basin in the Cenozoic (Du et al., 1997). The
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Fig. 1. (A) Shaded topographic map showing the major tributaries, the sample locations and the earthquake locations within the Yangtze drainage basin. Topography is from the Shuttle
Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) and earthquake data are from US Geological Survey and National Earthquake Information Center (Ryan et al., 2009), scaled by magnitude N5.0.
Numbers refer to samples that are shown in other figures in this paper. (B) Average annual precipitation for the Yangtze River Basin calculated from calibrated, satellite-derived rainfall
(product TRMM 2B31, see (Bookhagen and Burbank, 2010) for processing details). Numbered boxes relate to sample locations.
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Qamdo Block exposes Cretaceous–Cenozoic granite in the northwest
(Wei et al., 2007; Wu et al., 2007; Jia et al., 2010). The detrital zircon
U–Pb dating in biotite plagioclase gneiss from the block exhibit
four major ranges, which are 2600–2300 Ma, 1700–1400 Ma,
1200–850 Ma and 700–530 Ma (He et al., 2013d) (Fig. 2B). Recent
work by Fei et al. (2013) demonstrated that the Miocene rocks of the
Qamdo Block has similar ages to those found in the Songpan–Garze ter-
rane and to the 229–245 Ma ages from the Triassic Yidun volcanic arc,
which is located in the north of the Qamdo Block (Reid et al., 2007).

The Songpan–Garze terrane lies in the northwest of the Yangtze
catchment. It is bounded by the Yangtze Craton, as well as the North
China and the Qamdo continental blocks (Chen and Wilson, 1996).
This unit is a folded Triassic flysch sedimentary basin, interpreted as
an accretionary complex formed during the closure of a remnant
Paleotethyan oceanic basin (Zhou and Garanham, 1993; Weislogel
et al., 2006). The terrane basement was a stable block before the Paleo-
zoic. Carbonate rocks were deposited during the Carboniferous. In the
Early Permian, the Songpan–Garze terrane was covered by a large area
of mafic volcanic rock, linked to the Emeishan Basalts in the western
Yangtze Craton (Chung and Jahn, 1995; Bruguier et al., 1997). The
Songpan–Garze terrane was affected by the Indosinian orogeny in the
Middle Triassic (Carter and Clift, 2008), duringwhich the flyschwas de-
posited (Xu et al., 1992). Following the closure of Paleotethys, the
Songpan–Garze terrane was influenced by formation of the Longmen
Shan during the Cenozoic (Lan et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2006). The
granite rock ages within the Songpan–Garze terrane are mainly Late
Triassic–Earth Jurassic, and the detrital zircon ages have four age popu-
lations: 250–280 Ma, 400–450 Ma, 1850–1950 Ma and 2400–2500 Ma
(Hu et al., 2005; Weislogel et al., 2006; He et al., 2013c) (Fig. 2B).

The Qinling–Dabie orogenic belt lies to the north of the Yangtze Cra-
ton. Meso-Neoproterozoic orogeny mostly affected this belt, followed
by a Late Paleozoic marine transgression from the direction of the
Songpan–Garze terrane. The belt was strongly affected by orogenic
and magmatic events during the Mesozoic to Cenozoic, especially the
Triassic Indosinian Orogeny (Liu and Zhang, 1999; Zhang et al., 2004;
Carter and Clift, 2008). The major age populations in the Qinling dated
to 205–323 Ma and 400–505 Ma, and zircon U–Pb dating in Dabie pro-
vides consistent ages of 751 Ma for protolith crystallization, and
213–245 Ma and 126–131 Ma for regional metamorphism (Zhao et al.,
2008) (Fig. 2B).

Basement rocks of the Yangtze Craton are rarely exposed. The only
knownArchean basement rocks are the Kongling Complex in the north-
ern part of the Yangtze Craton (Gao et al., 1999). Although Archean de-
trital zircon grains have been reported from the Cathaysia Block, which
is in the southeast of the drainage, no Archean rock has been identified
so far. The oldest crystalline rocks in the Cathaysia Block are 1.9–1.8 Ga
granites (Hu et al., 1991; Gan et al., 1995). Most researchers now accept
that the Yangtze Craton and Cathaysia Block were joined together by
late Neoproterozoic times (Wang et al., 2007; Li et al., 2008; Li et al.,
2009). Neoproterozoic igneous rocks ranging in age from 740 to
1000 Ma are widespread in South China. The Western Yangtze Craton
also comprises rocks with zircon ages of ~260 Ma, which are regarded
as being related with the Emeishan basalt. There are five age popula-
tions in the Cathaysia Block: 2560–2380 Ma, 1930–1520 Ma,
1300–900 Ma, 850–530 Ma and 269–220 Ma (Wan et al., 2007; Yao
et al., 2011) (Fig. 2B).

Zircons can be divided into a number of naturally clustering age
populations that reflect the tectonic evolution of East Asia. We particu-
larly note grains dating at b65 Ma, 100–300 Ma, 300–600 Ma,
600–1000 Ma, 1700–2000 Ma, 2400–2700 Ma, and 3000–3200 Ma. Al-
though grains from many of these groups are found in most tributary
basins the relative balance of the populations changes from tributary
to tributary because of the different geology in each basin.

The Yangtze River basin consists of diverse rock compositions and
strata, including widely distributed carbonate rock, sandstone, volcanic
rocks and gneiss dating from the Archean to the Quaternary (Fig. S1). It

is recognized that zircons are more abundant in acidic magmatic rocks,
siliciclastic sedimentary rocks and their metamorphosed equivalents,
while they are absent from carbonate sedimentary rocks and are only
sparsely found in mafic magmatic rocks. The changing geology along
the main stream and within the major tributaries result in distinct
source rock types. In the upper basin, the drainage consists of Mesozoic
rockswith subordinate upper Paleozoic and Cenozoic rocks. The eastern
Tibetan Plateau ismainly composed of clastic sedimentary rocks, as well
as lesser amounts of carbonate and igneous rock, especially Cenozoic
intermediate-acid intrusive igneous rocks. The middle–lower basins
mostly consist of Paleozoic marine and the Quaternary fluvio-
lacustrine sedimentary rocks, togetherwith intermediate–felsic igneous
rocks, and older metamorphic rocks (Fig. S1).

The Yangtze catchment is located in the humid sub-tropical climate
zone, dominated by the Asian monsoon system, with seasonal alterna-
tion between the warm and wet summer monsoon, and the cold and
dry winter monsoon. However, there are differences in the patterns of
monsoon precipitation between the upper and middle/lower streams
(Fig. 1B; Bookhagen and Burbank (2010)). Annual precipitation tends
to decreasewestward frommore than 2000mmin the eastern lowlands
to about 700mm in the Sichuan Basin, and less than 400mm in eastern
Tibet (Yang et al., 2004b).

4. Samples and methods

We collected 25 sand samples from the Yangtze River drainage dur-
ing seasons of low river levels in 2008 and 2009. The sampling sites in-
clude 15 locations along the main stream and 10 from the major
tributaries, covering the whole drainage (Fig. 1A, Table 1). Samples
were taken from deposits within the channel such as mid-channel
bars, lateral bars and point bars.Most of our riverbed samplesweremix-
tures of sub-samples taken from several points around each sampling
site in an attempt to get representative material from the channel at
each point. We collected samples near the confluence between the
trunk stream and tributaries, two samples in the mainstream above
and below the confluence and one in the tributary, avoiding cities,
dams and other sources of possible contamination.

Zircons were extracted from the bulk sediments by conventional
heavy liquid and magnetic separation techniques, N1000 zircon grains
were picked out from each sample and about 200 grains for each were

Table 1
Geographic locations of surface sediments in the Yangtze River drainage basin.

No. Sample Longitude Latitude

1 Tuotuohe 91°5′9.20″ 34°17′43.30″
2 Shigu 99°58′52.00″ 26°52′14.00″
3 Panzhihua-1 101°29′25.80″ 26°35′16.20″
4 Yalongjiang 101°49′16.20″ 26°46′2.40″
5 Panzhihua-2 101°49′13.80″ 26°35′28.80″
6 Daduhe 103°45′42.00″ 29°33′16.00″
7 Minjiang-1 103°45′18.00″ 29°37′28.00″
8 Minjiang-2 104°35′9.00″ 28°47′4.80″
9 Yibin 104°41′26.40″ 28°47′0.00″
10 Jialingjiang 106°29′1.80″ 29°33′22.80″
11 Chongqing 106°37′0.60″ 29°37′11.40″
12 Wujiang 107°23′33.80″ 29°36′20.80″
13 Fuling 107°24′37.20″ 29°44′8.40″
14 Yichang 111°18′43.70″ 30°39′49.50″
15 Yueyang-1 112°55′7.60″ 29°32′49.50″
16 Yuanjiang 111°41′11.20″ 29° 1′25.90″
17 Xiangjiang 112°56′55.20″ 28° 8′51.60″
18 Yueyang-2 113°11′27.30″ 29°29′28.50″
19 Hanjiang 113°25′57.80″ 30°23′33.50″
20 Wuhan 114°25′32.90″ 30°40′19.10″
21 Ganjiang 115°51′21.50″ 28°38′57.90″
22 Hukou 116°18′26.80″ 29°46′3.10″
23 Datong 117°37′41.20″ 30°46′26.60″
24 Nanjing 118°44′40.10″ 32° 6′47.40″
25 Changxing Island 121°58′45.00″ 31°11′16.00″
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randomly selected under a binocular microscope. The grains were then
mounted in epoxy disks and polished to expose their cores. Themounts
were photographed in transmitted and reflected light in order to iden-
tify grains for analysis. In order to determine the internal structures of
zircons and to identify the potential target sites for U–Pb dating,
cathode-luminescence (CL) images were acquired by a Mono CL3+
(Gatan, U.S.A.) attached to a scanning electron microscope (Quanta
400 FEG) at the State Key Laboratory of Continental Dynamics, North-
west University, Xi'an. U–Pb dating analyses were performed on
polished grain mounts by laser ablation-inductively coupled plasma
mass spectrometry (LA-ICP-MS) at the State Key Laboratory of Mineral
Deposits Research, Nanjing University, China, using an Agilent 7500a
ICP-MS coupled to a New Wave 213 nm laser ablation system with an
in-house sample cell. A spot size of 18–25 μm and a 5 Hz repetition
rate were used for analyses. All U–Th–Pb isotope measurements
were calibrated by using zircon standard GJ-1, with a 206Pb/238U age of
601 ± 12 Ma. Accuracy was controlled by the zircon “Mud Tank”
standard with an age of 735 ± 12 Ma (Black and Gulson, 1978). The
U–Th–Pb method and data acquisition parameters are given by
Jackson et al. (2004) and Griffin et al. (2004). Isotopic ratios were calcu-
lated by using GLITTER (ver 4.0)with the common Pb correction carried
out following the method of Andersen (2002). The age calculations and
plotting of concordia diagrams were performed by using Isoplot (ver
3.0) (Ludwig, 2003). We follow the convention of Compston et al.
(1992) in using 206Pb/238U ages for zircons younger than 1.0 Ga and
207Pb/206Pb ages for grains older than 1.0 Ga. We further filtered our
data to use only dates from zircons older than 1Ga that are b10% discor-
dant and b20% for grains younger than 1 Ga. A sample set of around 100
grains is considered generally a minimum for characterizing sand erod-
ed from a geologically complicated drainage basin (Vermeesch, 2004).

5. Results

The U–Pb ages from each of the considered samples were published
byHe et al. (2013a) and one sample is also shown in Table S1. The spec-
trum of grain cooling ages are displayed by using the Kernel Density Es-
timation (KDE) method of Vermeesch (2012), which plots the detrital
ages as a set of Gaussian distributions, but does not explicitly take into
account the analytical uncertainties. Vermeesch argues that this is a
more statistically robustmethod than probability density plots for iden-
tifying the relative abundance of detrital ages when the number of
grains and analytical precision are both high. This method allows the
age ranges and abundances of the different age populations to be graph-
ically assessed and different samples are more easily compared.

The overall age patterns for main stream and major tributaries are
plotted in Figs. 3 and 4. The range of ages seen in the zircon sand grains
is remarkably consistent throughout the samples analyzed in that the
same age groups are found in many of the samples. In particular,
we see a grouping of grains younger than 65 Ma, 100–300 Ma,
300–600 Ma, 600–1000 Ma, 1700–2000 Ma and 2400–2700 Ma, as
well as a rare group dating at 3000–3200 Ma. Most of the zircon sand
grains dated fall within one of these age ranges.

Within themain stream, there is evolution in the relative abundance
of these different groups going downstream. At Tuotuohe (#1), at the
river's origin, the youngest group is relatively abundant (17%; Table 2)
although there are zircons from all the groups present even in this up-
permost part of the river. Going downstreamwe see a clear change be-
tween Shigu (#2) and Panzhihua-1 (#3) where there is a significant
decrease in the abundance of grains younger than 500Ma and amarked
increase in the population dating at 1700–2000 Ma (Fig. 3, Table 2).
Grains younger than 200 Ma form an insignificant part of the load
downstream of Panzhihua-2 (#5). At Yibin (#9) there is also a signifi-
cant change in that the proportion of the youngest three groups reduces
further,while the abundance of 600–1000Magrains increases to amax-
imum (48%). We also see a sharp decrease in the relative abundance of
1700–2000 Ma at this point in the stream (3%). However, downstream

of Yibin (#9) the proportion of 1700–2000 Ma grains increases and
grains dating at 400–500 Ma almost disappear entirely. There is also a
minority population within the range 2400–2600 Ma, accounting for
3% at Yibin (#9) and 6% at Chongqing (#11; Fig. 3).

Downstream of Yueyang (#15,18) there is a progressive increase in
the proportion of grains dating at 100–300Ma and at 600–1000Ma. The
sample from Yueyang-2 (#18) shows a very prominent peak at
400–500 Ma, although this is lost going downstream as a result of dilu-
tion by new sediment. 400–500Ma grains are visible as a significantmi-
nority population at Nanjing (#24), but are insignificant by the time the
river reaches the ocean. The lower half of the stream is relatively stable
compared to the upper reaches and there is especially little change
downstream of Hukou (#22). The stability of the age spectrum suggests
that notmuch new sediment joins the river downstreamof this point, or
that if sediment is being sourced to the river then this is of a composi-
tion that is indistinguishable from that delivered from further upstream,
and is likely reworked from the flood plains.

The tributaries show significant variability between each other,
reflecting the changing nature of the bedrock. In the Yalongjiang (#4)
we see a strong dominance of zircon dating at around 780 Ma (Fig. 4),
which is a common peak found throughout the tributaries, although it
is weak in the Xiangjiang (#17) and the Ganjiang (#21). None of the
tributaries show significant numbers of grains younger than 200 Ma.
However, all the tributary samples have grains dating 100–300 Ma, al-
though these are relatively scarce in the Yalongjiang (#4) (13%),
Wujiang (#12) (7%), and Yuanjiang (#16) (13%) (Fig. 4, Table 2). Grains
dating at 400–500 Ma are particularly abundant in the Xiangjiang
(#17), Hanjiang (#19) and in the Ganjiang (#21) but are otherwise rel-
atively rare within the system. Grains dating at 1700–2000Ma are very
abundant within the Jialingjiang (#10) (24%) and in theWujiang (#12)
(34%), despite being only a small minority in most of the other tribu-
taries (Table 2). The oldest significant age population (2400–2700 Ma)
is also common in the Jialingjiang (#10) (19%) and in the Wujiang
(#12) (26%), as well as forming a significant minority in the Yuanjiang
(#16) (23%). Significant differences between the major tributaries
mean that their addition to the mainstream should make a significant
difference to the bulk composition of the river sediment if the input
from each tributary is volumetrically important.

It is our ability to identify mixing between the main stream and the
different tributaries based on the unique character of zircon U–Pb age
population of each tributary that allows us to gauge the relative influ-
ence of each tributary in controlling the total flux of sediment into the
Yangtze. Because the range of zircon crystallization ages is different in
each stream the impact of that tributary on the net flux can be resolved
by seeing how the combined flow changes downstream of each
confluence.

6. Discussion

6.1. Zircon bedrock ages

We now compare the age of the zircons in the rivers with those in
the potential source rocks in order to identify which ones dominate
and thus what controls erosion. We consider a number of possible con-
trolling processes but cannot readily address all possible influences, in-
cluding the role of particles in channel incision, changes in channel
width, and storminess (or precipitation intensity rather than just
mean annual estimates). Care needs to be taken when comparing bed-
rock and detrital age data because recent work by Yang et al. (2012)
based on analysis of floodplain sediments from the mainstream and
tenmajor tributaries of the Yangtze River revealed that younger zircons
were larger or more variable in size than the older grains, indicating the
potential influence of hydrodynamic fractionation on zircon size and
age. No specific grain size information was collected as part of this
study but sand grains larger than 50 μm across and usually less than
150 μm dominated the data set. Yang et al. (2012) concluded that the
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63–125 μm size fraction yielded almost the same age population as
the bulk population of zircons. As a result our analyses are broadly
representative of the total flux in the river. Grains smaller than
50 μm are not readily analyzed using the LA-ICP-MS method and
the size of grains considered in this study is generally consistent

from sample to sample and we argue that we can exclude grain
size as a bias in our conclusions.

Fig. 2A shows that there is a clear heterogeneity in the age of zircon
crystallization across the Yangtze basin. The youngest grains dominate
those terrains in the upper part of the catchment, in particular the
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Qamdo Block, almost 30% of which is composed of grains younger than
65Ma, while the neighboring Songpan–Garze does not have a significant
population from the Cenozoic, but is dominated by 100–300 Ma and
300–600 Ma grains. Zircons of 100–300 Ma age also represent about
one quarter of the bedrock within the Western Yangtze Craton itself
and almost half of the bedrock within the Qinling–Dabie Orogenic Belt.
Bedrock generally becomes older from west to east with the oldest zir-
cons being relatively abundant in the Southeast of the Yangtze Craton
(Fig. 2A). The Cathaysia Block is particularly noteworthy in comprising
more than 50% grains that are older than 1700 Ma and between 600
and1000Ma.Within the Yangtze Craton itselfwe see a significant change
from the west where around one quarter of the total zircon population
dates at 100–300 Ma to the northeast where older grains are much
more abundant. In that area and in the central southern part of the craton
we see that ~35–40% of the total population is older than 1700 Ma.

Our compilation of existing bedrock zircon data (Fig. 2B) explains
why the range of ages seen in the modern river sediments changes
across the drainage from the headwaters to the river mouth as it re-
ceives sediment from different aged source rocks. It is important to
note that, although each of the tectonic blocks has a unique signature
in terms of zircon age populations, within a given block there are no
unique single grain ages, with the possible exception of there being
grains b65 Ma present only in significant numbers within the Qamdo
Block. Even in the case of grains that are younger than 65 Ma we note
that there are Miocene volcanic rocks in the lower reaches of the river
(Ma and Wu, 1987), so that although it is statistically more likely that
zircons of this age were derived from Tibet it is impossible to exclude
the possibility that they were eroded from other parts of the river
basin. In theory, for example, a zircon dating at 100–300 Ma could be
derived from many of the potential source blocks. We are able to limit
the provenance of a particular sand based on the relative abundance
of the different age populations rather than relying on a single age as-
signment to tie a single grain to one source block.

6.2. Detrital zircon ages

In Fig. 5 we show some of the variability in the overall character of
the zircon population, which was shown in the form of KDE plots in
Figs. 3 and 4. In Fig. 5 we have recalculated the total population in

terms of the diagnostic age groups that we defined above and we
show them as a series of pie diagrams arranged along the length of
the main stream and major tributaries in order to show how the popu-
lation of zircon ages within the river changes from the source to the
river mouth. These pie diagrams only show the age character of the
main stream and the tributaries and we do not attempt to indicate
their relative importance as sediment sources to the mainstream. Only
the uppermost diagram at Tuotuohe (#1) shows a significant popula-
tion younger than 65 Ma, reflecting the young age of the basement in
the Qamdo Block and the fact that the sediment eroded from this area
is rapidly diluted by influx from the other rivers going downstream.
As a general rule the overall character of the sediment is relatively con-
tinuous through the central part of theYangtzeValley, althoughwe note
that the proportion of grains dating at 600–1000Ma increases substan-
tially downstreamof Yibin (#9) (reaching 52%). This is perhaps not sur-
prising because at this point the river and the local tributaries are
flowing across the western part of the Yangtze Craton, whose bedrock
contains a large proportion of zircons of this age (Fig. 2A). Further
downstreamwe see an increase in the proportion of 100–300Ma grains
in the region of the Three Gorges, and this part of the population also in-
creases in the region downstream of Hukou (#22).

Such significant changes in the age composition of the main stream
downstreamof a confluence suggests large-scale influx from the related
tributaries into the main stream, thus changing the bulk composition.
Because the total load tends to increase downstream we recognize
that less sediment is required to change the net composition in the
upper reaches compared to the lower reaches.We note that at Yueyang
(#18) the proportion of 300–600 Ma grains is higher than further up-
stream (#15), although this proportion decreases somewhat down-
stream of this point because of further dilution from sediment
supplied by tributaries joining the river at and downstream of Wuhan
(#20). The oldest age group that we consider (2000–2700 Ma) reaches
a minimum in the river around Yibin (#9), but then increases sharply
again downstream at Chongqing (#11). This development indicates
that some of the tributaries are providing large amounts of zircon to
the main stream and are affecting the bulk composition. We note that
this significant change is not limited to the upper reaches of the river,
but indicates that tributaries joining the middle and lower reaches
may also be providing large volumes of sediment, despite the fact that
these tributaries are not draining the highest topography within the
river basin.

Consideration of the zircon age populations in the tributaries can
help us to understand why detrital records in the main stream evolve
in the way they do. Fig. 5 highlights the significant differences between
the different catchments as a result of the different bedrock lithologies
and tectonic blocks, as well as erosion patterns within each of the trib-
utary basins. As noted above, none of the tributaries contain unique sin-
gle grain ages, but they differ from each other in the relative proportion
of the different age groups that we have identified. For example, the
Yalongjiang (#4) is noteworthy for being abundant in 600–1000 Ma
grains, although we recognize that the Hanjiang (#19) and the
Yuanjiang (#16) are also relatively rich in this particular population
group (Fig. 5). In contrast, the Wujiang (#12) and Jialingjiang (#10)
have high proportions of the 1700–2000 Ma zircons. The single sample
that represents flux from the Daduhe (#6) and the Minjiang (#7,8) is
characterized by particularly high abundances of 100–300 Ma zircons.
300–600 Ma zircons are especially abundant in the Xiangjiang (#17)
and Ganjiang (#21). As a result of these distinctive signatures we
would expect the river main stream composition to change sharply
downstream of these confluences if the rivers are contributing large
amounts of sediment to the Yangtze.

6.3. Downstream mixing

The downstream evolution of the detrital zircon populations in the
Yangtze can be traced by plotting the proportion of each of the four

Table 2
Percentage of zircon age groups in the mainstream and tributaries.

0–65 100–300 300–600 600–1000 1700–2000 2000–2700

Ma Ma Ma Ma Ma Ma

Tuotuohe 17 8 17 20 13 15
Shigu 5 21 28 18 9 8
Panzhihua-1 2 13 9 25 28 12
Panzhihua-2 4 14 13 28 17 8
Yibin 0 16 8 48 17 3
Chongqing 2 18 11 30 24 10
Fuling 0 11 11 37 24 12
Yichang 0 22 10 27 20 15
Yueyang-1 0 14 11 23 24 11
Yueyang-2 0 11 30 23 14 9
Wuhan 0 16 16 29 14 13
Huhou 1 32 9 28 22 5
Datong 0 19 9 31 19 18
Nanjing 1 20 20 28 11 6
Changxing 1 29 8 34 17 9
Yalongjiang 0 13 5 77 3 2
Daduhe 0 39 8 36 8 5
Minjiang-1 0 43 8 30 12 4
Minjiang-2 1 42 2 34 14 3
Jialingjiang 0 13 9 19 24 19
Wujiang 0 7 3 20 34 26
Yuanjiang 0 13 7 41 5 23
Xiangjiang 0 26 21 20 9 11
Hanjiang 0 21 18 48 4 3
Ganjiang 0 22 34 25 4 7
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most abundant age groups for themain river and comparing those with
the concentrations in the tributaries. Fig. 6 shows how the river evolves
downstream in terms of the relative abundance of each age group. A
continuous line shows the changing proportion of each age population
within themain stream. Vertical lines showwhere themajor tributaries
join themain stream,with individual symbols showing the relative con-
centration in each tributary. When the composition of the tributaries is
significantly different from the main river we would expect the bulk
composition of the river to change significantly downstream of that
confluence when the flux from the tributary is large and assuming
similar concentrations of zircon in both main stream and tributaries
(Amidon et al., 2005). However, when the tributaries have

compositions close to themain stream then no changewould be expect-
ed even if the flux from that river was significant. Because the total load
is expected to increase downstream as more rivers join the flux greater
volumes of sediment are required to change the netflowby a given per-
centage in the lower reaches compared to the upper reaches. Nonethe-
less, we note that the lower reaches and Sichuan Basin may be areas of
sediment trapping and sequester, so that it is not a given that the total
load must increase downstream and without sediment gauging data
no ready correction can be made to determine total sediment flux
from each tributary as a proportion of the flux to the ocean.

Correcting for relative zircon abundance in the main stream and
tributaries is complicated but has been attempted in some studies
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based on the Zr concentration in sand acting as a proxy for zircon abun-
dance (Amidon et al., 2005), assuming that the sample is representative
of the average flux in any given river. However, this correction may not
be very accurate depending on exactly where in the stream the sample
was taken. Current sorting may preferentially concentrate or dilute zir-
con in any particular sample relative to the average flux depending on
where and when the sample is taken from the river channel. While
sorting is unlikely to change the ages of the zircons sampled it can result
in significant variations in relative concentration over short time and
length scales. Unless we know that the river sand is representative of
the total flux then making any type of correction will introduce addi-
tional uncertainties. In view of the large size of our drainage basins
and therefore the unlikelihood that the source rocks are significantly
different in total zircon concentration because of the diversity of source
rocks within each sub-basin, we do not to try to correct for concentra-
tion because it is likely to add more uncertainty than it would resolve.

Fig. 6A shows the development in 100–300Ma zircons.We note that
the proportion of these grains in the Daduhe (#6) and Minjiang (#7,8)
is very high, but that the river itself does not change downstreamof that
confluence, indicating that these are volumetric unimportant sources
for detrital zircons. However, the proportion of this population de-
creases after the Yangtze joins the Wujiang (#12), indicating that this
river is an important supplier of zircon. Interestingly, the proportion of
this age group also increases sharply between the Wujiang (#12) and
Yuanjiang (#16) confluences, which implies significant erosion along
themain stream, and/or the contribution of small rivers. The Xiangjiang
(#17) is relatively rich in the 100–300 Ma age population, but does not
make an impression on the bulk composition in the Yangtze, despite the
fact that heavymineral analysis of this river indicated a high proportion
of zircon in the sediment (Yang et al., 2009). In contrast, the Hanjiang
(#19) is effective in increasing the proportion of this age group in the
main river. In contrast, the Yangtze increases in the proportion of this
age population downstream of the Ganjiang (#21) confluence, despite
the low proportion in that river demonstrating that this is not a major
sediment supplier.

We examine the relative influence of each tributary further by con-
sidering the 300–600Ma population. Fig. 6B confirms that the Hanjiang
(#19) is an important contributor of this age group and that the
Ganjiang (#21) and the Yalongjiang (#4) are not significant. This popu-
lation does allow for some influence from the Daduhe (#6)/Minjiang
(#7,8) because these rivers are low in 300–600 Ma grains and the
Yangtze shows decreasing abundance in this group downstream of
the confluence. In contrast to the younger (100–300 Ma) age group,
the 300–600 Ma population indicates that the Xiangjiang (#17) does
appear to play an important role, whereas the Wujiang (#12) has little
influence. The apparent bulk sediment contribution from the Xiangjiang
(#17) may be less than we infer from the mixing diagram because this
river may be especially rich in zircons (Yang et al., 2009). We also ob-
serve significant change in the river downstream of the Ganjiang
(#21) confluence requiring sediment to be added to the mainstream
downstream of Hukou. Because there is no major tributary joining the
main stream in these lowermost reaches we suggest that this change
in composition indicates local reworking, likely from Quaternary river
flood plain deposits. These may be reworked during floods when the
river's sediment carrying capacity is increased and entrenchment oc-
curs. Holocene incision of river valleys into flood plains has been docu-
mented in the Sutlej (Bookhagen et al., 2006) and Indus River after 10 ka
(Giosan et al., 2012). Capture of sediment behind the Three Gorges Dam
has the potential to increase erosion of the flood plain downstream of
Yichang, including those parts downstreamof Hukou, butwould also af-
fect flood plains between Hukou and Yichang.

Consideration of the 600–1000Ma population (Fig. 6C) provides fur-
ther confidence that the Hanjiang (#19) is the most important zircon
supplier and also indicates an important role for the Jialingjiang (#10),
which we had been unable to assess using the younger age populations
because of their similarity to the average composition in the Yangtze

main stream. The 600–1000 Ma population reinforces the conclusion
concerning the relative unimportance of the Daduhe (#6) and the
Minjiang (#7,8), however the increase in 600–1000Ma grains between
Panzhihua-2 (#5) and Yibin (#9) requires significant addition of sedi-
ment, which we infer must be derived from along the main stream
and/or from small rivers joining the Yangtze in this section. This age
population also indicates relatively little addition from the Yalongjiang
(#4) and the Wujiang (#12), and provides the opportunity for our
first test of the Yuanjiang (#16), which despite being rich in this age
group appears to exert little influence on the bulk composition of the
main stream.

Finally, we examine the influence of the 1700–2000 Ma population
(Fig. 6D). As with the other groups the Hanjiang (#19) shows a large
change downstream of its confluence, while the Ganjiang (#21) seems
to have negligible effect. The same is true of the Wujiang (#12). This
1700–2000 Ma age population argues for some influence from the
Yalongjiang (#4), which had not been apparent in the other groups.
Concentration of 1700–2000Ma zircons in themain stream falls sharply
downstream of the confluence with the Yuanjiang (#16) and the
Xiangjiang (#17), and we favor the Xiangjiang (#17) as being the
cause of this fall because the other population groups eliminate the
probability that the Yuanjiang (#16) is the dominant supplier of sedi-
ment. This influence is consistent with the observation that the
Xiangjiang (#17) is especially rich in zircon grains relative to other trib-
utaries (Yang et al., 2009).

Calculating the percentage contributed by each tributary down-
stream of its confluence is possible if we treat each population group
separately and assume the same concentrations of zircon in each
stream, as we have for the other calculations (Table 3). In several
cases an unrealistic answer is derived. For example, between
Panzhihua-1 and Panzhihua-2 the river mixes with the Yalongjiang. If
we consider the 300–600Ma zircon populations then the concentration
of these rises from 9% to 13% downstream of the confluence. However,
the Yalongjiang contains only 5% of 300–600 Ma zircons, which would
be expected to decrease the total after mixing. This result suggests
that some of the samples were not representative of the net flow. It
also implies that the Yalongjiang has little effect on the bulk flow com-
pared to local sources. In other examples nomeaningful number can be
extracted because the samples have similar concentrations so that the
uncertainties are very high. Greatest confidence can be expressed
when the results from more than one population group are in accord,
especiallywhen those groups are abundant. Results that showdisagree-
ment between groups are usually the result of low zircon concentra-
tions and thus high uncertainties, such as the prediction of 75% input
from the Wujiang according to the 100–300 Ma zircons, but zero
input from both the 600–1000 and 1700–2000 Ma groups (Table 3).
In this case, the low proportion of 100–300 Ma zircons means that
this number is unreliable. Nonetheless, some patterns do emerge,
confirming that the Xiangjiang and Hanjiang are important net contrib-
utors to the total flux, but because of the scatter it is not possible to as-
sign a single percentage for each tributary. We further recognize that
because the total sediment load is expected to increase downstream

Table 3
Calculation net contribution of each tributary to the net flow in the main stream down-
stream of each confluence, estimated for each population group. NA = Not applicable,
no meaningful result.

100–300 Ma 300–600 Ma 600–1000 Ma 1700–2000 Ma

Yalongjiang NA⁎ Low⁎ 7 20
Dadu/Minjiang 7 NA NA Low
Jialingjiang Low 100⁎ 72 60
Wujiang 75 0 NA 0
Xiangjiang 30 High NA⁎ 70
Hanjiang 45 High 23 0⁎
Ganjiang NA Low 50⁎ Low

⁎ = Low numbers or similar composition, i.e. high uncertainty.
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as the river is joined by more tributaries that the total volume of sedi-
ment needed to make a difference to the bulk flow increases down-
stream. Thus, the estimate that 23–45% of the river load is derived
from the Hanjiang downstream of its confluence with the mainstream
is especially impressive, because it is one of the last tributaries to join
the main stream.

Fig. 6 also allows us to conclude that the most important sediment
contributor to the main Yangtze is the Hanjiang (#19), with significant
flux also from the Xiangjiang (#17) and Jialingjiang (#10) and along the
main stream between Panzhihua-2 (#5) and Yibin (#9). The least im-
portant rivers supplying sediment to the modern Yangtze River appear
to be the Ganjiang (#21), the Daduhe (#6), the Minjiang (#7,8) and
probably theWujiang (#12). Other tributaries seem to have an interme-
diate effect on the composition of the bulk flow.

6.4. Factors impacting detrital zircon ages

We now consider the extent to which the sediments in the different
tributaries are representative of the bedrock that is exposedwithin each
of the river basins. In doing this we test the proposition by Amidon et al.
(2005) and several other authors (Hodges et al., 2005; Huntington and
Hodges, 2006) that rivers provide representative samples of the entire
basin, across the width and height of the basin upstream of any sample
point. Amidon et al. (2005) concluded this to be the case in the fluvially
dynamic environment of theNepaleseHimalaya. To do this we compare
the age population of the zircons in the river sediments with the antic-
ipated age population that is based on the relative extent of exposure of
different tectonic blockswithin any given basin. The scale of themapwe
use is 1:12,500,000 (Pubellier et al., 2008) and is intended only to assess
general patterns at the first order scale.

The basic geologic framework of central China, composed of differ-
ent tectonic blocks is fairly well known and is unlikely to represent a
large uncertainty. However, a greater source of uncertainty is the
amount of U–Pb zircon dating available for the bedrocks and which
we must presume to be uniformwithin each block because we lack de-
tailed age dating across wide areas of bedrock within each tributary
basin. Because we have some constraints on the age composition of
each of the tectonic blocks (Fig. 2B) we can make a prediction about
the age of zircons in sediment that would be formed if the basin was
uniformly eroded and the source rocks equally rich in zircons. We do
not expect this to be the case for every location, but we argue that this
provides a baselinemodel against whichwe can compare ourmeasured
spectra. For example, following this argumentation, a basin which ex-
posed 50% of the Songpan–Garze might be expected to have 50% of its

zircons with the same average age spectrum as found in the basement
samples from that terrain.

In predicting detrital grain ages we have to assume that the average
measured from each tectonic block is representative of all of the out-
crops assigned to that block from across the entire basin. Provided the
percentage of the outcrops for a given blockwithin any basin can be es-
timated then the contribution from that block to a uniform-erosion
model can be calculated. Our predictions are provided in Table 4. Fig. 7
shows a comparison between the measured age populations and
those anticipated in the event that erosion was uniform across each of
the river basins. Our assessment of the “goodness of fit” between
predicted andmeasured is done visually, becausemore quantitative as-
sessments (e.g., the nonparametric Kolmogorov–Smirnov approach to
test the equality of two distributions) do not take into account the un-
certainties in the boundary conditions. The fit is considered to be good
if the measured and predicted patterns have the same peaks in approx-
imately the same proportion.

Fig. 7 shows that there is significant variability between theuniform-
erosionmodel andmeasured sediments within the different tributaries.
Nonetheless, three of the tributaries show very close comparison be-
tween the model and the measured, suggestive of relatively uniform
erosion across these river basins, i.e., the Hanjiang (#19), the Minjiang
(#7,8) and the Yuanjiang (#16). The Daduhe (#6) shows reasonably
close correspondence; except for it having more 100–300 Ma grains
and fewer 600–1000 Ma than might be anticipated. At the other ex-
tremewe see some basinswhere there is very little correspondence be-
tween the uniform-erosion model and the observed, and in particular
we note that the Yalongjiang (#4) and Wujiang (#12), which appear
to provide very poor representation of the average bedrock composi-
tion, thus implying focused erosion within those basins of specific
rock types that dominate the bulk flux in the tributary. The other tribu-
taries show some reasonable approximation, butwith significant depar-
tures indicative of non-uniform erosion across their areas. In general
many of the Yangtze tributaries seem to show evidence for significant
localized erosion, although we recognize that the bedrock source may
be more variable than has so far been documented, but this cannot be
factored into our analysis and can only be improved by doing large
amounts of additional bedrock dating. Futurework on this topicmay re-
quire a re-evaluation of this question. The generally large size of the
Yangtze tributaries does at least favor the bedrock being close to the
terrain-wide average and less affected by local heterogeneity.

In order to estimate the contributions of tributaries to the zircon load
and main stream age distributions, we have calculated various weights
for each catchment. In the most simple case with uniform climate and
uniform topography (i.e., steepness, relief, elevation), the zircon

Table 4
Comparison of population percentage measured by U–Pb dating and uniform-erosion model predicted from the source bedrocks.

Age (Ma) %

0–65 100–300 300–600 600–1000 1700–2000 2000–2700

Yalongjiang Uniform-erosion model 0 22 27 19 20 13
Measured 0 13 5 76 3 3

Daduhe Uniform-erosion model 0 22 25 21 20 13
Measured 0 40 9 37 9 5

Minjiang-2 Uniform-erosion model 0 21 12 37 19 11
Measured 1 44 2 35 14 3

Jialingjiang Uniform-erosion model 0 15 20 39 12 14
Measured 0 15 11 23 29 23

Wujiang Uniform-erosion model 0 20 0 52 18 10
Measured 0 9 4 11 42 34

Yuanjiang Uniform-erosion model 0 4 4 49 17 26
Measured 0 14 8 46 6 25

Xiangjiang Uniform-erosion model 0 8 7 41 20 25
Measured 0 29 24 23 10 13

Hanjiang Uniform-erosion model 0 23 29 35 7 8
Measured 0 22 19 51 4 3

Ganjiang Uniform-erosion model 0 8 7 41 20 25
Measured 0 24 36 27 5 8
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contribution should scale with drainage area. If the erosion were uni-
form in each basin then the size of the tributary basin would determine
the relative influence of each stream to the overall discharge. We have
derived the percentage contribution of each tributary by dividing the
tributary areas by the catchment area of the entire Yangtze (i.e., at the
outlet of the Yangtze into the East China Sea, the contribution is
100%). The areal contributions of the catchments vary generally be-
tween b5 and 13% (Fig. 8A). This prediction does notmatch the inferred
provenance of the sand based on our analysis. Although the Jialingjiang
(#10) andHanjiang (#19) are predicted to be important sources and do
provide large amount of zircon-bearing sedimentwe note that themain
stream, upstream of Shigu (#2) would be the largest single provider,
which we know is not the case.

Having identified those rivers that are producing the bulk of the sed-
iment load to themain streamwenowgo on to considerwhat processes
may be controlling the relative efficiency of sediment supply in each of
the tributary basins because we know that it is not only dependent on
basin area. Why do some tributaries provide a lot of sediment while
others have little influence despite having significant drainage area?
In order to answer this question, we analyze the relative discharge,
channel steepness, and specific stream power contributions from each
catchment. We assume that discharge is a reliable proxy for climate-
driven erosion that channel steepness is largely an indicator of
tectonically-controlled rock uplift, and that specific stream power is a
combination of both, because it depends on discharge and channel
steepness.

6.4.1. Impact of climate
Precipitation might be expected to be an important control on ero-

sion because it is the primary control on discharge. In Fig. 1B we show
the annual average precipitation across the basin as measured by

Tropical Rainfall Measuring Mission (TRMM) satellite measurements
(see Bookhagen and Burbank (2010) for processing details). There is a
clear gradient from West to East going from relatively dry conditions
in the upstream parts in Tibet to relatively heavy precipitation in the
East, and especially in the southeast, most particularly the Ganjiang
(#21) and Xiangjiang (#17) basins. While the latter appears to have
some importance in supplying sediment the relative inefficiency of the
Ganjiang (#21) it is in stark contrast to the fact that this is the wettest
tributary basin. The highly sediment productive tributaries in the cen-
tral part of the Yangtze basin, the Hanjiang (#19) and Jialingjiang
(#10), as well as the lower Jinshajiang between Panzhihua-2 (#5) and
Yibin (#9) receive an intermediate amount of rainfall and show no ob-
vious difference in precipitation compared to the relatively unproduc-
tive basins of the Wujiang (#12) and Yuanjiang (#16).

We attempt to see if discharge is a controlling factor for zircon load
in the streams. Higher discharges are expected to result in higher zircon
loads, assuming that the bedrock sources are actually zircon bearing.
Discharge contributions were calculated from the TRMM 2B31 rainfall
data and are shown in Fig. 8B (Bookhagen and Burbank, 2010). These
discharges agree well with discharge-gauge measurements at various
sites along the Yangtze River (Fig. S2). We show the percentage dis-
charge contribution for each catchment (outlet of the Yangtze is
100%) in Fig. 8B. The catchment contributions vary between b5 and
12%, with the lowest values in the driest catchments. Note the differ-
ences between areal (no precipitation gradient) and discharge (based
on precipitation data) contribution. We consider discharge (or any
other potential influence) to be influential in controlling erosion if
there is a correlation between this factor and the tributary basins that
are most important in changing the bulk character of the Yangtze
(i.e., that add a lot of sediment to the river at the confluence). Some
judgment is required to determine whether the fit is good or not.
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Fig. 7. Bar charts showing comparison of zircon populationswithin individual Yangtze River tributaries comparing the populationmeasured by U–Pb dating and those predicted from the
area of the outcrop and the previously established zircon age character of the source bedrock.
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While our discharge model successfully predicts the important flux
from the Jialingjiang (#10) and the Hanjiang (#19), as well as low flux
from the Jinshajiang, it fails to predict the low zircon flux from the
Xiangjiang (#17) and Ganjiang (#21). We conclude that precipitation
is not the dominant influence on sediment production in the modern
river system.

However, we need to consider how past climate may have affected
the Yangtze erosion patterns. Although suspended sediments can be
transported quickly from source to sink the zircon grains we consider
here are not generally transported in this fashion but instead as bedload,
which moves more slowly through the system. Available U-series dating
of sediment in the Ganges River for example suggests long transport
times of ca. 100 k.y. for sediments traveling between the range front
and the delta (ca. 1650 km) (Chabaux et al., 2006; Granet et al., 2007),
although residence times were estimated to be shorter (~25 k.y.) for
finer grained sediment (Granet et al., 2010). Most recently 10Be cosmo-
genic dating argues for sediment transfer times of ~1400 years in the
Ganges (Lupker et al., 2012) consistent with the similar short residence
times deduced in the Andean foreland (Wittmann et al., 2011). Clift and
Giosan (2013) estimate a transport time of 5000–10,000 years for zircon
grains in the Indus River, which suggests a similar order ofmagnitude for
zircon travel times in the Yangtze, similar to the thousands of years trans-
port time inferred from Red River zircons (Hoang et al., 2010).

In this casewe should consider how rainfall patternsmay have influ-
enced erosion during the Early Holocene. Speleothem records from
caves in eastern and central China provide evidence for a stronger sum-
mer monsoon in the Early Holocene compared to the present day
(Wang et al., 2001; Dykoski et al., 2005; Yang et al., 2010). This would
have resulted in a westward advance of the summer monsoon rain
front into the valleys of the eastern Tibetan Plateau, and also in the in-
tensification of summer rain in the middle reaches of the river. Because
the rainfall is presently already very strong in the eastern coastal parts
of the basin (Fig. 1B)wewould not anticipate amajor increase in rainfall
in that area during the Early Holocene. Although we do not see signifi-
cant erosion from the tributaries in the upper reaches that might be
linked to a stronger Early Holocene monsoon it is possible that the
high sediment production in the middle part of the basin could be
linked to heavier rainfall relative to the eastern lower reaches at that
time. This erosion would only now be affecting the bulk composition
of the Yangtze main stream.

6.4.2. Impact of tectonic forcing
In order to understand the influence of tectonic activity in control-

ling erosion efficiencywe use the location of earthquake data to identify
those regions that are currently experiencing active deformation, gener-
ally compressional and driving rock uplift in eastern Tibet and SW

D) Specific Stream Power contribution

B) Discharge contributionA) Areal contribution

C) Steepness Index (Ksn) contribution

Fig. 8.Maps showing the predicted contribution of each of the Yangtze tributaries to the net sedimentfluxbased on (A) the area of the tributary basin, (B) the discharge of water fromeach
tributary, (C) the steepness of river channels within each basin and (D) the calculated specific stream power for each tributary.
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China. It has been argued that tectonically driven rock upliftwill steepen
slopes and is an important control on erosion rates (Burbank and
Anderson, 2001; Burbank et al., 2003). Seismic shaking also enhances
mass wasting and sediment transport. However, the region around an
epicenter where erosion is enhanced is not easily defined because it
depends on several variables, not least the size and depth of the earth-
quake. Inmaking this comparisonwe only aim to showwhere deforma-
tion and earthquake shaking are active and if there is a first order
correlation with sediment yield in the different tributary basins, not
on a smaller scale. We recognize that as well as the simple distribution
and magnitude of earthquakes we consider here that peak ground ac-
celeration combined with threshold slopes is really required to under-
stand the ability of seismicity to drive sediment transport. Such a
treatment lies outside the scope of this work, which in any case inte-
grates sediment production and transport over thousands of years not
just the short time over which detailed seismic data are available.
Fig. 1A shows the location of earthquakes of magnitude 5 and greater
dating back to 1973 as derived from US Geological Survey and National
Earthquake Information Center (Ryan et al., 2009). This map shows
stronger tectonic deformation in the western part of the Yangtze basin
and especially affecting the Yalongjiang (#4), Daduhe (#6), Minjiang
(#7,8) and to a lesser extent the Jialingjiang (#10). It is immediately
clear that the pattern of present-day seismic shaking cannot be the pri-
mary control on sediment production, although the main stream be-
tween Panzhihua-2 (#5) and Yibin (#9) is both sediment productive
and seismically active. Of the seismically active major tributary basins
only the Jialingjiang (#10) appears to have a strong influence on the
bulk composition of the Yangtze main stream, and while there is abun-
dant evidence of erosion in other river systems they do not apparently
strongly affect the total composition in the main stream.

We now consider the effect of topographic steepness on erosion ef-
ficiency because high rainfall in the absence of slope is unlikely to result
in rapid erosion and sediment production (Kirby and Whipple, 2012).
Steepness indices essentially integrate seismic evolution over geologic
timescales, i.e., high seismic activity and rock deformation lead to steep-
er terrain over several earthquake cycles and hence to higher steepness
indices. Higher steepness indices have been argued to relate to higher
erosion rates and/or exhumation rates (Ouimet et al., 2009; Cyr et al.,
2010). We recognize the fact that total altitude is not especially impor-
tant, but that the steepness of the channel slopes can be a determining
factor because high slope gradients are more liable to rapid soil motion
and to landsliding. Fig. 9 shows the spatial variation in steepness indices
(ksn) as calculated from channel slopes using Shuttle Radar Topography
Mission (SRTM) data (Wobus et al., 2006). We use the normalized
steepness index (ksn), which corrects for the influence of basin area
and channel concavity, using a reference concavity for all the areas
being considered. This approach calculates the normalized steepness
when a regression with the fixed reference concavity (0.45) is forced
through channel slope versus drainage area to yield the best fit. Magni-
tudes of steepness indices have been previously linked to erosional
magnitude in parts of the study area (Ouimet et al., 2009). This map
was created by calculating the steepness indices for all channels from
the 90-m SRTM DEM with drainage areas N1 km2 and then applying a
5-km smoothing window interpolation to form a spatially coherent
map view (see Bookhagen and Strecker (2012) for details). We note
that all quantitative data were derived from the uninterpolated data.
We prefer channel steepness instead of hillslope angles as a proxy for
landscape erosion, because hillslope angles attain their threshold values
rather quickly, but channel steepness values continue to increase, even
when hillslope angles have reached their threshold angle (e.g., Ouimet

Fig. 9. Map showing spatial variations in steepness of the Yangtze Basin as measured from the steepness index (Ksn). The steepness index has been calculated for all catchment with
drainage area N1 km2 and this map view includes a 5-km smoothing window interpolation for viewing purposes.
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et al., 2009). The map identifies the steepest regions as lying in the
Jinshajiang upstreamof the First Bend, aswell as within the Yalongjiang
(#4), Daduhe (#6) andMinjiang (#7,8). As described above, these parts
of the drainage systemdo not appear to be dominant contributors to the
modern river and so we infer that steepness of slope is not the primary
cause of sediment production in the modern river.

We now use the steepness-index spatial pattern to calculate the
percentage contribution of each tributary using the ratio of the sum
of all steepness values for each catchment vs. the entire Yangtze
catchment (Fig. 8C). Generally low-slope, lower-elevation catch-
ments have very low net sediment contributions (b5%). This is in
stark contrast to the discharge contribution. Note the very high, pre-
dicted contributions of some of the steeper catchments on the border
of the eastern Tibetan Plateau (up to 20%). The model predicts high
contributions from the Yalongjiang (#4) and the Daduhe (#6),
whereas our budget indicated that these were not volumetrically im-
portant. We therefore conclude, based on both the earthquake and
steepness data, that present-day tectonic processes are not currently
the dominant control on detrital zircon erosion in the Yangtze basin,
except along the lower parts of the Jinshajiang, although we do not

exclude a tectonic influence over longer periods of geological time,
as deep exhumation often requires this.

In order to combine climatic influences and terrain steepness, we
have calculated specific streampower values for all pixelswith drainage
areasN10 km2 (Fig. 8D). Dry and low-slope catchments have lowoverall
contributions (i.e., catchments originating from the Tibetan Plateau and
tributaries in the low-elevation downstream section of the Yangtze).
Thismodel provides the best approximation of any of thosewe consider
for predicting which tributaries are providing the most zircons to the
main stream. The model is successful in indicating the importance of
the Hanjiang (#19) and Jiangjiang, but overpredicts the influence of
the Yalongjiang (#4) and the Daduhe (#6). Thus stream power, which
largely reflects the combined influence of tectonics in causing steep
slopes and climate, which controls precipitation and thus discharge,
does appear to explain much of the variation in the modern river, but
still cannot account for the entire zircon budget.

6.4.3. Impact of bedrock composition
We now examine the effect of lithologic composition on the ability

of a tributary to provide sediment to the main stream. Fig. 10A shows
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Fig. 10. (A) Diagram showing the overall lithological variations between the major tributaries of the Yangtze River in order to demonstrate large-scale changes in bedrock type that could
affect the ability of the basin to act as a source of zircons to themodern river. (B) Bar chart showing the total basin area and the area occupied by readily eroded, zircon-bearing sedimentary
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Hanjiang is not unusual compared to other eastern tributaries in being a possible source of erodible bedrock.
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the average variety of different rock types that comprise the outcrop in
each of the major tributary basins. The Wujiang (#12) stands out in
being the only basin that is almost completely dominated by carbonates.
This clearly explains why this river does not supply many zircon grains
to themain stream.However, lithologic variation is not a clear control in
other parts of the Yangtze. TheHanjiang (#19) basin comprises approx-
imately 25% carbonate, yet this tributary is the most zircon productive
of any. It is the only basin with a substantial proportion of gneisses,
which could be zircon-rich, although these are still strongly in the mi-
nority of the total and are generally considered rather hard and difficult
to erode.We note the relative similarity of the outcrop between thepro-
ductive Xiangjiang (#17) and sediment-poor Ganjiang (#21), suggest-
ing that lithology is not a first-order control on the ability of the
tributary to supply zircons to the main stream, provided the basin is
not carbonate-dominated. We do not think that Holocene climate
change can account for the differences between the Xiangjiang and
the Ganjiang, because there is no reason to think that two adjacent
low-land tributaries would be anti-correlated. We have no evidence
that the Ganjiang is or was a major sediment producer. Likewise, in
the northern parts of the basin we see similar bedrock lithologies in
the Daduhe (#6), Minjiang (#7,8) and Jialingjiang (#10), and note
that it is only the last of these rivers, which contributes significant
amounts of sediment into the main stream.

Fig. 10B shows the total outcrop areas of the basins and compares
them with the total area that is underlain by clastic sedimentary rocks
and slates, which might be considered good sources of zircon and
which might be more erodible than hard rocks, such as granites or
gneisses. We note that the Jialingjiang (#10) has the largest single ex-
tent of these clastic sedimentary rocks and is also a strong producer of
sediment to themain stream.However, theHanjiang (#19)has less out-
crop area of clastic sedimentary rocks compared to many and is not
much different from the Ganjiang (#21) or Daduhe (#6), although it is
much more sediment productive. We conclude that lithology, and par-
ticularly the presence of zircon-bearing clastic sedimentary rocks, is
not a primary control in providing zircon to the modern Yangtze main
stream, except in the case when there is almost no clastic rock exposed
at all, in which case the contribution must tend to zero, as in the
Wujiang (#12).

6.4.4. Impact of land degradation through human disturbances
We now consider the effect of human disturbance on the drainage

basin as a mechanism for driving erosion. It has been recognized that
human activities, especially widespread agriculture can result in accel-
erated erosion because plowing of the landscape allows more ready
reworking of soils into the river systems, so that settlement is often
followed by a pulse of sediment delivery into rivers and subsequently
to the coast (Montgomery, 2007; Syvitski and Kettner, 2011). For exam-
ple, the settlement of the Congo River Valley has been shown to result in
a pulse of sediment delivery to the river mouth as a result of the start of
intensive agriculture (Bayon et al., 2012). Likewise, studies of the Pearl
River in southern China show enhanced reworking of ancient soils
~2500 years ago, at a time when that region was undergoing initial
dense settlement and establishment of farming (Hu et al., 2013). More
recently the introduction of damming has had the opposite effect,
where human activities have reduced the flux of sediment into the
ocean (Syvitski et al., 2005). Because we do not see a close correlation
between our sediment production and natural processes we investigate
the possibility that human settlement of the Yangtze Valley is at least
partly controlling the rate of sediment production. The modern valley
is very densely settled and is dominated by agriculture in the eastern
two thirds, where almost no land is left in a natural state (Fig. 11A).
Only the upper reaches show extensive tracts of original grassland and
forest. We particularly consider the impact of initial settlement of the
valley becausewe are relying on zircon sand grains, which are anticipat-
ed to take thousands of years to travel the length of the Yangtze, as
discussed above. If transport is spanning thousands of years or more

then modern disturbances should be less important in controlling zir-
con sediment production. A recent study from the Indus estimated
that zircons are traveling through that river at a rate of 0.3–0.6 km/yr
during the Holocene (Clift and Giosan, 2013), although presumably
faster in the topographically steep upper reaches than in the flood
plains. Nonetheless, if these rates are at all comparable to the Yangtze
then it implies only 15–30 km of transport since the start of the post-
World War II industrial period and just 190–390 km since the start of
the Ming Dynasty. By comparison the Hanjiang alone is 1532 km long
so that modern agriculture or damming is unlikely to have influenced
the zircons flux. As a result we do not expect that modern human
activities have had a major impact on the zircon population at the
basin-wide scale, although they certainly control the source of sediment
for the less dense and fine-grained minerals now in the Yangtze River
(He et al., 2013b).

Fig. 11B shows amap of archeological sites within the Yangtze basin
and provides us with the opportunity to understand how human settle-
ment has spread through the valley in the last 10,000 years. Asmight be
expected the oldest settlements are restricted to the lower reaches and
close to the Three Gorges. After 5000 BCE (7 ka) therewas amuchwider
settlement that extended into the middle reaches, although we note
that it is generally still downstream of the Sichuan Basin. In particular,
we see a lack of archeological sites in the upper reaches of the river
andwe speculate that it is the absence of widespread agriculture during
early human history that has caused the relative lack of sediment pro-
duction in the Yalongjiang (#4), Daduhe (#6) and Minjiang (#7,8) Riv-
ers, despite the fact that the topography in this area is steep, and despite
the occurrence of major earthquakes and significant monsoon rainfall,
especially in the eastern parts of these tributary basins adjacent to the
Sichuan Basin. We note that the Hanjiang basin (#19) experienced
widespread settlement after 5000 BCE and is the most sediment pro-
ductive tributary that we studied. Early settlements around the Three
Gorges, downstream of Yichang (#14), open up the possibility that
this region was also producing significant zircon-bearing sediment di-
rectly into the main stream. These areas appear not only to be regions
of early settlement, but more importantly they are also regions of
steep topography and high stream power. Although a correlation does
not prove that early agriculture is the cause of sedimentary zircon pro-
duction, it is nonetheless significant given the otherwise poor correla-
tion of potential natural controls and the evidence from other areas
that humans can act as geological agents at the largest scales.

We note that the degree of early settlement in the Ganjiang (#21) is
relatively moderate, as it is in the adjacent Xiangjiang (#17). These two
rivers are quite different in their sediment production so thatwe cannot
attribute all the variation to human settlement. Both of these rivers are
affected by major lakes that separate the bulk of the drainage from the
Yangtze main stream. It is possible that the lakes are regulating the flux
of sediment from the upper parts of these tributaries, although it is pres-
ently unclearwhy onewould be releasing sediment into the Xiangjiang,
while the other is buffering sediment flux into the main stream.

We conclude that it is the combination of erosive stream power and
human settlement, which encourages basins to release significant vol-
umes of sediment to themain stream following the onset of agriculture.
Agriculture is the key process we associate with enhanced erosion be-
cause of its disruption of the soil profile, which will liberate more sedi-
ment of a range of grain sizes into the river systems, in contrast with
the less erosive impact of hunter-gatherer societies (Montgomery,
2007). Archeological evidence now suggests that the Neolithic was a
time of accelerating agriculture across much of central China (Li et al.,
2007; Weisskopf, 2010; Zhang et al., 2010). The lack of early settlement
in the upper reaches correlates at the first order with the relative lack of
zircon production in that region, despite other favorable conditions that
might otherwise encourage rapid erosion under natural conditions. The
correlation of early settlement and sediment production does not prove
that this is the key control on erosion in the modern system, but it sig-
nificant and provides a better potential fit than any other single process.
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7. Conclusions

In this study we present for the first time a comprehensive survey of
the U–Pb ages of zircon sand grains within the main stream of the
Yangtze River and its major tributaries. We demonstrate that these have
significant variation between the downstream and upstream regions
and that this is largely related to ages in the basement source rocks. Com-
parison between the expected compositions based on bedrock ages and
assuming uniform erosion and the zircon ages measured in the major
tributaries demonstrates the fact that erosion cannot have been uniform
across these basins except to a certain extent in the case of the Hanjiang
(#19) and Yuanjiang (#16). Localized focused erosion is probably the re-
sult of topography, orographic rainfall and tectonically driven uplift with-
in a single tributary basin. By splitting up the total zircon population into a

number of key age groups we are able to assess which rivers are contrib-
uting large volumes of sediment into the main stream.

In particular, we identify the Hanjiang (#19), Xiangjiang (#17) and
Jialingjiang (#10), as well as the Jinshajiang between Panzhihua-2
(#5) and Yibin (#9) as being the most important producers of zircon-
rich sediment. The increasing sediment load downstream means that
the influence of those rivers that join the river closer to the ocean is
greater than those closer to the upstream area. This realization empha-
sizes the role of theHanjiang (#19), and Xiangjiang (#17).Wenote that
these tributaries occupy the middle reaches of the river and contrast
with tectonically active, elevated areas in the upper reaches, which ap-
pear to contribute relatively moderate amounts of sediment to the total
modern flow. Only the Jinshajiang between Panzhihua-2 (#5) and Yibin
(#9) produces large volumes of sediment and is both tectonically active
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and moderately wet in climate. Sediment production in the modern
river does not correlate well with present-day earthquake activity or
slope steepness, which we employ as first order proxies for active rock
deformation on longer time scales.

We further see very little correlation betweenmodern precipitation,
discharge, and the contribution of zircon to themain stream. Climate re-
constructions for the early part of the Holocene howeverwould suggest
stronger rainfall in the middle reaches at that time and the modern dis-
tribution of zircons in the river may reflect a pulse of erosion dating
from that time because of the slow transport time for zircon grains
through the river system. Although topographic steepness might be ex-
pected to be a primary control on sediment production and it is the
western areas of the basin that have the steepest slopes, these do not
appear to be the most sediment productive. However, the Jialingjiang
(#10), Hanjiang (#19) and Jinshajiang between Panzhihua-2 (#5) and
Yibin (#9) do produce a lot of sediment and are also regions of relatively
steep slope and high specific stream power. Specific stream power is
identified as the dominant natural control on sediment production.

We suggest that the most important single factor in controlling sed-
iment production in the modern Yangtze is the disturbance of the land-
scape by human settlement in regions but only in areas where specific
streampower is also high. In particular, we note that themiddle reaches
of the river were settled after around 5000 BCE and that these regions
are now the most productive in terms of sediment yield. The eastern
parts of the basin were also settled early in human history, but are not
very sediment productive likely because of their relatively flat topogra-
phy and low specific stream power. Thus, it is the combination of
human settlement, steep topography and at least moderate amounts
of rainfall that is most likely to have focused sediment production with-
in the modern middle reaches of the Yangtze River basin.

We conclude that the present zircon load of the modern Yangtze
River basin does not represent a natural system, but that important les-
sons concerning controls on erosion processes can nonetheless be learnt
from consideration of the zircons in the modern river.

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at http://dx.
doi.org/10.1016/j.earscirev.2014.05.014.
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