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Abstract: Hydrogeochemical analyses were carried out to identify geochemical processes occurring
in the low-lying coastal aquifer of Ravenna, North Adriatic Sea (Italy). The area is characterized by a
complex coexistence of several environments: coastal dunes, paleodunes, pine forests, freshwater
wetlands, rivers, brackish lagoons, gravel pit lakes, reclaimed lands, agricultural fields and industrial
areas. Water quality is of primary importance for the sustainability of these, areas and a full
understanding of geochemical processing is fundamental for their management. A total of 104
water samples was collected from groundwater wells and surface water bodies, and analyzed for
the major and trace elements (TEs). Field measurements of chemical-physical parameters were
carried out by a multiparameter device XS PCD650; major elements were analyzed following the
Italian National Environmental Agency standards (APAT-IRSA 2003), while TEs were analyzed
by ICP-AES/ICP-MS. The major findings include: organic matter degradation in salinized and
anoxic conditions; TEs concentrations related to water–sediment interactions, i.e., adsorption, ion
exchange, redox reactions, mineral dissolution and precipitation; anthropogenic contamination from
pesticides and fertilizers use; pollution from industrial district; TEs enrichments and depletion due to
groundwater salinization and water management practices; comparison of TEs concentrations with
respect to national and international thresholds. The findings can provide water managers and local
authorities with a comprehensive framework of the coastal water hydrochemistry, allowing a better
understanding of the effects of current management practices and the design of mitigation measures
to reduce water resource deterioration in the studied coastal area.
Keywords: geochemistry; Cl− /Br− molar ratio; trace elements; coastal aquifer; water resource
management; sulphate reduction; organic matter degradation; salinization

1. Introduction
Coastal areas are the most populated land on Earth. As reported by Kummu et al. [1], the population
in the near-coast zone (<100 km from coast) has passed from 0.4 billion to 1.9 billion in the period
1900–2010, and it is projected to reach over 2.4 billion people by 2050. Thus, coastal water resources,
both groundwater (GW) and surface water (SW), are strongly affected by anthropic activities and
natural processes [2]. Water is consumed for human, agricultural or industry purposes, contaminated
by wastewater, or managed through drainage/recharge, land reclamation and rivers diversion. On the
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other hand, surface topography, natural subsidence, saltwater intrusion, marine storms and water–rock
(sediment) interaction processes under an unprecedented climate change scenario, are natural processes
involved in coastal water dynamics and quality [2–6].
Being at the edge of the terrestrial and marine environments, coastal waters are the location of
freshwater/saltwater mixing and of biogeochemical cycles involving elements with continental or
marine provenance [3,4,7,8].
Worldwide, many coastal aquifers are affected by increasing salinization processes [9], because
of groundwater over-exploitation [10], drainage [11,12] and sea level rise [13,14]. Exposing GW
to direct evaporation, even gravel pit lakes under a Mediterranean climate can promote aquifer
salinization [15]. Intensive crop cultivation and coastal forests exacerbate GW salinization because of
their high evapotranspiration rates that make the hydrological budget negative [16]. In some cases, to
reduce GW salinization, excess irrigation or uncontrolled water storage for irrigation purpose [17–19],
as well as other managed aquifer recharge techniques, are put in place [20].
Major processes occurring in coastal GW can be identified using hydro-chemical classification,
which defines the water-type via considering Cl− content, alkalinity, major cations and anions, and
Base Exchange Index BEX [21]. Geochemical processes can be also identified by major element ratios,
such as Cl− /Br− molar [22,23] and Cl− /SO4 − equivalent ratios [12], and by using Trace Elements (TEs)
as tracers of salinization and freshening processes [24].
In addition to salinization, water–rock (sediment) interaction processes contribute to GW
geochemical compositions in coastal aquifers. Cation exchange in clay minerals and organic
matter [25,26], redox reactions [27,28], mineral precipitation and dissolution [29–31], and organic
matter degradation [12,32,33] are demonstrated to affect major cations and anions concentrations, as
well as TEs.
In coastal aquifers affected by saltwater intrusion, GW ionic strength can be very high, and TEs
contamination is an increasing concern [34,35]. TEs can originate from agricultural, industrial and
extractive activities [15,36–38], from the weathering of the host formations, or by cation or anion
exchange reactions promoted by the intrusion of saline waters [31,35,37,39–42]. Later, TEs can be
transported, dissolved or complexed along the water hydraulic gradient or precipitate in sediments,
resulting in the contamination of water, soils, plants, and eventually human drinking water [43–45].
Thus, TEs presence obliges us to accurately assess their environmental dynamic [46,47].
As stated in the last IPPC report, the worldwide low-lying areas, and their groundwater, are
forecasted to be the factors most affected by sea level rise induced by climate change [10], and the Po river
floodplain will be one of the most damaged [14,48]. The coastal aquifers in the south-eastern Po river
floodplain are strongly salinized because of recent deposition [49,50], groundwater over-exploitation,
land subsidence, strong drainage [6,51–53] and the erosion of coastal dunes [54]. As described by
Mollema et al. [53], using isotopes, the SW and GW of many different environments, such as coastal
dunes (1), paleodunes (2), agricultural fields (3), gravel pit lakes (4), sea (5), lagoon (6), drainage
channels (7) and rivers (8), have different characteristics and origins.
For the purposes of water characterization and management, there is a need for an improved
understanding of the geochemical processes. This paper aims to characterize the coastal water
hydrochemistry in the coastal area of Ravenna (Italy), by identifying the geochemical processes affecting
the major elements and TEs. Keeping the 104 water samples grouped in the eight abovementioned
“sampling environments” [53], a detailed description of the occurring biogeochemical processes in the
GW system is performed. A focus on processes involving organic matter (OM) and a commentary
of the occurrence, distribution and relations of several TEs—comparing their concentrations with
guidelines and recommended values and evaluating their roles as hydrogeochemical tracers—is also
presented. Lastly, a summary of the occurring geochemical processes and related implications for
water management is reported. The findings provide water managers and local authorities with a
comprehensive framework of the coastal water hydrochemistry, allowing a better understanding of
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2. Study Area
The study area is in the south‐eastern part of the Po River floodplain (Figure 1). It is a
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of land parallel to the coast, about 400 km2 from the Reno to the Savio River,3with
Ravenna city located in the middle. In this area, intensive agriculture, industry, port activities and
intensive tourism coexist. Most of the territory has recently dried‐up through land reclamation
the effects of current management practices, in order to design future prevention and/or mitigation
processes [52]. Historical reconstruction dates the deposition between 1500 and 300 years before the
measures to reduce water resource deterioration in the studied coastal area.
present, and the southern area is the youngest [55]. The relative recent deposition lead to −0.5 to −3
mm/year
of natural subsidence [56,57]. Moreover, at the end of last century, an increase in the
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tourism coexist. Most of the territory has recently dried-up through land reclamation processes [52].
impose mechanical drainage systems that lower the phreatic level, permitting water discharge to the
Historical reconstruction dates the deposition between 1500 and 300 years before the present, and
sea and keeping the land dry for human activities [52]. A dense network of drainage ditches collects
the southern area is the youngest [55]. The relative recent deposition lead to −0.5 to −3 mm/year of
rainwater and runoff, and directs them to pumping stations during wet periods, while supplying
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reclamation that has characterized the study area since the last century. A paleodune belt is located
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Inland, agriculture activity becomes dominant, and several gravel pit lakes are found aligned in the
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Figure 1. Location of surface and groundwater sampling points grouped by environment as classified by
Figure 1. Location of surface and groundwater sampling points grouped by environment as
Mollema et al., 2013 [53]. Transect A-A’ indicates the geological section shown in Figure 2. Background
classified
bysatellite
Mollema
al., 2013 [53]. Transect
indicates the geological section shown in Figure
is a Google
byet
QuickMapService
QGIS A‐A’
plugin.
2. Background is a Google satellite by QuickMapService QGIS plugin.

[64]. The constant mechanical drainage through the year generates an atypical, inland‐oriented
hydraulic gradient, promoting saltwater intrusion [53,61]. Aquifer recharge from precipitation is
poor and limited to the area where the aquifer is phreatic, namely, coastal dunes and paleodunes
[16]. In these areas, ephemeral freshwater lenses exist, and they sustain freshwater habitats [6,65]. In
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agricultural areas, some episodic and uncontrolled aquifer recharge processes occur due
to
freshwater irrigation storage [19], or as direct infiltration from irrigation ditches [52].

Figure 2. Geological section of the shallow coastal aquifer. Refer to Figure 1 for the section location.
Figure
2. Geological section of the shallow coastal aquifer. Refer to Figure 1 for the section location.
Depositional environments and interpolations are based on Amorosi et al. [50]. With respect to coastal
Depositional environments and interpolations are based on Amorosi et al. [50]. With respect to
dunes and paleodunes, the aquifer is phreatic, while it is semi-confined in agricultural fields and
quarry environments.

A simplified east to west section of the area (Figure 1) shows narrow beaches and coastal dunes
experiencing erosive trends [62]. Coastal dunes are broadly covered by a pine forest planted in the
early 1900s to protect the inland crops from saline spray. Pialassa Baiona (saltwater lagoon) in the north
and Ortazzo (freshwater wetland) in the south are the natural habitats left by the land reclamation that
has characterized the study area since the last century. A paleodune belt is located on the western edge
of the wetlands, covered by the historical San Vitale and Classe pine forest. Inland, agriculture activity
becomes dominant, and several gravel pit lakes are found aligned in the NW-SE direction, indicating
the boundary of the last marine transgression.
2.1. Hydrogeological Settings
The geological setting of the southern Po River floodplain is linked to Alpine and Apennine river
sediments and marine sediments, controlled by the last eustatic and climatic fluctuations [49,50,55].
The last Holocene transgression (12 thousand years to present) is responsible of the entire deposition of
the study aquifer. Starting from the last glacial lowstand, when the paleo-shoreline was about 250 km
southeast of its current position [63], a rapid seaward migration of a barrier lagoon estuary system (16
and 5.5 thousand years BP) brought the paleo-shoreline 20–30 km inland with respect to the current
position [49,50]. In response to the rapid sea level rise, deposition of transgressive sand and older
shallow marine deposits occurred. During the highstand phase, sand spits and barrier islands grew,
converting bays into confined lagoons where organic deposition occurred [50,55]. Then, progradation
controlled by continental sedimentation proceeded, with the contemporary beach ridge’s regression.
In the most recent period, anthropic interventions (reclamation works and river diversions) controlled
the recent depositional dynamics, until settling in its current position.
In the studied area, the resulting shallow coastal aquifer (Figure 2) is formed by two main sandy
units, consisting of a medium-grained sand unit (from surface to −10 m a.s.l) corresponding to beach
ridge deposition, and a lower, fine-grained, thinner sand unit (−15 to −22 m a.s.l.), corresponding
to transgressive deposition. In the middle of these two sandy units, a 10-m-thick unit of silty clay
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intercalations, rich in marine OM, is present and corresponds to shallow marine deposition [50,63].
The aquifer stands on top of the Pleistocene alluvial succession, at −23 m a.s.l. on average.
The surface hydrology includes Apennine Rivers (Reno, Lamone, Fiumi Uniti, Bevano and Savio)
that in the alluvial plan flow toward the sea as hanging rivers. The territory is subdivided into
many small watersheds, mostly mechanically drained through a dense network of drainage/irrigation
channels, which direct water to pumping stations located 5–8 km from the sea [64]. The constant
mechanical drainage through the year generates an atypical, inland-oriented hydraulic gradient,
promoting saltwater intrusion [53,61]. Aquifer recharge from precipitation is poor and limited to the
area where the aquifer is phreatic, namely, coastal dunes and paleodunes [16]. In these areas, ephemeral
freshwater lenses exist, and they sustain freshwater habitats [6,65]. In agricultural areas, some episodic
and uncontrolled aquifer recharge processes occur due to freshwater irrigation storage [19], or as direct
infiltration from irrigation ditches [52].
2.2. Environment Groups
As presented by Mollema et al. [53], this complex coastal area has been divided into homogeneous
sampling environment groups (called “environments” in the following) based on paleo-evolution and
current management.
Although undergoing some modifications, in this paper the proposed sampling environment
groups have been used for the discussion of GW and SW samples. Along an east–west profile and
from GW to SW (Figure 1): (1) Coastal dunes represent the current dune belt, the highest topographic
area and the recharge site of the shallow coastal aquifer. Where preserved, they are covered by pine
forest and are included in the Po Delta Regional Park. (2) Paleodunes, located 3–4 km from the sea,
correspond to the Medieval shoreline and they are covered by historical pine forest (San Vitale and
Classe), and appear in the Regional Park.; the topography is generally higher than surrounding areas
and the aquifer is phreatic. (3) Agricultural fields (in the following: fields) are characterized by low
topography (from −2.5 m a.s.l. to 0.5 m a.s.l.) and strong drainage to keep the land dry; the surface
geology is often silty clay and the shallow aquifer is semiconfined. (4) Gravel pits correspond to a belt of
lakes, are NW-SE oriented with exposed aquifer. Since 1950 they have been used for gravel exploitation,
and they geographically correspond to the maximum marine transgressive phase, marking the limit
between continental and marine sedimentation. (5) Generic seawater sample [66,67], used as a marine
reference in the results and discussion. (6) Brackish Lagoon indicates the western ponds of the Pialassa
Baiona, not directly open to the sea, where drainage water flows after the mechanical uplift made by
the pumping station. Brackish water due to the mixing between drainage and marine water fills this
ponds [60]. (6.1) Lagoon stands for the eastern ponds of the Pialassa Baiona wetland, directly connected
to the sea thanks to the final part of the industrial harbor channel (Candiano Channel). The water
is typically hypersaline, and historical pollution from the nearby industrial area is documented [68].
(7) Drainage indicates surface water coming from the drainage network that control land reclamation.
(8) Rivers are surface water collected from the rivers flowing through the coastal area.
3. Methods
A total of 104 water samples were collected from groundwater wells (83 samples) and surface
water bodies (21 samples) and their locations are shown in Figure 1. The GW samples come from
25 piezometers, while the SW samples are coastal lagoons (6), gravel pit lakes (4), drainage/irrigation
ditches (5) and rivers (6) homogeneously distributed across the Ravenna coastal area, and representing
all the environment groups previously defined and described by Mollema et al. (2013) [53]. Rivers and
drainage samples were taken in the proximity of the study area with the aim of representing the water
that really interacts with the local coastal aquifer.
For each groundwater well, a variable number of samples (2–5) was collected in
November–December 2010 at different depths, i.e., at the water table, bottom, and in correspondence
with significant aquifer layers (peat layers and fine-grained sediment layers) (supplementary materials
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Table S1). In wells where the aquifer is composed by two separated units, at least one sample per unit
was collected. The wells are fully screened with depth, and the sampling collection was conducted
with straddle packers after two times the water volume present in the sampling window (30 cm) of the
2 packers was purged.
Electrical conductivity, pH, Eh, dissolved O2 and temperature were measured in the field with a
multiparameter device XS PCD650 (Eutech Instruments Pte Ltd. part of Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc.,
Waltham, MA, USA) inserted in a flow cell to prevent rapid oxidation processes. Where a smell of H2 S
was detected, the concentration of sulfide anions was measure using a portable spectrophotometer
(Hach Company, Loveland, CO, USA). After the measurements of chemical-physical parameters, water
samples were collected and filtered using a 0.45 µm filter.
The water samples for cation and TEs determination were acidified with HNO3 . All water
samples were stored in pre-cleaned HDPE 250mL plastic bottles and major elements (Ca2+ , Mg2+ ,
Na+ , K+ , Cl− , SO4 2− , NO3 − , HCO3 − and Br− ) were analyzed within 24 h by the Research Centre
C.R.S.A. of Med Ingegneria of Ravenna (Italy), following the standards set by the Italian National
Environmental Agency, APAT-IRSA 2003. The ionic balance was calculated and samples with an ionic
balance exceeding 5% were not included in the water type analysis.
The water samples for TEs analysis were diluted till TDS < 0.1%, pH was stabilized below 2
with 1 mL of HNO3 and sent to Acme Analytical Laboratories Ltd., Vancouver, BC, Canada. Through
Inductively Coupled Plasma–Atomic Emission Spectrometry/Inductively Coupled Plasma–Mass
Spectrometry (ICP-AES/ICP-MS) Ag, As, B, Ba, Co, Cr, Cu, Fe, La, Li, Mn, Mo, Ni, Pb, Rb, Sb, Si,
Sr, U, V and Zn have been analyzed. Although the analyzed elements were more than 70, only
elements with at least 30 measurements above the detection limits were included in the present dataset.
Considering internal and external standards, accuracy and precision were better than 10% for all
considered elements.
4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Major Elements vs. Environment Groups
In Figure 3, the physical and chemical parameters and the concentrations of major elements are
summarized for each environment through box plots, while basic statistics are reported in Table S2.
The lagoon samples, and some GW samples from coastal dune environments, reached salinity of
20 g/L, while the literature’s data for seawater [66,67] show salinity of 33 g/L. The same samples
denote the higher concentration for the saline-correlated major cations and anions, such as Ca2+ ,
Mg2+ , Na+ , K+ , Cl− and SO4 2− . At the opposite end, rivers, drainage channels and brackish lagoons
show the lowest salinity values, ranging from 0.5 g/L in rivers and drainage channels up to 5 g/L
for brackish lagoon. Limiting to salinity, the geographic trend is well evident where coastal dunes
have average salinity higher than paleodunes, fields and gravel pit environments, whose salinities
decrease as we move inland (refer to study area section and Figure 1). This east–west salinization
trend in the aquifer agrees with previous studies by Greggio et al. [18], Giambastiani et al. [51]
and Cozzolino et al. [4] for similar and adjacent areas. Abundance sequences for the elements in
groundwater are Na+ > Mg2+ > Ca2+ > K+ and Cl− > HCO3 − /SO4 2− > Br− > NO3 − , for cations and
anions, respectively. These findings agree with water-type classifications by Mollema et al. [53], who in
the same area found 91% of water samples of the NaCl-type, 9% being freshwater with Cl− < 300 mg/L,
based on the water-type classification proposed by Stuyfzand [69].

The correlation matrix between major ions and salinity (Figure S1) shows good correlation
values (>0.95) among salinity and Na+, K+, Mg2+ and Cl−. Given that the correlation of SO42− with other
marine ions and salinity is weak (less than 0.6), further investigation is presented. The correlation of
Ca2+ and SO42− is 0.75, while the correlation between SO42− and alkalinity is negative. Although Br− is
Water
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− Anomalies under Organic Matter Degradation
4.2. SO
42− and
Apart
forBrsome
samples, SW and GW differ from each other in terms of pH and redox potential
(Eh) (Figure 3). Thus, pH is2−constantly above 8 in SW, and averages 7.5 in GW samples. High pH
Figure 4 shows the SO4 concentration versus salinity values. The majority of the samples are
variability is present in brackish lagoon, paleodunes and gravel pit environments. The Eh is constantly
located on the conservative mixing line, with rivers and sea as end‐members (red line in Figure 4).
positive in samples of SW, while it is generally negative (−100 to −200 mV) in GW, indicating2−strong
Some samples show strong sulphate depletion, reaching the complete disappearance of SO4 from
reducing conditions of groundwater in the aquifer, in line with outcomes from Colombani et al. [12] and
the solution. Samples depleted in SO42− mainly belong to fields and paleodunes environments, and
Caschetto et al. [4] in the adjacent area. Some exceptions occur in shallow GW samples from fields and
are specifically evident all along the wells P11N, P4S and P15N, and the deepest samples of P4N,
paleodunes environments, where positive redox values are related to the occurrence
of groundwater
P2N, P14N and P9N (red rectangle in Figure 4). At the opposite end, SO42− enrichments are evident
recharge processes that constitute ephemeral freshwater lenses [6,52,53,70–72]. Shallow oxidizing
conditions permit the presence of a nitrate concentration even higher than 50 mg/L (Italian National
limit, D. Lgs. 152/06 [73]) in GW from fields and paleodunes, in line with the elevated concentration
measured in drainage channels that drain the same territory.
Although the GW are characterized by high salinity values, the anoxic conditions affecting
the aquifer promote a relevant variation of SO4 2− in coastal dunes, such as a strong decrease in
sulphate concentrations with respect to the conservative freshwater/seawater mixing that is more
evident in the field and paleodunes environments. The presence of H2 S in GW samples, with a
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maximum in paleodunes and field environments, confirms the reducing condition involving sulphate,
as demonstrated by Colombani et al. [12] 30 km to the north. Despite the low salinity range (5 to
10 g/L),
pit environments
sulphate concentrations are elevated (box plot in Figure 3). Lastly,
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Figure 4. Binary plot of SO4 2− concentration vs. salinity for all samples. Samples are grouped by
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As reported in Equation (1), HCO3− is one of the products of OM degradation under anoxic
conditions. Considering also the HCO3− in the analysis, samples depleted in SO42− are contemporarily
enriched in HCO3− (Figure S2), particularly P11N, P4S and P15N, which reach concentrations of
HCO3− above 1500 mg/L.
A particular behavior is observed for Br− where, as shown in Figure 5, bromide shows 3–4‐fold
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Sulphate depletion is a process frequently observed in aquifers, where SO4 2− is related to seawater
intrusion [29,76,77]. Although the sulphate decrease in groundwater could be attributed to both gypsum
precipitation [29,32] and a reduction phenomenon [27], previous works in the same area excluded
gypsum precipitation in light of the low saturation index, attributing the SO4 2− depletion exclusively
to OM degradation in anoxic condition [51,53]. According to Jørgensen [78], the overall reaction
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specifically the P10S and P16S wells and shallow samples P6S and P4N, the most probable explanation
is the pyrite oxidation guided by O2 -rich water reaching the anoxic aquifer layers, or water table
4.3. Trace Elements vs Environment Groups
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Boron, Fe, Si and Sr are the most abundant, with median values reaching above 1 mg/L. Among
the previous TEs, Fe has the widest variability, ranging from 300 to 6000 μg/L. Ba, Mn and Zn have
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deepest anoxic aquifer layers to O2 -rich waters, and justify the pyrite oxidation and SO4 2− enrichments.
Instead, the P4N and P16S wells are located close to rivers, and their measured Eh values verify a deep
infiltration of O2 -rich water promoting pyrite oxidation [15,51,53,85].
The alternative hypothesis of gypsum dissolution is discarded due to the negative saturation
index values calculated in the area for gypsum [15,51]. Caschetto et al. [4], in an adjacent area, showed
the frequent occurrence of pyrite oxidation, and in an agricultural area the oxidation could also be
guided by nitrates [4].
4.3. Trace Elements vs. Environment Groups
The TEs concentrations for all water samples are shown in the box plots in Figure 7, while basic
statistics, average sea TEs concentration [66,67], Italian National Environmental limits and maximum
recommended concentrations for irrigation water are presented in Table 1.
Boron, Fe, Si and Sr are the most abundant, with median values reaching above 1 mg/L. Among the
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Median

75◦
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Ag
As
B
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Cr
Cu
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La
Li
Mn
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Ni
Pb
Rb
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Si
Sr
U
V
Zn

Average Sea [71,72]

Element

Table 1. Statistic of TEs concentrations of all water samples. Also listed are also the normative limits based on Italian Environmental Legislation 152/06 [73] and
recommended concentration for irrigation by FAO [87]. Concentrations are in µg/L; “d.l.” stands for detection limits. Bold concentration values indicate samples
which exceed the most restrictive limits.
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The box plots in Figure 8 show that GW is generally more enriched in trace elements than SW,
with the exceptions of La, Sb and U concentrations, which are similar among SW and GW. Observing
the box plot also allows us to discriminate between two separate groups: (I) TEs with concentrations
determined by conservative mixing between fresh and seawater, where concentrations in open-to-sea
lagoons are higher than the other samples. (II) TEs with concentrations resulting from water–sediment
interaction processes, like ion exchange, mineral dissolution and precipitation, and redox reactions
also involving OM; in this group GW concentrations are several orders of magnitude higher than
in the sea. Many of the literature reviews describe these processes as determinant for GW and SW
hydrochemistry in coastal areas [25,77,93]; a conservative mixing is evident for B, Li, Rb and Sr, and
water–sediment interaction processes justify Ag, As, Ba, Co, Cr, Cu, Fe, La, Mn, Mo, Ni, Pb, Sb, Si, U, V
and Zn abundance.
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Figure 8. Box plots of TEs concentrations of all water samples grouped by environments.
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4.3.1. Uranium, Antimony and Lanthanum
Observing box plots in Figure 8, La, Sb and U exhibit comparable concentrations in GW and SW,
with peaks of Sb in the gravel pit environment, while U enrichments occur in drainage channels and in
fields. When present in GW, La, U and Sb are found in shallow samples, related to oxic aquifer layers,
and their concentrations do not seem to be correlated with each other.
Gravel pit lakes and drainage water have U concentrations in the range of 3–5 µg/L, but water
from field environments shows U concentrations from 10 to 30 µg/L, specifically in P6S, P16S and P17S
wells. The abundance in the shallow portion of the aquifer justifies the presence of U in the dense
network of drainage channels operating in the study area [52]. As reported by Liesch et al. [93], apart
from natural bedrock, uranium is related to chemical fertilizer supply in intensive agricultural areas,
generating implications for their over application [94]. Although U tends to adsorb into OM [95], its
abundance in GW from field environments indicates agricultural practices as the main U source [36].
Antimony has peak of concentrations within gravel pit lake waters (1.1 µg/L), but it is also present
in rivers, drainage and lagoons, ranging from 0.1 to 0.5 µg/L. In GW, it is present exclusively in shallow
oxic layers. As reported by Mollema et al. [15], being an oxyanion soluble at high pH, Sb is present
in solution in the quarry environment, and its origin is linked to organic-reach sediment layers that
release Sb in solution form through anaerobic degradation [42,96]. Antimony in shallow GW from field
environments is sourced by irrigation water supplied by drainage channels during the growing season.
Lanthanum ranges from 1 to 5 µg/L in SW and GW, with a peak of 16 µg/L in P10N well.
All samples containing La are above the guideline values indicated by the Australian
Government [89] (Figure 7 and Table 1). If La abundance in SW is related to Al, phosphate and
dissolved organic carbon [97], the peak of La detected in GW could be related to the reduction condition
that is widespread in the aquifer. Cidu et al. [98] measured the same range of La in groundwater for
the same area, and motivated the enrichments with the chemical reduction of Fe-oxy-hydroxides.
4.3.2. TEs with Conservative Mixing Behavior
Boron, Li, Rb and Sr have the highest concentrations in seawater and in lagoon basins connected
to the sea. For the same TEs, SW (rivers, drainage and brackish lagoon) show the absence or lower
concentrations than in GW (coastal dunes, paleodunes, fields and gravel pit). Moreover, GW shows
a geographical east–west decreasing trend in concentration ranges, with coastal dune greater than
paleodunes, which is in turn greater than fields and gravel pit, which agrees with distance to the sea.
Boron concentrations exceed Italian Environment Legislation [73]. It has a high Pearson correlation
coefficient (0.83) (refer to Figure S4) with chlorine, confirming its seawater intrusion origin [99], although
some enrichments are evident. Specifically, elevated B concentrations occur in shallow samples of the
P3S well, and in several of the deepest samples of coastal and paleodunes environments. Due to its
location, the abundance in the P3S well can be explained by both pig slurry and other animal-derived
fertilizers, which are seasonally added to soil [37], and B desorption from mineral surfaces during
freshening processes, occurring in the aquifers previously invaded by saltwater [100–102]. The elevated
B concentration in the deepest samples (−20 to −25 m below ground) could be related to the dolomite
dissolution included in transgressive sand [49], as already noted by Colombani et al. [103].
Rubidium and Sr are well correlated with chlorine, 0.86 and 0.84 respectively (Figure S4), describing
a conservative mixing in the aquifer, as noted by Mollema et al. [15] for the same area. Differently
from previous TEs, Li shows the lowest correlation with Cl− , and at a Cl− concentration between
5000 mg/L and 15,000 mg/L Li is depleted by 50%, compared to the conservative mixing (Figure 9).
Most of the samples with Li depletion correspond with abundant OM and sulphate reduction (refer to
Section 4.2). This Li depletion is evident with respect to all major cations. Since sorption is the most
important process in controlling Li concentration, it disappears from the solution during seawater
intrusion [24,101], as well as when the clay layer and OM are present in the aquifer. Excluding the
samples where SO4 2− reduction is an ongoing process, Li depletion indicates salinization processes
at P2S, P3S and P5S, as confirmed by Greggio et al. [18] and Mollema et al. [53]. At the opposite
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4.3.3. TEs Depending on Water–Sediment Interaction Processes

4.3.3.
TEssecond
Depending
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grouponofWater–Sediment
TEs, including Ag,
As, Ba, Processes
Co, Cr, Cu, Fe, Mn, Mo, Ni, Pb, Si, V and Zn,
depends on water–sediment interaction processes; their ranges of concentration in GW are higher
This second group of TEs, including Ag, As, Ba, Co, Cr, Cu, Fe, Mn, Mo, Ni, Pb, Si, V and Zn,
than those for all SW, including both fresh (rivers, drainage and brackish lagoon) and saline lagoons
depends on water–sediment interaction processes; their ranges of concentration in GW are higher
(Figure 8). Enrichments below 10 times the SW concentration are notable for Ag, As, Co, Cr, Mo, Pb, Si
than those for all SW, including both fresh (rivers, drainage and brackish lagoon) and saline lagoons
and V, while more than 100-fold enrichments are seen in GW, in comparison with SW for Ba, Fe, Mn,
(Figure 8). Enrichments below 10 times the SW concentration are notable for Ag, As, Co, Cr, Mo, Pb,
Ni and Zn.
Si and V, while more than 100‐fold enrichments are seen in GW, in comparison with SW for Ba, Fe,
The elevated concentration of Ba and Si are indicators of strong water–sediment interactions, with
Mn, Ni and Zn.
alterations of the main sandy minerals (phyllosilicates and silicates) constituting the aquifer and long
The elevated concentration of Ba and Si are indicators of strong water–sediment interactions,
residence time of GW [106,107].
with alterations of the main sandy minerals (phyllosilicates and silicates) constituting the aquifer
The widespread abundance of Fe and Mn in GW (concentrations up to 50 and 3 mg/L, respectively;
and long residence time of GW [106,107].
Table 1) derived from the redox reactions occurring in the aquifer, where abundant levels of OM and
The widespread abundance of Fe and Mn in GW (concentrations up to 50 and 3 mg/L,
Fe- and Mn-hydroxides under anoxic conditions promote the OM degradation and the contemporary
respectively; Table 1) derived from the redox reactions occurring in the aquifer, where abundant
Fe and Mn reduction. Samples from the recently deposited paleodunes environment (P2S, P10N,
levels of OM and Fe‐ and Mn‐hydroxides under anoxic conditions promote the OM degradation and
P13N and P2N) are enriched in Mn with low Fe concentrations, whereas when moving inland the
the contemporary Fe and Mn reduction. Samples from the recently deposited paleodunes
Fe concentration becomes dominant, indicating stronger anoxic conditions (refer to low Eh value in
environment (P2S, P10N, P13N and P2N) are enriched in Mn with low Fe concentrations, whereas
Figure 3) and longer residence time for GW under paleodune and fields environments (Figure S5).
when moving inland the Fe concentration becomes dominant, indicating stronger anoxic conditions
As reported by Lovley [108], the reduction of Fe3+ and Mn4+ oxides to soluble Fe2+ and Mn2+ forms is
(refer to low Eh value in Figure 3) and longer residence time for GW under paleodune and fields
one of the most important geochemical reactions in anaerobic environments, with3+regards to 4+explaining
environments (Figure S5). As reported by Lovley [108], the reduction of Fe and Mn oxides to
the high concentration of dissolved Fe and Mn in water. These processes are part of a sequential
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reduction chain that leads to OM degradation through different species as electron acceptors with a
specific order, depending on Eh values: nitrate, manganese, iron, sulphate, and finally fermentation
leading to the production of CH4 [28,32]. The OM degradation is also confirmed by SO4 2− depletion in
several wells (refer to Section 4.2), and the presence of methane gas during the field campaign (not
presented here). Similar findings are documented in the adjacent Ferrara coastal aquifer through sulfur
isotopes by Caschetto et al. [4].
The remaining TEs can reach the solution stage through OM oxidation via the reduction of Mn
and Fe hydroxides, and later by sulphate reduction, ion exchange with sediments (in particular clay
minerals), and OM or mineral dissolution, but some TEs can also disappear from the solution through
mineral precipitation [25].
Applying the Pearson correlation to water–sediment TEs, low correlation values are shown for the
majority of the combinations (refer to Figure S6). Similar low correlation factors among TEs have been
reported 30 km to the north by Mastrocicco et al. [37] The only correlation values higher than 0.5 are As
and Zn with Fe (0.7 and 0.84, respectively), and Mn with Co (0.51). In the literature, the reduction of Fe
and Mn hydroxides bringing As, Zn [31,109–111] and Co [39] into groundwater is well documented.
Although Ni is also indicated as dependent on Mn concentration in solution, this correlation is not
present in this aquifer. Correlation coefficients around 0.6 also exist between Ag, Cu, La, Mo, Pb and V,
indicating common source for these TEs. Although these correlation levels seem mainly imputable to
P10N, which reveals the highest concentrations of Ag, Cu, La, Mo, Pb and V, they also correlate with
fine sediments [112], measured as SiO2 /Al2 O3 < 3. It has to be noted that the P10N well is located on a
canal bank within the Pialassa Baiona lagoon (see Figure 1). Many bio-monitoring studies performed
in this lagoon revealed extremely high concentrations of heavy and trace metals, both in sediments
and the water, attributed to the bordering industrial site [68,113]. So, high concentration of many TEs
in this site could be attributed to industrial pollution, and not to natural processes.
Precipitation of generic sulfides and pyrite (FeS2 ) is highly suitable in wells where both reduced S
(from sulphate reduction process) and Fe2+ are concentrated in solution. During sulfide precipitation,
other metals can be incorporated in pyrite, such as Pb, Zn, Cd, Co, Ni, Cu, Mo, Cr and As [41]. At the
opposite end, in environments like gravel pits and their surrounding area, where oxic water reaches
the deepest aquifer layers due to excavation activities, pyrite oxidation occurs [32]. During pyrite
oxidation, several TEs, like Zn, Ni, Cu, Mn, Co and As, are released into the solution [40,85,110].
Although not feasible during this present study, more investigations could be performed on sediment
samples from the study area, as well as laboratory experiments to measure TEs released during pyrite
oxidation under controlled conditions.
Close to the sea, where sulphate reduction does not occur, only Fe and Mn are utilized as electron
acceptors for OM degradation, and carbonate concentration are elevated, solid phases of Mn and Fe,
such as rhodochrosite and siderite, could precipitate, decreasing the concentration of Mn and Fe in the
solution [30,114].
5. Summary and Conclusions
The study area is wide (400 km2 ), includes many surface waters bodies (rivers, drainage channels,
lagoons and gravel pit lakes), and the coastal aquifer is strongly salinized. The surface land use is
complex: tourist-oriented coastal areas with the coexistence of natural areas (dunes, pine forests,
wetlands, etc.), industrial areas and intensive agriculture activities.
With the aim of summarizing the main results for major and trace element concentrations, and
relating the ongoing geochemical processes in coastal waters to current land use and management, six
wells are selected as representative of existing environments. Specifically, P2S represents coastal dunes,
P4S represents paleodunes, P15N and P11N represent fields, P6S represents nearby gravel pit activities
and P14S represents the area of interaction between SW and GW. These wells (from P2S to P14S) are
geographically oriented from sea to inland, and show a decreasing salinization from east (salinized)
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to west (freshwater). The median values are adopted as indicators for element abundance, and the
summary is listed in Table 2. The complete statistics are available in Table S3.
Table 2. Summary of geochemical processes occurring in 5 selected environments in the study area.
Color scale from red to green indicates from the highest to the lowest concentrations, respectively.
TEs concentrations are in µg/L. Eh, Cl− , HCO3 − are categorized using thresholds proposed by Stuyfzand
1989 [21]. SO4 2− /Cl− equivalent ratio processes refer to Colombani et al. [12], Cl− /Br− molar ratio
processes refer to Alcalà and Custodio [22].

Gravel Pit (e.g.,
P6S Well)

Recent
Agricultural
Fields with
Ongoing
Infiltration
(e.g., P14S
Well)

Environment

Coastal Dunes
(e.g., P2S Well)

Paleodunes
(e.g., P4S Well)

Inland
Agricultural
Fields (e.g.,
P11N and
P15N Wells)

Eh

Anoxic (−120
mV)

Anoxic (−150
mV)

Extreme anoxic
(−200 mV)

Oxic and
weakly anoxic
(−80 mv)

Oxic and
slightly anoxic
(−40 mV)

Cl−

Saline

Saline

Brackish saline

Brackish saline

Fresh brackish

HCO3 −

Moderately
high

Very high

Very high

High

Moderately
high

SO4 2− /Cl− eq

Seawater

Moderate
SO4 2−
reduction

Strong SO4 2−
reduction

Mix Sea- and
freshwater

Freshwater

Cl− /Br− molar

Seawater
intrusion

Excess of Br−

Excess of Br−

Seawater
intrusion

Freshwater

Well

P2S

P4S

P11N e P15N

P6S

P14S

Statistic
Mn
Fe
Ba
Si
Ag
As
Co
Cr
Cu
La
Mo
Ni
Pb
Sb
U
V
Zn
B
Li
Rb
Sr

Median
2284
11475
166
4600
11.0
45.0
1.5
12.5
12.5
0.3
5.0
<0.2
<0.1
<0.05
0.75
40.0
400
3400
113
37
6643

Median
174
9100
497
7725
<0.05
37.5
<0.02
<0.5
7.5
<0.01
5.0
<0.2
<0.1
<0.05
<0.02
30.0
75
3675
55
36
6228

Median
482
2700
779
6250
3.1
27.5
0.5
<0.5
17.5
0.1
5.0
8.8
5.0
<0.05
<0.02
26.3
96
2925
35
25
4557

Median
779
1800
208
8060
<0.05
15.0
3.6
7.0
16.0
0.5
3.0
41.0
1.5
<0.05
16.1
15.0
95
2240
97
26
5892

Median
102
36
85
2018
<0.05
8.7
0.4
5.0
4.2
<0.01
3.4
4.7
0.6
0.3
1.9
2.5
35
375
13
4
356

Concentration differences among the different environments are significant; at least one order of
magnitude exists between minimum and maximum values between the wells. In the case of Fe, almost
three orders of magnitude exist between freshwater environment and paleodunes.
Coastal dune environments have been recently (since the last century) reclaimed by mechanical
drainage [52], and nowadays are included in a protected natural area. These environments are widely
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salinized, and there are anoxic conditions and no sulphate reductions (SO4 2− /Cl− equivalent ratio
= 0.1), while high levels of Fe and Mn hydroxides reduction (2.3 and 11.5 mg/L, respectively) is
ongoing. Barium and Si concentrations are low, indicating weak water–sediment interaction and short
water residence time. Boron, Li, Rb and Sr concentrations are elevated and proportionate to salinity
(conservative behavior). Among the other TEs, Ag, As, Cr, Zn and V reach the highest concentrations,
while Ni and Pb are absent. From the management point of view, the strong drainage rate affecting the
area removes the small freshwater lenses present at the aquifer top, promoting the seepage of reduced
water enriched in Fe, Mn, As and Zn.
The paleodunes and old field environments are located more than 4 km from the shoreline (refer to
Figure 1); their deposition started with the last transgressive phase and highstand period (10–6 thousand
years BP), characterized by the formation of several wetlands, with associated OM accumulation and
abundance. The Eh values, SO4 2− /Cl− equivalent ratio and Ba and Si concentrations suggest significant
OM degradation with sulphate as the secondary oxidant. Manganese concentration is relatively low
for the measured anoxic conditions, and this indicates possible rhodochrosite precipitation. Iron is
still high in paleodunes (9 mg/L), while being poor (2.7 mg/L) in fields where pyrite precipitation
processes occur. Silver, As, Co, Cr, V and Zn decrease their concentrations in GW, probably through
sulfide precipitation [41]. However, the strongest reductive conditions permit the presence of Cu, Ni
and Pb in solution, especially in the field environment. The TEs with conservative behavior remain
proportional to salinity. Even if paleodunes are potential recharge sites for the coastal aquifer, the
infiltration is almost absent, and fresh and oxygenated water forms thin lenses, which are rapidly
consumed by evapotranspiration from pine forests [16,17,52]. Inland fields are settled on silty clay
continental sediments, which make the aquifer semi-confined or confined; here, the infiltration is
diminished, and GW stagnation is favored, fostering sediment weathering.
The gravel pit environment is characterized by oxic conditions in pit lakes, and oscillation among
oxic and anoxic conditions in surrounding GW. It has brackish saline GW, with no evidence of OM
degradation, as verified by a high SO4 2− /Cl− equivalent ratio. In this environment, pyrite dissolution
occurs, leading to excesses of sulphate in the solution (maximum SO4 2− /Cl− equivalent ratio = 6.4, refer
to Table S3). Furthermore, the Ni and Co abundance here are related to pyrite oxidation. Li abundance
is evidence of ongoing freshening phenomenon [24]. The other TEs with conservative behavior are
aligned with salinity. The excavation activities, verified by the highest Si concentration, expose the
aquifer to atmosphere, increasing the water oxygenation and direct evaporation, fostering the deep
seepage of saline GW. Both these phenomena generated a saline water environment where oxidation
reactions occur; Co, La, Ni and U remain in solution, while Fe- and Mn- oxides adsorb heavy metals,
like As, and precipitate.
Recent agricultural fields, where infiltration from drainage or rivers occurs, are characterized by
oxic conditions in the uppermost part, and slightly anoxic trend in the bottom part. The oxygenated
infiltration water does not allow Mn and Fe reduction. Moreover, the extremely low Ba and Si
concentrations indicate low residence time and no water-sediment interaction. Obviously, conservative
TEs have a low concentration, given the elevated contribution of freshwater to the mixing. Only Ni,
Pb, Sb and U have concentrations aligned with, or even higher than, those in the other environments.
In particular, Sb is supplied by the infiltration of irrigation water, while U by fertilizers.
The analysis of major elements and TEs in 104 SW and GW samples allows us to characterize the
most relevant geochemical processes ongoing in the area, with our attention on GW. Results permit us
to identify, describe, and correlate ongoing geochemical processes with current water management.
Water samples of rivers do not present any geochemical indication different from local background
water. Drainage channels collect the uppermost water of the aquifer and show weak enrichments in
seawater elements. Lagoon waters are the most enriched in many TEs, which come from the bordering
industrial areas. Groundwater is almost completely saline, and only a few locations show interactions
with surface fresh water. In locations with active infiltration and aquifer recharge, or those in the
vicinity of gravel pit environments, oxidant conditions exist, and the precipitation of Mn- and Fe-
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hydroxides and oxides and pyrite oxidation occur. However, most GW samples show strongly anoxic
conditions, and OM degradation is widely proven. Without oxygen, secondary oxidant compounds are
involved, following the entire sequential reduction chain: Mn4+ , Fe3+ , SO4 2− and fermentation. In the
recent deposition near the coast, elevated concentrations of Mn and Fe in solution, and no sulphate
reduction, indicates moderate OM degradation. In most inner locations, the contemporary abundance
of Mn, Fe, H2 S and HCO3 − favor the precipitation of rhodochrosite, pyrite and siderite, with a decrease
in solution of TEs like As, Ag, Co, Cr, V and Zn. On the contrary, high rates of OM degradation
increase the concentrations of Cu, Ni and Pb, which are released in the solution. The presented spatial
distribution of sulphate reduction processes in the aquifer, along with stratigraphic reconstruction of
the area, suggests that sulphate depletion could be used as a proxy for seawater intrusion in coastal
aquifers where OM is present. Obviously, external or anthropic sulphate sources have to be excluded.
Fe and Mn reduction is not related to seawater, but to sediment composition, and only identify anoxic
condition in the aquifer.
The use of chemical and animal-made fertilizers seems to be source of B and U in the solution
in the agricultural areas. In some locations, agriculture is responsible for the excess of irrigation and
freshwater storage, which locally improves GW quality. Where the aquifer is phreatic, the interaction
between surface (rivers or drainage channels) and groundwater promotes freshening processes and TEs
depletion. Since the 1970s, when groundwater withdrawal was forbidden in order to limit subsidence,
drainage has been the most relevant human activity affecting and controlling groundwater quality
and availability. The drainage lowers the water table and limits the natural recharge, favoring the
occurrence of anoxic conditions in the aquifer. In light of the forecasting scenarios of sea level rise
and decreases in precipitation, and in order to mitigate soil and water salinization, innovative water
management practices, such as Manage Aquifer Recharge (MAR) techniques, or specifically Subsurface
Water Technologies (SWT) [115], should be identified and tested in the area.
Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/12/6/1720/s1,
Figure S1: Matrix of correlation coefficients for major elements with salinity, grouped by environments as by
Mollema et al. [54], Figure S2: Binary plot of SO4 2− versus Cl− of all water samples. The symbol size is proportional
to HCO3− concentration as indicated in legend on the left-hand side, Figure S3: Zoom of Figure 6 showing the
water samples indicating both low Cl− /Br− molar ratio and organic matter degradation, Figure S4: Correlation
coefficient matrix of Cl− , B, Li, Rb, and Sr concentrations for all GW samples keeping rivers and sea as end
members, Figure S5: Scatterplot of Fe vs. Mn for groundwater samples. Red dotted line indicates palaeodunes
samples with Mn enrichments and contemporary low Fe concentration. At the opposite, green dotted line
indicates samples from paleodunes and field environment with higher Fe concentration, Figure S6: Correlation
coefficients matrix for TEs deriving by water-sediment interaction for all groundwater samples, Table S1: Database
of the samples with specified name, coordinates, and sampling depths, Table S2: Descriptive statistics of major
elements and ratios of all samples. “d.l.” means detection limit, Table S3: Summary statistics for the six wells (P2S,
P4S, P11N, P15N, P6S, P14S), which are selected to represent the main geochemical processing occurring in the
study area.
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