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Article Info ABSTRACT

Article type: This study examines the hydrochemistry and contamination levels of
Research Article groundwater resources in the urban area of Birjand in eastern Iran. Water quality
was assessed and pollution sources were identified through sampling 22 wells, 12
Article history: ganats and 4 springs. The results showed that electrical conductivity varied from
Received 19 October 2025 300 to 8,000 uS/cm, while pH ranged from 7.23 to 8.71. According to the Piper
Accepted 10 November 2025  diagram, the dominant hydrochemical facies were chloride, sulphate and
bicarbonate types. In some of the samples, the nitrate concentration exceeded the
Keywords: permissible limit of 50 mg/L set by the World Health Organization, indicating the
Groundwater, Pollution, influence of urban wastewater and agricultural effluents. The ionic ratios reveal
Nitrate, Fluoride, Birjand, the influence of halite and gypsum dissolution processes, as well as ion exchange
Water quality, Health index.  reactions, on the chemical composition of the water. A health risk assessment
showed that, while most sources are within the safe range for adults, some wells
and ganats pose a higher risk to infants and children. This study aims to provide
a scientific framework for understanding the geochemical processes that control
water quality, and to identify high-risk areas for the sustainable planning and
management of groundwater resources in the Birjand plain.

Introduction concerns..  Therefore,  assessing the
Groundwater is one of the most vital natural hydrochemical characteristics and

resources in arid and semi-arid regions such as
eastern Iran, where surface water is scarce and
highly seasonal. The quality of groundwater
resources in many lranian cities has been
significantly affected by rapid urban expansion,
population growth, agricultural intensification,
and inadequate wastewater management..
Birjand city, located in South Khorasan
province, relies heavily on groundwater for
drinking, agricultural, and industrial purposes.
However, the increasing concentrations of
nitrates, phosphates and fluorides, primarily
caused by the infiltration of domestic
wastewater and agricultural return flow, have
raised serious environmental and public health

contamination levels of groundwater in this
region is therefore essential for the sustainable
management and protection of this critical
resource. The main objectives of this study were
to (i) investigate the hydrochemical composition
of groundwater in the Birjand aquifer, (ii)
determine the spatial distribution of major ions
and key pollutants, and (iii) evaluate the
suitability of groundwater for drinking and
irrigation purposes using standard quality
indices.

Materials and Methods
The study area covers the Birjand plain, located
in eastern Iran. It hasan average annual
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temperature of 16.6°C and a mean annual
precipitation of about 146 mm. The region’s
geology mainly consists of Quaternary alluvial
deposits, marls, sandstones, limestones, and
volcanic rocks. Two main aquifers were
identified within the study area: the northern
(Mark) and southern (Birjand) aquifers.

A total of 22 wells, 12 ganats, and 4 springs were
selected for sampling. Water samples were
collected in pre-cleaned polyethylene bottles
and analyzed in the laboratory for
physicochemical parameters including pH,
electrical conductivity (EC), total dissolved
solids (TDS), major cations (Ca2*, Mg?*, Na",
K*), and anions (HCO;~, SO,%, CI7, NO5™, F~,
and PO,3"). Temperature, EC, and pH were
measured in situ using portable meters.
Hydrochemical facies were determined using
Piper and Schuler diagrams. The Wilcox
diagram was applied to evaluate water
suitability for irrigation. Spatial distribution
maps of EC, TDS, nitrate, phosphate, and
fluoride were generated using GIS software.
Contamination and health risk assessments were
performed using the Hydrochemical Evaluation
Index (HEI) and Hazard Quotient (HQ) for
nitrate and fluoride ions. The HQ was calculated
for three age groups (infants, children, and
adults) based on chronic daily intake (CDI)
values and reference doses (RfD) from the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
standards.

Results and Discussion

Hydrochemical  analyses revealed that
groundwater in the study area had EC values
ranging from 300 to 8000 puS/cm and pH values
between 7.23 and 8.71. The Piper diagram
indicated that the dominant water types were
Na—Cl, Na-SO,, and Mg-HCO3, corresponding
to chloride, sulfate, and bicarbonate facies,
respectively. These results reflect the combined
influence of geological formations, evaporation,
and anthropogenic inputs.

Spatial distribution maps revealed that the
highest EC and TDS values occurred in the

northern and western parts of the study area,
while lower values were observed in the south.
This pattern indicates increasing mineralization
and salinity along the groundwater flow path,
largely due to dissolution of evaporitic
formations and reduced recharge in the
downstream areas.

Nitrate concentrations varied between 0.76 and
111.07 mg/L, with several wells (especially W8,
W9, W11, and Q2) exceeding the WHO
guideline limit of 50 mg/L for drinking water.
Elevated nitrate levels were mainly found near
agricultural lands and urban areas where
wastewater infiltration and fertilizer application
are common. Phosphate concentrations ranged
from 0 to 0.341 mg/L, and fluoride
concentrations from 0.01 to 0.858 mg/L.
Although most fluoride levels were below the
permissible limit, some samples in the western
zone showed higher concentrations that may
pose potential health risks.

The Schuler diagram showed that most water
samples were classified from “moderate” to
“unacceptable” for drinking, particularly in the
northern sector. Based on the Wilcox diagram,
the majority of samples were in the S2-C3 to
S4-C4 classes, indicating moderate to high
salinity and sodium hazards, thus limiting their
suitability for irrigation in sensitive crops.

lon ratio relationships (e.g., Na*/Cl~, Ca%*/Mg#*,
and HCO;7/S0O,2") suggested that groundwater
chemistry is controlled primarily by halite and
gypsum dissolution, carbonate weathering, and
ion exchange processes between groundwater
and aquifer matrix materials.

The calculated HEI values indicated that
groundwater pollution is mainly influenced by
nitrate and sulfate ions. Health risk assessment
results showed that the HQ values for nitrate and
fluoride were less than 1 for adults, indicating no
significant risk, while for infants and children,
HQ values exceeded 1 in several samples,
suggesting potential non-carcinogenic risks,
particularly from nitrate ingestion.
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Conclusions

The study demonstrated that groundwater
quality in the Birjand plain has been
significantly impacted by both natural and
anthropogenic factors. Elevated nitrate levels in
parts of the aquifer are mainly due to the
infiltration of domestic wastewater and
agricultural return flow, while salinity is
enhanced by dissolution of evaporitic
formations and high evaporation rates. Although
most water samples are suitable for irrigation
under controlled use, several wells and ganats

contain nitrate concentrations exceeding the
permissible limits for drinking purposes. The
results highlight the urgent need for proper
wastewater management, regular water quality
monitoring, and fertiliser usage regulation to
prevent further groundwater degradation. To
ensure the long-term availability of safe
groundwater resources in Birjand and similar
semi-arid regions, sustainable management
strategies are recommended, including artificial
recharge and the development of wastewater
treatment facilities..
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Table 1. Physicochemical characteristics including electrical conductivity (umhos/cm), temperature (°C), and ion
concentrations (mg/L) in the water samples from the study area.

Cod EC pH T K Na Mg | Ca | SO4 Cl HCO3 F NO3 | PO4
W1 | 1604 | 7.74 | 17 5 161 83 43 270 248 281 0.24 14 0.231
W2 | 2810 | 749 | 246 | 4 347 | 120 | 68 620 385 373 0.81 42 0.158
W3 | 1946 | 7.62 | 16.2 | 5 200 | 106 | 52 319 322 281 0.66 20 0.336
W4 1933 | 7.68 | 245 | 5 200 | 101 | 58 320 335 287 0.60 19 0.006
WS | 1489 | 757 | 23 3 139 87 41 231 198 344 0.51 16 0.024
W6 | 1551 | 7.38 | 188 | 3 150 90 43 214 122 529 0.57 22 0.013
W7 | 1234 | 752 | 218 | 3 109 74 39 123 158 319 0.43 18 0.017
W8 | 2170 | 7.68 | 23 5 300 | 100 | 46 372 359 251 040 | 111 | 0.024
W9 | 1665 | 7.70 | 225 | 4 200 78 45 263 261 276 0.37 54 0.109
W10 | 2440 | 7.67 | 229 | 5 258 | 141 | 49 429 445 246 0.47 30 0.025
W11 | 1898 | 7.72 | 225 | 5 238 92 40 286 308 293 041 84 0.006
W12 | 1215 | 7.85 | 20.2 | 3 100 82 37 142 132 377 0.40 24 0.053
W13 | 8000 | 7.29 | 21.5 | 40 | 1000 | 234 | 460 | 1440 | 1907 169 0.78 29 0
W14 | 3750 | 7.54 | 22 8 412 | 206 | 95 479 961 210 0.86 20 0.064
W15 | 2300 | 7.59 | 231 | 5 238 | 122 | 46 346 376 266 0.40 45 0.021
W16 | 4410 | 747 | 248 | 22 | 807 46 | 114 | 959 483 364 0.50 11 0.219
W17 | 2640 | 7.70 | 22.2 | 16 | 404 72 57 505 540 167 0.49 22 0.249
W18 | 1718 | 7.75 | 22 5 218 70 46 300 251 289 0.29 17 0.038
W19 | 1683 | 7.63 | 22.7 | 5 215 71 40 322 225 308 0.81 19 0.031
W20 | 1748 | 791 | 225 | 6 218 68 39 331 230 315 0.52 22 0.027
W21 | 3810 | 7.23 | 252 | 16 | 546 87 | 176 | 531 885 191 0.50 23 0.05
W22 | 1664 | 742 | 26.4 | 11 | 258 27 62 258 323 211 0.50 18 0.014
S1 832 | 766 | 129 | 3 50 42 56 119 67 235 0.15 15 0.107
S2 1516 | 731 | 101 | 8 81 95 75 240 65 502 0.64 96 0.016
S3 435 | 766 | 166 | 1 37 12 42 36 28 174 0.35 12 0
S4 597 | 783 | 6.8 1 33 20 52 72 40 190 0.23 7 0.019
Q1 891 | 840|149 | 6 107 40 26 161 73 207 0.52 10 0.242
Q2 | 7330 | 767 | 23 [ 35| 931 | 252 | 330 | 1223 | 1773 230 0.75 79 0.341
Q3 572 | 7.74 1 139 | 2 50 12 57 39 29 254 0.79 3 0
Q4 | 1288 | 7.66 | 144 | 5 91 82 65 217 82 427 0.24 15 0
Q5 416 | 779 1138 | 1 33 15 32 39 49 110 0.21 8 0.031
Q6 836 | 850 | 178 | 3 75 53 22 124 82 194 0.31 7 0.044
Q7 865 | 7.79 | 131 | 3 55 54 50 102 57 345 0.28 7 0.033
Q8 | 1922 | 818 | 215 | 9 258 70 47 386 242 351 0.78 23 0.044
Q9 | 2100 | 781 | 205 | 5 258 94 40 454 248 378 0.61 20 0.02
Q10 | 1510 | 7.87 | 159 | 5 119 | 101 | 56 169 182 450 0.22 31 0.004
Q11 | 1503 | 794 | 164 | 5 129 93 54 254 134 437 0.52 17 0.014
Q12 | 1324 | 793 | 16 4 109 74 58 153 160 378 0.27 26 0.025
Q13 | 893 | 872 | 227 | 4 81 58 20 168 87 176 0.29 1 0.051
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Table 2. Types of water resources in the study area

axdllas 5,40 055050 ] &l s Y Joux

Water Type | Sample | Water Type Sample | Water Type Sample Water Type | Sample

name name name name
Mg_HCO, Q4 Na_S0, W20 Na_ClI W11 Na_CI w1
Ca_HCO; Q5 Na_ClI W21 Mg_HCO, W12 Na_S0, W2
Mg_HCO, Q6 Na_ClI W22 Na_ClI W13 Mg_ClI w3
Mg_HCO, Q7 Na_HCO, S1 Na_CI W14 Na_CI w4
Na_S0, Q8 Mg_HCO, S2 Na_ClI W15 Mg_HCO3 W5
Na_S0, Q9 Ca_HCO4 S3 Na_S0, W16 Mg_HCO, W6
Mg_HCO, Q10 Ca_HCO4 S4 Na_ClI w17 Mg _HCO, W7
Mg_HCO, Q11 Na_HCO, Q1 Na_ClI W18 Na_CI w8
Mg_HCO, Q12 Na_ClI Q2 Na_S0, w19 Na_ClI W9
Mg_HCO3 Q13 Ca_HCO; Q3 Mg_ClI W10
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Table 3. Parameters used to calculate the risk of nitrate and fluoride ions

RFD(mg/kg/day) | AT(day) F(day/year) | BW(KQg) ED(years) | DI(L/day) Age
Fluoride Nitrate Group
0.06 1.6 365 365 10 1 0.8 Adult
0.06 1.6 3650 365 20 10 15 Child
0.06 1.6 14600 365 70 40 2 Infant
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Table 4. Factor loadings of principal components (PCA) for physicochemical parameters of groundwater in the

Birjand Plain

Parameter PC1 PC2
EC 0.37 -0.02
Na 0.36 -0.07
Cl 0.36 -0.09
SO, 0.36 -0.03
K 0.35 -0.14
Ca 0.33 -0.08
Mg 0.31 0.17

HCO; -0.06 0.63
NO; 0.13 0.45

pH -0.17 -0.43

F 0.21 0.21

PO, 0.13 -0.33

T 0.18 0.05
Variance (%0) 55.21 11.80
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