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Abstract: The Dan Region Reclamation Project (Shafdan) reclaims ~125 millions of cubic meters per
year (Mm3/year) of treated wastewater from the Tel Aviv Metropolitan area. Following secondary
treatment, the effluent is recharged into a sandy aquifer for soil aquifer treatment (SAT). Over the past
three years, a decrease in recharge capacity was noticed. Several operational causes were considered
including reservations regarding the tillage procedure of recharge ponds. Tillage of the recharge
ponds facilitates aeration, breaking surface crusts and the removal of vegetation. The procedure
includes deep (40–60 cm) plowing and shallow (10–20 cm) sweep-knives (SK) cultivator or discus.
In this research, the existing tillage equipment was compared to a new equipment, which includes a
deep subsoiler and a chisel-knives (CK) cultivator. The effects of each tool on the infiltration rate (IR),
recharge capacity, and soil compaction were examined. The results suggest a significant improvement
in the recharge capacity, up to 95% and 15% on average following subsoiler and CK cultivator
treatments, respectively, with respect to the existing plowing treatment. In addition, the depth of
the compacted soil layer increased from ~30 to ~55 cm after subsoiler treatment. It seems that this
shallow layer, developed under an improper tillage regime, played a major role in the reduction of
the recharge capacity. Essential understanding of other operational factors such as drying periods,
preparation of the field, and soil micro-topography was also achieved.
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1. Introduction

The Dan Region Wastewater Reclamation Plant (Shafdan plant), established during the 1970s,
provides a centralized, high-quality solution for sewage produced by the most populated area in Israel.
The plant collects the sewage from the Tel-Aviv Metropolitan area (Dan Region) and neighboring
municipalities, treats it and then recharges it into a defined coastal aquifer section for complementary
soil aquifer treatment (SAT). In this manner, the Shafdan plant treats about 125 Mm3/year of raw sewage
from seven municipalities, industrial areas, and approximately 1.5 million inhabitants. The sewage is
treated to a level of secondary effluents using a mechanical biological treatment plant (MBTP) prior to
infiltration in the SAT ponds. The recharge and the SAT process take place in the coastal Quaternary
sandstone aquifer, which also provides vast storage capacity that cannot be replaced by surface
reservoirs. During the flow process of secondary effluent through the vadose zone and the aquifer,
most of the biodegradable organic matter, suspended solids, bacteria, viruses, phosphorus, heavy
metals, and other elements are removed from the effluents by a combination of geochemical, physical,
and biological processes [1–13]. The recovered effluents, after SAT treatment, are characterized by
excellent quality for most of the measured parameters, which comply with the levels allowed by the
Israeli Health Ministry for unrestricted irrigation of any crop [1,10,11].
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After more than 20 years of relatively stable operation, over the past three years, a trend of
decreasing recharge capacity has been observed. Between the years 2015 to 2017, the recharge capacity
gradually decreased from ~125 to ~115 Mm3/year, with effluent volumes showing the opposite trend
and increasing from ~130 to ~140 Mm3/year [13]. The causes for the decrease in infiltration capacity
are complicated. At least two different processes that occurred at approximately the same period
including a decrease in effluent quality and a reduction in drying periods between recharge cycles
could have led to a decrease in infiltration rates. However, it is difficult to exclude other related
processes that could also have supported this trend. These include operational regimes such as tillage
activity under increasing hydraulic loads, seasonal effects on infiltration rates, and a long-term decrease
in the infiltration rates of recharge fields. These processes and their possible effects on infiltration
capacity will be briefly discussed in the following.

Reduction of effluent quality: Several studies (e.g., [12,14–17]), along with the cumulative
experience in the Shafdan plant, show the effect of effluent quality on infiltration rates. During
2016–2017, a major facility for sludge treatment operated in the Shafdan plant. This had some effect on
the effluent quality, mainly by increasing the ammonium concentrations, and temporary periods of
increased turbidity, phosphorous, and nitrogen concentrations. In some instances, these periods of
low-quality effluents led to the development of a dark, thick crust on the infiltration ponds’ soil surface,
and to a decrease in infiltration rates. Even though the effect of effluent quality on infiltration rates is
exceptionally important, it cannot explain the entire decrease in recharge capacity. This is primarily
because the operation of the sludge treatment facility, and its effect on effluent quality, did not fully
overlap with the process of decreasing recharge capacity.

Reduction of drying periods: The importance of an orderly and controlled recharge cycle that
includes a minimal drying period is well known (e.g., [12,18,19]). The role of the drying stage between
wetting periods is to enable drying and decomposing of the bio-crust developed on the basin floor to
enable the aeration of the soil and maintain constant infiltration rates. The increase in effluent volumes,
with no additional development of recharge fields, clearly leads to increasing loads on the existing
recharge fields, to a shorter drying period between flooding cycles, and, in turn, to the decrease in
infiltration rates. This mechanism can explain much of the decrease in recharge capacity. The reduction
of the drying periods could also have a negative effect on soil aeration and on the redox conditions,
which in turn could affect water quality due to manganese and ferrous reductive dissolution processes.
The recharge cycle applied in this study included a drying period of 12 to 20 h for all of the recharge
ponds (treatment and control) throughout the experiment. Thus, regardless of the importance of
this factor, which will be discussed further, it is not expected to have any effect on the results of
this experiment.

Seasonal effects: The effect of the climate on recharge capacity, and the decrease in infiltration
rates during winter, is a well-known phenomenon in managed aquifer recharge (MAR) projects,
and specifically in the Shafdan plant [15,20]. From 2015 to 2017, a significant decrease in the recharge
capacity during the winter months (December to February) was observed, and in amounts, changes
between 2 to 7 Mm3/year could explain much of the annual volume losses. This decrease in recharge
amounts is correlated with the general decrease in infiltration rates, which in turn may be directly
related to the effects of the drying period and effluent quality, as discussed earlier. However, to
eliminate this effect, the experiment was conducted during late spring and summer seasons.

Long-range effects: Many technical operational reports and design plans raised questions
regarding the stability of the recharge ponds’ infiltration rates, and the possibility of its gradual
decrease. However, none of these were based on methodological research or surveys. On the other
hand, monitoring of actual recharge capacity trends at specific fields of the Shafdan plant did not
support this phenomenon, and could even be said to contradict it. For example, the Soreq field, which
has operated since 1977, had the most stable and highest recharge capacity in comparison with the
other recharge fields, whereas Yavne-4, which has only been in operation since 2003, had the lowest
recharge capacity.
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Long-range effects can also be explained by a slow accumulation of inorganic compounds arriving
with the recharged effluents. Scraping of the upper layer is applied in some MAR projects around
the world in order to remove this layer [18]. This was not the case, however, in the Shafdan plant.
The Shafdan effluents (after secondary treatments) are characterized by relatively low suspended
solids concentrations of about 3.9 mg/L, of which only 0.9 mg/L are inorganic compounds [13].
Under hydraulic loads of about 100 m/year, this equates to the addition of about 900 kg per hectare per
year of inorganic compounds to the ponds, which (for bulk density 1500 kg/m3) is only about 0.06 mm
per year. For these loads, scraping operations with their compaction effect can cause more damage
than benefit.

Tillage regime: Tillage of recharge ponds, which is a part of the routine operational activity of
recharge fields, allows for the aeration of the upper layer, breaking surface crusts and removing
vegetation. Even though its effect on the operation of recharge ponds and infiltration rates is well
known, it appears that tillage regime in MAR projects is more of a local and operational practice rather
than a global research issue. Thus, only a few and relatively generalized academic references are
available, and most of them have focused on crust scraping instead of tillage regimes (e.g., [18,21,22]).
The tillage procedure taking place in the Shafdan plant includes deep (40–60 cm) plowing every
three months, and shallow (10–20 cm) tillage by a sweep-knives cultivator or discus every 2–3 weeks.
However, over the past two years, plowing frequency has increased to every 3–4 weeks in an attempt
to cope with the decline in the recharge capacity. The consequences of increased plowing frequency
include not only an increase in operational costs, but also intensified soil compaction processes due to
repeated passes with heavy (and maybe also improper) equipment over the field. In turn, it may lead
to an additional decrease in infiltration rates.

The present research hypothesized that at least part of the decreased infiltration capacity was
caused by the operation of tillage equipment, along with a tillage regime that is no longer suitable to
the current conditions of the recharge fields. The objective of the research was to study the effect of
different tillage tools on infiltration capacity and on soil compaction.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Outline

The research was conducted at Yavne-2, which is one of Shafdan plant’s recharge fields.
The Yavne-2 recharge field is located southwest of the city of Yavne, Israel, and is divided into
nine operational recharge ponds of ~1.5 hectare each (Figure 1). In order to minimize the seasonal
effects, the research was conducted during the late spring and summer periods only (i.e., between
29 May, 2019 to 3 September, 2019. During this period, four treatment stages were conducted, each of
them lasting for a period of 3–4 weeks, as detailed in Table 1. The period between 1 May to 29 May was
defined as a pre-experiment stage and was also used for comparative analyses. The first two stages
of the experiment as well as the pre-experiment period included only the control treatment, that is,
the operation of regular tillage equipment by the equipment’s usual operator (contractor). The last
two stages included a full comparison between the new tillage equipment that was employed in six
recharge ponds (six replicates), and the regular tillage equipment that was employed in three recharge
ponds (three replicates).
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Figure 1. Schematic layout of the Yavne-2 recharge field with the operational pond’s sub-divisions,
tested treatments (new tillage tools), control treatments (existing tillage tools), and ponds with soil
compaction measurements.

Table 1. The experiment’s progress and the tillage treatments applied. Each stage began with a tillage
operation, followed by 6–19 recharge cycles.

Stage Dates Tillage Treatment Treatment Definition

Pre-treatment 1–28 May 2018 Plowing of all 9 ponds (control)
Stage 1 28 May 2018–18 June 2018 Plowing of all 9 ponds Control
Stage 2 18 June 2018–9 July 2018 SK 1 cultivator of all 9 ponds Control

Stage 3 9 July 2018–6 August 2018 1. SK cultivator: 3 ponds 1. Control
2. CK 2 cultivator: 6 ponds 2. Treatment

Stage 4 6 August 2018–3 September 2018 1. Plowing: 3 ponds 1. Control
2. Subsoiler: 6 ponds 2. Treatment

1 Sweep-knives cultivator. 2 Chisel-knives cultivator.

2.2. Tillage Equipment

Four different tillage tools were employed during the experiment (Table 1). Two of them,
the sweep-knives cultivator and the plow, are tools routinely used by the Shafdan facility’s regular
tillage equipment operator (contractor). The other two tools were a chisel-knives cultivator and a
subsoiler, which were tested as alternative tools and operated by another operator.

Sweep-Knives (SK) Cultivator: The SK cultivator is a shallow (~20 cm) tool routinely used in the
Shafdan facility for breaking the surface crust and the removal of seasonal vegetation. The SK cultivator
employed in the Shafdan facility and in this experiment was 6 m wide and equipped with 24 blades
arranged on four iron beams at average intervals of 25 cm between each (Figure 2a). Each blade was
30 cm in length and 25 cm wide (at its widest).

Chisel-Knives (CK) Cultivator: The CK cultivator is a shallow to medium depth tool (30–40 cm)
that was tested as an alternative to the SK cultivator and for plowing. In this experiment, a 7 m wide
cultivator was employed that was equipped with 30 chisel blades arranged on four iron beams at
average intervals of about 23 cm between blades (Figure 2b). Each blade was 55 cm long and 8 cm
wide (at its widest).

Plow: The plow is a deep (40–50 cm) tool routinely used in the Shafdan facility for breaking,
mixing, and aerating compacted layers up to a depth of 40–50 cm. The plow used in the Shafdan
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facility, and in this experiment, had four non-reversible curved blades (moldboards) arranged on a
single 1.9 m wide diagonal beam (Figure 2c). Each moldboard blade was 115 cm long, and 55 cm high.

Subsoiler: The subsoiler is a deep (60–70 cm) tool that was tested as an alternative tool for the plow.
In this experiment, a 4 m wide paraplow type subsoiler was employed, equipped with eight swept
blades arranged on three iron beams at average intervals of about 50 cm between blades (Figure 2d).
Each blade was 85 cm high and 25 cm wide (at its widest) and was equipped with special sand wings
to increase the aeration channels.

The plow and the SK cultivator were mounted on a 250-hp Case International 7250 tractor
equipped with balloon tires. The subsoiler and the CK cultivator were mounted on a 300 hp John
Deere 8360R tractor, equipped with front and rear dual assembly tires and automated systems for
tillage depth and GPS navigation control.
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Figure 2. Tillage tools used during the experiment: (a) Sweep-knives (SK) cultivator; (b) Chisel-knives
(CK) cultivator; (c) Plow; (d) Subsoiler (paraplow type).

2.3. Measurements and Analyses

Each tillage stage (cycle) lasted for 3–4 weeks and comprised of six to 19 recharge cycles, dependent
on the individual infiltration capacity of each pond. Each recharge cycle was composed of three
separate stages: flooding, infiltration, and drying stages. The drying stage was set for a minimum of
12 h. However, in some cases, it was prolonged for up to 20 h due to operational constraints. At the
end of each tillage stage and before the next tillage operation, the ponds were allowed to dry for a
minimum of 36 h to ensure complete drying of the soil.

An automated control system continuously measured and recorded water levels (L, cm), recharge
volumes (V, m3), flooding (Tf, h), infiltration (Ti, h), and drying (Td, h) times as well as the infiltration
rate (IR, cm/h) for each recharge cycle. Infiltration rate (IR) was calculated for each cycle by two
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independent methods: during infiltration (IRi, Equation (1)) and during the wetting period (IRWB,
Equation (2)).

IRi = −
L(td) − L(ti)

td − ti
(1)

IRWB =
V

A·(Tf + Ti)
·100 (2)

where L represents water levels (cm) and td and ti represent the start times of the infiltration and the
drying stages, respectively. In Equation (2), V represents the recharged volume (m3); A represents the
pond area (m2); Tf and Ti represent the duration (hours) of flooding and infiltration stages, respectively;
and 100 serves to transfer from m/h to cm/h. Using Equation (1) to calculate infiltration rates during
the infiltration phase is based on the fact that the water level drop during this phase is completely
linear for the Shafdan case, as shown in many measurements and studies (e.g., [12,20,21]).

Soil compaction measurements were conducted in representative ponds (Figure 1) with a
penetrometer device (Spectrum Technologies) equipped with a 0.75-inch diameter tip adapted for
sandy soils. Measurements were conducted before and after each tillage and between recharge cycles.
Each measurement campaign included some 20 measurements made along a 10 m long line at intervals
of 0.5 m. The depth of the compacted layer was defined by reaching a pressure of 1380 KPa (200 psi).

3. Results

3.1. Infiltration Rates and Recharge Capacity

Continuous infiltration rate (IR) measurements from two representative infiltration
ponds—treatment and control—throughout the experiment period are presented in Figure 3.
The relative change in IR for each stage of the experiment was calculated in comparison to the average
IR measured after plowing during the first tillage stage (28 May 2018–18 June 2018). A summary of the
relative changes in IR for every stage and treatment, in comparison to its parallel control treatment at
the same stage, is presented in Figure 4.
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treatment, relative to the average IR measured during Stage 1 (first plowing).

The results clearly show a significant increase in IRs in every recharge pond (replicate) where the
new tillage equipment was applied (Figure 3) as well as in the integrated analyses for all replicates
(Figure 4). During the experiment’s third stage, relative IRs after the CK cultivator ranged between
1.01 to 1.39 with an average of 1.15 ± 0.13 in comparison with 0.84 to 0.88 and an average of 0.86 ± 0.02
after SK cultivation. The subsoiler showed an even greater effect. During the fourth stage of the
experiment, relative IRs after use of the subsoiler ranged between 1.46 to 2.82 with an average of
1.95 ± 0.47, in comparison with 0.91 to 1.22 and an average of 1.08 ± 0.16 after plowing. Thus, we can
show an average improvement of 15% and 95% for the CK cultivator and for the subsoiler, respectively,
in comparison with the usual plowing regime. When compared with the routine SK cultivator,
the improvement was even greater.

The relative change in recharged volumes for each stage and treatment during the experiment was
calculated in comparison to the cumulative recharged volumes in each pond during the first tillage
stage. Similarly, with regard to the improvement in IRs, the results clearly indicate a significant increase
in recharge volumes of 58% (±16%) and 160% (±17%) for the CK cultivator and for the subsoiler,
respectively, in comparison with the routine plowing regime. This significant improvement in recharge
capacity was a result of the significant improvement in IRs, as indicated by the model calculations of
the potential recharge capacity (not within the scope of this paper).

3.2. Soil Compaction

Measurements of soil compaction indicated the presence of a compacted layer at a depth of
approximately 30 cm during the first to third stages of the experiment. The presence of this layer was
also indicated in the soil profile measurements in open holes, which are not presented and discussed
in this paper. The evaluation and the nature of the compacted layer could be related to different
factors such as leaching and accumulation of organic and inorganic colloidal material in the soil
pores, compaction processes under the recharged water weight, soil erosion processes, and the routine
operations in the ponds [18]. In fact, the results from the soil profile measurements and from other
research studies in the Shafdan (e.g., [4,7,21]) indicate that each of these factors can be relevant, or even
dominant, in different areas of the recharge ponds. Regardless of these factors, it can be assumed that
the development of this layer was enhanced with the utilization of improper tillage tools (e.g., narrow
plow) and due to the improper tillage regime (e.g., working over too wet soil).
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After subsoiler tilling, the depth of the compacted layer increased to approximately 55 cm
(Figure 5a). The significant increase in the IR and in recharge capacity after subsoiler treatment,
accompanied by increases in the compacted layer depth, indicates the importance of this tool and
its ability to break subsoil barriers in the recharge fields. The compaction measurements were
conducted along a grid with horizontal orientation relative to the tilling lines. The uneven, ridged,
soil surface effects, mainly caused by the plow, but also by the SK cultivator, resulted in relatively
high variations between measurements. This variation tended to decrease along the course of the
experiment, particularly after the use of the CK cultivator and subsoiler in the treatment ponds
(Figure 5b). The elimination of the ridges, which creates a micro-topography of the soil surface, leads
to a more balanced and effective tillage operation, and contributes to an increase of IR in the new tool’s
treatment ponds.
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4. Discussion

The results of the experiment clearly demonstrate the positive effect of the new tillage tools
in comparison with existing tools where there was an average increase in the recharge capacity
of approximately 15% and 95% after the CK cultivator and subsoiler, respectively. In addition,
the subsoiler managed to reduce soil compaction and break up the compacted layer that developed at
a depth of 30 cm. The new tillage tools also reduced soil surface variations created by the existing
tools, and thus increased the effectiveness of the tilling process.

However, during the experiment, changes were made not only in the tillage tools, but also
in tractor power (300 hp as opposed to 250 hp) and in the control systems (the addition of a GPS
navigation system and a depth controller). As a result, it could be difficult to separate the impact of
these parameters, especially the tractor strength and the depth control system, from the tillage tool’s
effects. Nevertheless, as tillage activity was fully inspected during the experiment, with particular care
regarding the working depths and overlap between tillage lines, we can assume that their effect was
minor in comparison to the tool’s effect.

A significant change was also made in the recharge regime, with respect to the recharge regime
before the experiment. During previous years (2015–2018), the effluent load gradually increased
due to an increase in effluent quantities, with no change in the recharge area. This situation led to a
reduction in the recharge area’s availability and to a gradual shortening of drying periods between
flooding. In some cases, especially during the winter, this led to a total elimination of the drying stage.
The reduced availability of the recharge area also led to a situation where ponds were incorrectly
prepared before tillage, and to the execution of tillage operations on wet (sometimes even flooded) soil.
These operational conditions were, in all probability, one of the main reasons for the resulting decrease
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in recharge capacity, which in turn led to an increased rate of tillage activity (especially plowing),
an enhancement of the compacting processes (due to tillage on wet soil [23,24]), and a further decrease
in the recharge capacity.

During the experiment, a steady recharge regime was enforced including minimal drying periods
of 12 h between recharge cycles. Special attention was given to the complete drying of the soil for a
minimum of 36 h before tillage operation. This was carried out in order to prevent soil destruction and
compaction processes due to the tillage of wet soil [23,24]. Thus, the lack of a drying period cannot
explain the difference in the results between the existing and new tillage tools during the experiment.
However, with some degree of certainty, it can explain the significant increase in recharge capacity
in comparison to the pre-experiment period (Figures 3 and 4) as well as in comparison to previous
years (proven, but not included in this paper). The dramatic effect of the deep subsoiler (up to an
average of 95% in IR, recharge capacity, and reducing soil compaction) led to the conclusion that the
effect of this tool was due to the breaking-up of the sub-soil compacted layer at a depth of about 30 cm,
which had developed during years of incorrect operation. The existing tools, particularly the narrow
plow, which was operated too frequently, not only failed to break-up this layer, but also encouraged
its development.

The effect of the deep subsoiler on the sub-soil compacted layer (at a 30 cm depth) and on the IR,
in turn, can lead to the conclusion that it could be a short-term effect, and sooner or later, a deeper
compacted layer will be developed, and the recharge capacity will be decreased. On the other hand,
it is important to note that some of the Shafdan recharge ponds are active for more than 40 years. Thus,
long-range effects such as the development of the shallow compacted layer, as described earlier in the
Introduction, can only be related to decades of using the incorrect soil tillage regime with improper
tillage tools (mainly plows or even discus plow at early stages). Hence, it could be concluded that
proper tillage regime and tillage tools, which emphasize minimal compaction processes, will be able to
maintain high recharge capacity for many years ahead.

5. Conclusions

This study takes a classic approach, which advocates a return to the fundamentals of recharge
field maintenance. With no apparent innovations, and during a recharge crisis, it dramatically,
immediately, and with almost no additional costs, increased the recharge capacity of the Shafdan
plant. The reduction in recharge capacity, and its restoration on the other hand, are not solely related
to the tillage equipment, but also to additional parameters that are required for correct maintenance
procedures. These parameters include:

• Complete drying (not draining!) of the soil before tillage operations: the basic rule is to prevent or
minimize puddles, wet spots, or moist soil spots during the tillage process;

• Employing tillage equipment with the maximum possible width to minimize the number of passes
on the pond;

• Employing tillage equipment that keeps the soil surface even, with minimum ridges and
micro-topography effects; and

• Strict adherence to the correct recharge regime, and especially to the drying stage before flooding.

This study also showed that long-range clogging processes that result from incorrect operation
and maintenance are reversible and can be overcome by reverting to correct operation principles.
Further study is planned to examine the effect of the new tillage equipment (and regime) on recharge
capacity during the winter, and to develop alternative approaches for vegetation treatment. Further
study is needed in order to gain a better understanding of the sub-soil compacted layers that develop
in recharge ponds, and on the factors affecting it.
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The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

SAT Soil aquifer treatment
SK cultivator Sweep knives cultivator
CK cultivator Chisel knives cultivator
Mm3/year Millions of cubic meters per year
IR Infiltration rate
MAR Managed aquifer recharge
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