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Catchment classification: medium-scale,
large-scale, and similar-size catchments

Abstract
Today’s technical capabilities allow the use of a multitude of catchment classifications. Data sets on the
topics of the Hydrological Atlas are aggregated and made available for the known large and medium-scale
catchments – and now also for “similar-size catchments”. This layer does not show intermediate catchments.
Similar-size catchments are easier to compare with each other due to their relatively uniform catchment sizes.
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1 Introduction
In the printed issue of the Hydrological Atlas of Switzer-
land, the area of Switzerland is divided into three catch-
ment classifications of varying sizes. These are the
large- and medium-scale catchments, as well as the
level with the highest spatial resolution, the “small
catchments” [1]. The catchment area structure EZGG-
CH is the new classification for Switzerland provided
by the Federal Office for the Environment FOEN [2].
Their sub-catchments have an average area of just
under 2 km2 and cover all of hydrological Switzerland
as well as catchments that drain into Switzerland. The
sub-catchments can – based on the medium- and
large-scale river basins of the Hydrological Atlas of
Switzerland – be aggregated to larger spatial units
and are also available as different levels of aggrega-
tion. The medium-scale catchments include both head
and intermediate catchments and cover hydrological
Switzerland. Intermediate catchments are restricted to
just a partial area of the catchment areas lying above
one point. This is why they are of limited significance
in terms of individual hydrological characteristics. Ad-
ditional catchment area classifications based on the
catchment area structure EZGG-CH [2] are introduced
below, offering new possibilities and making it possible
to compare similar-size catchments.

2 Data and Methods
The interactivity of the data and analysis platform en-
ables a larger number of spatial aggregation levels.
River catchments form the basis for these new aggreg-
ation levels [3], with the catchments of the measuring
stations excluded. In total, this data set comprises
around 4000 overlapping catchments of various sizes
in hydrological Switzerland.
The new aggregation levels are intended to include
catchments that do not overlap and are of a similar
size. To this end, the size classes listed in Table 1 are
used. For every size class x, a data set is generated
including the catchments that are as close as possible
to an area of x km2. To ensure a homogeneous and
dense coverage of Switzerland, an area tolerance of
±25% is permitted in the selection of catchments.
This means, for the example of the 20 km2 class, that
this data set can include catchments with an area

of 15–25 km2, whereby in the case of overlapping
catchments, only the catchment is chosen whose area
is as close as possible to 20 km2. As the aggregation
level increases, the number of areas in each data set
decreases (see Table 1), whereas the total area of all
catchments per aggregation level tends to increase.

Table 1. Size categories of similar-size
catchments

Size Lower Upper Number of
class limit limit catchments
[km2] [km2] [km2]

20 15 25 621
30 23 38 412
50 38 63 276
75 56 94 188

100 75 125 146
150 113 188 100
200 150 250 76
300 225 375 52
500 375 625 38
750 563 938 22

1250 938 1563 14
2000 1500 2500 11
3000 2250 3750 8
5000 3750 6250 3
8000 6000 10 000 4

12 000 9000 15 000 3

3 Uses / Examples
The similar-size catchments provide an overview of
the spatial characteristics of parameters. This enables,
for example, the hydrological differences between the
Swiss Plateau and the Alps to be visualised. For an
individual catchment, it is also possible to find other
catchments of a similar size and to compare these.
This function can be called up by clicking on one of
the outlet points [3] in the pop-up under “similar-size
catchments”.
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