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Exercise 15 – HSPFParm 
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Question addressed in this section: 

1) What is the purpose of HSPFParm? 
2) How do I get some general information about the HSPF applications in my area 

of interest? 
3) How can I export HSPFParm data to a report file? 
4) How do I import an HSPFParm report file into WinHSPF? 

 
A. Introduction to HSPFParm 
 
QUESTION ANSWERED: 
1) What is the purpose of HSPFParm? 
 
Successful application of HSPF requires modelers to evaluate parameters for a large number 
of process-based algorithms.  One of the most pressing needs to support the expanding 
community of HSPF modelers is for a readily available source of model parameter values 
that can provide the best possible starting point for developing new watershed applications.  
To meet this need, EPA has funded the collection of HSPF parameter values from previous 
applications across North America, assimilation of the parameter values into a single 
database, and development of an interface that enables modelers to access and utilize the 
database. 
 
The pilot HSPFParm database contains parameter values for model applications in over 40 
watersheds in 14 states.  The parameter values that are contained in the database characterize 
a broad variety of physical settings, land use practices, and water quality constituents.  The 
database has been provided with a simplified interactive interface that enables modelers to 
access and utilize HSPF parameter values developed and calibrated in various watersheds 
across the United States.  It is anticipated that the HSPFParm database will be expanded as 
current and future model applications are completed. 
 
The purpose of developing the model parameter database is to provide future BASINS and 
HSPF users with the best possible starting point for evaluating HSPF parameter values for 
calibration efforts on new watershed applications, or additional studies on watersheds that 
have already been modeled.  Nearly two decades of HSPF applications provide a valuable 
resource for expediting and improving the parameter evaluation process for future model 
applications.  The collection of available parameter values into a single database with 
straightforward user interaction capabilities enables modelers to efficiently identify and 
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access calibrated parameter values for modeling studies performed on watersheds that may 
have similar characteristics/settings to the watersheds which they intend to model. 
 
Limitations to the database product resulting from this pilot effort include those related to (1) 
the type of assistance made available to modelers for evaluation of model parameters, (2) the 
completeness of the database of parameter values and (3) the capabilities currently available 
for exploring and efficiently using the data contained in the database (Donigian et al., 1999).  
 
 
B.  Coarse Characterization in HSPFParm 
 
QUESTION ANSWERED: 
2) How do I get some general information about the HSPF applications in my area of 

interest? 
 
We will use HSPFParm to find the HSPF applications in our area of interest.  We will then 
determine which of the nearby applications will be useful given the needs of our study (e.g., 
given that we need to model nutrients, we will need to find a nearby application that included 
nutrient modeling). 
 
1. From the Start menu under Programs, select BASINS and then HSPFParm.  Your 

screen should look like the following: 
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Note:  Notice the distribution of data locations.  As you can see, HSPF parameter 
value information is significantly limited, particularly in the West.   

2. Click the “Zoom” button, . 
 
3. Zoom to the West Branch Patuxent area (Maryland).  
 

                 
 

4. Click the “Identify” button, .  Using this tool, click on various parameter 
information locations (the green dots).   Find the locations near our watershed.   
 

There are several data locations near our watershed.  We will look at a few of them to get an 
idea of how the data varies among locations. 
 
5. Click NONE (upper right corner).   

 
6. Click on the green dots corresponding to “Lower Patuxent River,” “Patuxent River,” 

and “North Patuxent River.”  The green dots will turn red once selected. 
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Note: You will now see “Lower Patuxent River,” “Patuxent River,” and “North 
Patuxent River” in the “Scenarios” frame in the upper right hand corner. 

 

 
 

7. In the “Scenario” frame, click on “Lower Patuxent River.” 
 
8. Click “Detail.”  You should get the following:  
 

 
 

Note:  The information in the “Scenario Details” window gives a coarse 
characterization of the HSPF study previously conducted.  This includes 
information regarding the simulation time period, the constituents modeled, 
the land uses incorporated, etc.  This information will assist in deciding which 
of the local HSPF studies will be useful given the needs of your study. 

 
9. Repeat these steps for the “Patuxent River,” and “North Patuxent River” applications. 
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Given the details about these three applications, you should find out that the Western Branch 
was actually included in the “Patuxent River” application.  Because of this, we will focus on 
using the information in the “Patuxent River” application for our Western Branch study.  
 
 
C.  Creating a Report File in HSPFParm 

 
Now that we know the “Patuxent River” application is most relevant to the Western Branch, 
we will use HSPFParm to acquire input values for Western Branch from the “Patuxent 
River” application.  We will begin by creating a report file that contains the values for the 
selected location, land use categories, and parameters.  We will then import this information 
into WinHSPF in Section D. 
 
QUESTION ANSWERED: 
3) How can I export HSPFParm data to a report file? 
 
1. In the “Scenario” frame, select “Patuxent River.”  

 

 
 

2. In the “Segment” frame, press SHIFT while you select PERLNDs 331 – 336 for the 
“Patuxent River” scenario.  

 
3. In the “Tables/Parameters” frame, click the “Tables” tab. 

 
4. In the “Tables” list, select “PWAT-PARM2.”  The table in the “Values” frame should 

look like the following: 
 

 
 
In order to more easily use these values in our WinHSPF project, we will create a report file 
that contains the parameter values associated with this location.   
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5. Click the Report menu at the top of the page. 
 

6. Click SET FILE. 
 

7. Navigate to c:\basins\modelout\hspfparm and type “patux.txt” as the file name. 
 

8. Click SAVE. 
 

9. Click ADD TO FILE to add the parameter table to the file we created in Step 8. 
 

10. Click CLOSE to exit the “HSPFParm Report” window. 
 

11. From the File menu, select Exit. 
 

Next, we will open our project in WinHSPF and import the report into our model. 
 
 
D.  Implementing HSPFParm data in WinHSPF 
 
In this section, we will open a *.uci that was recently created by launching WinHSPF from 
BASINS.  When launching WinHSPF from BASINS, a *.uci file is created that contains 
parameter values provided by a starter file containing default values for key parameters.  
These default parameter values are reasonable or average values and may or may not apply to 
your watershed of interest.  We will learn how to update values in the starter file using the 
values from the relevant past HSPF application we found in Section C.  We will begin by 
taking the values exported from HSPFParm and updating the starter file.  We will then 
update our newly created *.uci with the values in the starter file. 
 
QUESTION ANSWERED: 
4) How do I import an HSPFParm report file into WinHSPF? 
 
1. From the Start menu under Programs, select BASINS and then WinHSPF. 

 
2. From the File menu, select Open. 

 
3. Navigate to c:\basins\modelout\HSPFparm\ and select “parm.uci.” 

 
4. Click OPEN. 
 
5. From the Functions menu, select HSPFParm. 

 
6. Click OPEN FILE. 

 
7. Navigate to c:\basins\modelout\hspfparm\.  Select “patux.txt” and click OPEN.  Your 

screen should look like the following: 
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8. Maximize this screen by clicking the “maximize” button, , in the upper right 
corner of the screen. 
 

9. Make sure the “Assign by Parameter” option is selected.  In the “Parameters from 
HSPFParm” list, select “LZSN = 6.5 (PERLND 331 - Forest).” 
 

10. In the “To Starter Land Uses” box, select “PERLND 1 – Forest Land.” 
 

 
 
11. Click APPLY TO STARTER. 
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Note:  This specifies that “6.5” will now be the “starter” (default) value for LZSN for 
Forest when new *.uci files are created in WinHPSF. 
 

12. Select the “Assign by Land Use” radio button. 
 

Note:  This approach is used to apply all parameters from one land use in our 
HSPFParm report to one land use in the starter *.uci. 
 

13. In the “Starter Operation” column, select “PERLND 1 (Forest Land).” 
 

14. Double click the cell that corresponds to PERLND 1 and “Mapped from HSPFParm 
Operation.”  Select “PERLND 331 (FOREST)” from the list. Your screen should 
look like the following: 

 

 
 
15. Click CLOSE (do not click APPLY TO STARTER).   

 
Note:  If we were to click APPLY TO STARTER, the starter .uci file would be 

rewritten with all the PWAT-PARM2 values for the forest land use category.  
We do not wish to do that. 
 

Now that we have updated the starter file, we will now apply the starter values to our *.uci.  
 
16. From the Functions menu, select Starter. You should get the following: 
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Note:  This is used to specify which land use segments in the project are linked to 
specific starter operations for obtaining the initial default values.  Note that 
WinHSPF has connected Forest land to forest land, urban land to urban land, 
etc.  Clicking the apply button will apply our new forest LZSN values to the 
*.uci file. 
 

17. Click “APPLY to UCI.” 
 
Note:  We have now taken all the values from the starter file and applied them to our 

*.uci file.   
 

18. Click YES when the following message appears. 
 

 
 

19. Click OK. 
 
We used the values from HSPFParm to only update LZSN for Forest in the starter file, but in 
practice, you could use HSPFParm to import values for several (or all) parameters and land 
uses to create a starter file that is specific to the area you are working in. 
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