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Abstract: The exploitation of shallow geothermal energy through a groundwater heat pump (GWHP)
is always limited to thick and deep aquifers containing abundant water with a relatively stable
temperature. Unfortunately, aquifers in hilly regions which occupy two thirds of China are usually
thin and shallow. The boundary conditions in those hilly areas affect the groundwater flow that is
used for geothermal energy production. To quantify the impact of boundary conditions on the shallow
geothermal energy development, a shallow and thin aquifer near the Qingyi River in Anhui Province
was chosen as a case study, and a three-dimensional heat–water model was developed using FEFLOW.
The impact of the boundary conditions on the hydrodynamic and temperature fields of the aquifer was
analyzed by using the developed model. Furthermore, the well locations of a pumping-recharging
system near the river correspond to three different modes of pumping-recharging well layouts that
were optimized based on the changes of pumping water temperature and the maximum drawdown.
The simulation results indicated that the influence of atmospheric temperature on groundwater
temperature is negligible below a depth of 11 m. When the river level is above 28 m, the optimal
scheme of pumping-only was used (without considering recharging wells) with a certain distance
from the river. This scheme not only operates efficiently, but also reduces the operation cost.

Keywords: groundwater heat pump; boundary conditions; numerical model; optimal locations

1. Introduction

Shallow geothermal energy refers to the low-temperature heat energy in groundwater and
rock-soil mass at a certain depth below the surface (e.g., buried within 200 m), where the main energy
sources are solar radiation and geocentric heat [1]. Recently, the development and utilization of shallow
geothermal energy mainly employ the ground source heat pump (GSHP) system. Because of the stable
and moderate temperature of the ground, the efficiency of the GSHP system is higher than that of the
air source heat pump [2–5]. Now, the GSHP system has been widely accepted as a new technology in
the world [6] and has been implemented in 30 countries with an annual increase of 10% [4].

Since the introduction of the theoretical and experimental study of GSHP in the 1990s, the heat
pump technology has been developed and employed rapidly in China [7], especially the technology
of groundwater heat pumps (GWHPs). The GWHP, among many types of GSHP systems, is one
in which energy is extracted from groundwater [8–10]. By the year 1999, 100 GWHP projects had
been completed in China, and the total heating supply area reached approximately 1 million m2 [11].
Recently, GWHP systems have been widely implemented in almost all provinces in China. The number
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of GWHP systems is over 1500, with more than 1800 million m2 of heating and cooling areas. The data
have shown that GWHP is playing an important role in China [12].

In recent years, scholars have conducted studies on GWHPs focusing on two aspects: reducing
the environmental impact of groundwater pumping and improving the heat transfer efficiency of the
GWHP system [13]. A commercial building in Rovigo, located in the Po River Plain (Italy), was chosen
by Galgaro as a case study [14], and suggested that there are several heating/cooling timetables that
reduce the risk of thermal feedback among wells and that these timetables may prevent the GWHP
system from becoming uneconomical and energetically inefficient. Händel et al. [9] developed a regional
model based on the aquifer at Leibnitzer Feld (Austria), and found the geothermal energy systems in
the groundwater have no lasting temperature effects. A costal aquifer in Southern Italy was chosen as
the study area by Masciale [15], and the study demonstrated that the used methodological approach is
suitable for the early assessment of the feasibility of the GWHP plant, without affecting the seawater
intrusion processes. In Japan, Nam and Ooka conducted a 3D simulation of heat-water transfer
according to actual engineering applications, confirming that the condition of the groundwater flow
and the position of the wells should be considered when designing a GWHP system [16]. Luo et al. [17]
developed a heat transfer model based on a groundwater heat pump project in Nantong, China, and the
extent of heat transfixion and land subsidence development was predicted over 10 years of operation.
The results showed that a circulation ratio of 60% was the best choice for the sufficient alleviation of
heat accumulation, with only limited land subsidence. Zhou et al. [18] analyzed the regularities of heat
transfer between pumping and recharging wells, and confirmed that groundwater flow conditions have
a great influence on the efficiency of the groundwater heat pump. Gao et al. [19] designed four typical
modes of well layouts to determine the thermal interaction influences, and verified their proposed
numerical model with a laboratory experiment. As they reported, pumping water temperature changes
were associated with the position of the wells, and adopting the row arrangement of well groups may
be a better choice compared with others. Lo Russo et al. [20] carried out numerical simulations and a
sensitivity analysis for the subsurface parameters influencing the thermally affected zone (TAZ). They
reported that the hydrodynamic parameters were highly important in the development of the TAZ.
Paksoy et al. [21] adopted CONFLOW progress to quantitatively simulate the transferring feature
of the thermal frontal surface in the process of energy abstraction from an aquifer. They studied the
optimal distance between the pumping and recharging well groups based on the water level of the
pumping wells and the premise of guaranteeing no heat transfixion. The heat transfer model of the
two well system developed by Gringarten under a steady-state flow condition was used for assessing
thermal breakthrough under various conditions [22].

Previous studies on the development and utilization of shallow geothermal energy have mainly
focused on aquifers with abundant groundwater and a stable temperature. These kinds of aquifers are
usually distributed throughout the plain regions with a considerable thickness. However, aquifers
in hilly regions, which occupy two thirds of China, are usually thinner and shallower compared
to plain aquifers. Hydrodynamic and temperature fields of aquifers are easily influenced by the
boundary conditions. Therefore, it is necessary to study and develop strategies for using geothermal
energy efficiently in those thin and shallow aquifers. So far, researchers have conducted studies on
the importance of boundary conditions on solutions of mass and energy transport [23,24]. Similarly,
in this paper, we developed a heat-water transfer numerical model according to the shallow and
thin aquifer in the first terrace of the Qingyi River and used the model to analyze the influence of
boundaries on the hydrodynamic processes and temperature distribution in the aquifer. This study
provides a scientific understanding for the further exploitation of geothermal energies in shallow and
thin aquifers near rivers.

2. Study Site

The study domain is scoped in Jing County Hospital Building, located in the first terrace of the
Qingyi River, Jing County, Anhui Province, China, characterized as a hilly and flat landform, where
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towns are generally distributed in the terrace and flood plain. The hospital building has a total floor
area of 55,000 m2, located near the Southeast Mountain, about 1500 m away from the Qingyi River
(Figure 1). An open-loop GWHP system is used for the space heating and cooling of the hospital.
Figure 2 shows the meteorological data of mean precipitation and mean temperature at Jing County
from 2006 to 2015. The average annual air temperature is 17.93 ◦C, and the maximum and minimum
monthly average temperature occurring in August (30.2 ◦C) and January (6.02 ◦C) is demonstrated.
The annual mean precipitation over 10 years is about 1505 mm, and the maximum and minimum
monthly average rainfalls are 254.5 and 45.3 mm, occurring in June and December, respectively.

1 
 

 
Figure 1. Location of the study site.

Figure 2. Climatic data of JingXian for 10 years from 2006 to 2015.

In the study area, there are four wells and one temperature monitoring point (Figure 1). The No. 1
and No. 2 Wells are used for pumping tests, while the No. 3 Well is employed for the groundwater
level observation and the No. 4 Well is used for the hydrogeological test. According to the borehole
log, the strata in the study area can be generally divided into three layers. The first layer is the aquitard
consisting of silty clay at a depth of 0–6 m, the second layer is the aquifer consisting of gravels at a depth
of 6–16 m, and the third layer is the aquiclude consisting of argillaceous conglomerate below 16 m.
The geological cross section shows that the river fully penetrates the phreatic aquifer (Figure 3), and it
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can be inferred that the aquifer is hydraulically connected to the Qingyi River. In 2006–2015, the annual
mean flow of the Qingyi River was 4.7 m3/s, and the minimum river level and the maximum river
level was 25.7 m and 31.4 m, respectively.

Figure 3. Geological section map of the study site.

Through a double-ring infiltration test and pumping test, the hydraulic conductivity of the
unsaturated zone and aquifer were separately determined. The thermal properties of the soil were
determined by using previously published data [25–27]. The measurement of the soil and groundwater
temperature at various depths was performed by using temperature probes, as shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Schematic diagram of the distribution of temperature probes.
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3. Numerical Simulation of Groundwater Flow and Heat Transfer

3.1. Numerical Simulation

The influence of the boundary conditions (e.g., air temperature, Qingyi River, as well as
precipitation and the Southeast Mountain) on the hydrodynamic processes and temperature
distribution in the shallow and thin aquifer was quantified by using the numerical simulation model,
which is run using FEFLOW. The mathematical basis of this model is mainly based on the conservation
of mass, momentum, and energy [28], as follows:

S0
∂(ρ0h)

∂t
+

∂(ρ0qi)

∂xi
= Qp + QEB(T) (1)

qi = −Kij fµ(
∂h
∂xj

+
ρ− ρ0

ρ0
ej) (2)

∂

∂t
[(ερ0cf + (1− ε)ρscs)T] +

∂(ρ0cfqiT)
∂xi

− ∂

∂xi
(λij

∂T
∂xj

) = QT (3)

where t is time (s); T is temperature (◦C); xi and xj are 3D space variables (m); S0 is the specific storage
(1/m); ε is the effective porosity; qi is the 3D groundwater flow velocity (m/s); Qp represents the
sources and sinks of groundwater (kg/m3 s); h is the groundwater head (m); QEB(T) is the effect of
temperature change on flow (kg/m3 s); Kij is the permeability coefficient (m/s); fµ is the correction
term of the hydraulic conductivity; ρ0 is the groundwater density (kg/m3); ej is the unit vector; cf
and cs are the specific heat capacities of liquid and solid (J/kg ◦C), respectively; ρs is the solid density
(kg/m3); λij is the coefficient of thermal conductivity (W/m ◦C); and QT is the source-sink term of
heat (W/m3).

3.2. Geological Model Generalization and Discretization

Taking the hospital as the center, the study domain extends 1 km to the northeast and southwest
to justify the ambient boundary condition of the model. The Qingyi River and Southeast Mountain are
defined as the northwest and southeast boundaries, respectively. The study domain is approximately
4 km2. The vertical domain is divided into three layers with distinct hydrogeological and thermal
properties based on the hydrogeological borehole data. Meanwhile, according to the vertical
distribution position of the temperature probes, the first layer is sub-divided into four layers and the
distance from the top of the model to each sublayer is 40, 160, and 320 cm, respectively. The second
layer, which represents the aquifer, is sub-divided into three sublayers. Simulations were performed
under transient flow and transient transfer conditions using the forward Adams–Bashforth/backward
trapezoidal predictor-corrector scheme for automatic time-step control [13]. The hydrogeological and
thermal parameters of each layer used for the simulation are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Model input parameters.

Parameter Unit
Value

Layer 1
(Silty Day)

Layer 2
(Gravel)

Layer 3 (Argillaceous
Conglomerate)

Horizontal hydraulic conductivity (Kxx = Kyy) m/d 0.02 25 0.001
Vertical hydraulic conductivity (Kzz) m/d 0.002 2.5 0.0001

Specific storage (Ss) 1/m 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001
Porosity (n) 0.3 0.15 0.01

Thermal conductivity of the solid (λs) W/mk 1.13 1.5 1.4
Thermal conductivity of the fluid (λf) W/mk 0.65 0.65 0.65

Volumetric heat capacity of the solid ($scs) MJ/m3k 2.09 2.9 1.99
Volumetric heat capacity of the fluid ($fcf) MJ/m3k 4.2 4.2 4.2

Longitudinal thermal dispersivity (αL) m 5 5 5
Transverse thermal dispersivity (αT) m 0.5 0.5 0.5
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3.3. Initial and Boundary Conditions

The initial conditions of the model include two parts: the initial hydrodynamic field and the
initial temperature distribution in the aquifer. This study chose 1 January 2015 as the initial time of
the simulation. Given that there was no other groundwater exploitation project, the hydrodynamic
field of the aquifer maintained its natural state, which can be obtained by linear interpolation based
on the measured hydraulic gradient. The highest groundwater level was 30.2 m, and the position
of the highest groundwater level was near the Southeast Mountain. The lowest groundwater level
was 26.8 m, which was the water level of the Qingyi River on 1 January. The soil and groundwater
temperatures at different depths on 1 January was obtained through temperature probes and was then
input into the model as the initial temperature distribution in the study domain (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Initial conditions for the analysis of groundwater flow and heat transfer: (a) Hydrodynamic
field, (b) Temperature field.

Considering the direct hydraulic connection between the Qingyi River and groundwater,
the Qingyi River was set as the Dirichlet boundary condition, and the river level and river water
temperature were obtained from the hydrologic station. The mathematical formulation of the river
boundary is as follows:

H(x, y, z, t)|s1 = ϕ(x, y, z, t), (x, y, z) ∈ s1 (4)

where H is the river level (m); t is time (s); and ϕ(x, y, z, t) is the known function at boundary s1.
Southeast Mountain was defined as the Neumann boundary conditions with zero flux. The southwest

and northeast boundaries were set as the Cauchy boundary conditions. The mathematical representation
of the boundary condition is as follows:

K
∂H
∂n
|s3 =

K1

m1
(Hn − H) = q(x, y, z, t) (5)

where K is the permeability coefficient of the aquifer (m/s); K1 and m1 are the permeability coefficient
(m/s) and thickness (m) of the aquitard, respectively; q is the lateral inflow (m/s); H is the groundwater
head at the boundary; Hn is the lateral groundwater head (m); and n is the normal direction of the
boundary s3.

The air temperature data which was obtained by the temperature measuring instrument was set
as the boundary condition on the top of model according to the Equation (6), and the bottom of the
model was treated as the impervious boundary condition.

T(x, y, z, t)
∣∣Γ1 = T1(x, y, z, t) (x, y, z) ∈ Γ1 (6)

where T is the atmospheric temperature (◦C); t is time (s); and T1(x, y, z, t) is the known temperature
at boundary Γ1.
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3.4. Design Scheme of the GWHP System

In summer, the recharging water temperature was designed to be 30 ◦C, and it was designed to
be 6 ◦C in winter. The required total pumping rate for the GWHP system was 198 m3/h according to
Equation (7) [29]. Eight pumping wells and eight recharging wells were designed, and the pumping
rate of each well was 25 m3/h (Figure 6). The successive operating time of the heat pump during
the year was a 60 days heating period (i.e., from January to February) and a 90 days cooling period
(i.e., from July to September), in accordance with the climatic characteristics of the study area.

Q f =
Qh

ρ× c f × (Ti − TO)
(7)

where Q f is the pumping rate (m3/s); Qh is the heating load (W); c f is the volumetric heat capacity of
the pumped groundwater (J/kg ◦C); ρ is the groundwater density (kg/m3); Ti is the recharging water
temperature; and TO is the pumping water temperature (◦C).

To ensure the sufficient water supply for the heat pump and to avoid the drawdown being too
large, the recharging wells were laid at the upstream of the groundwater flow field and the pumping
wells were laid at the downstream because the pumping-recharging well group was located near the
impervious boundary (i.e., the Southeast Mountain), and the thickness of the aquifer was relatively thin.
However, the pumping water temperature is heavily influenced by the recharge water, and thermal
breakthrough can occur in the well layout above. Therefore, an optimal design for the distance between
the pumping well group and the recharging well group is necessary. In this paper, the change of the
average pumping water temperature in the three-year heat pump operation period with five different
distances between the pumping well group and recharging well group of 60, 90, 120, 150, and 180 m
respectively were simulated.

Figure 6. Diagram of the pumping-recharging well group movement.

3.5. River Levels and the Positions of the Pumping-Recharging Well Group

Considering that the river fully penetrates the phreatic aquifer, the change of river level will
directly influence the hydrodynamic field and the temperature distribution in the aquifer. Therefore, it
is necessary to quantify the impact of the river level on the hydrodynamic field and temperature field
of the aquifer. A total of 90 days from 1 July to 31 September in summer were chosen as the simulation
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period because the river level changed greatly in summer. The range of the river level was set between
27 and 31 m according to the historical data of the river level. Meanwhile, based on the monitoring data
from the hydrologic station in the Qingyi River, the river temperature was set to 24.7 ◦C, which was the
annual mean river water temperature in the summer from 2010 to 2015. In addition, an analysis on the
influence of the pumping-recharging well group location on the hydrodynamic field and temperature
distribution in the aquifer was also performed. The pumping-recharging well group was moved from
the initial position (i.e., D = 0 m) towards the river (Figure 6), and the recharge water temperature,
pumping capacity, and the distance between the pumping well group and recharging well group
remain unchanged. The range of the river level (H) and the moving distance of the pumping-recharging
well group (D) used for the analysis are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Range of variables for analysis.

Variables Unit Value

The range of the river level (H) m 27, 28, 29, 30, 31
Moving distance of well group (D) m 0, 300, 600, 900, 1200

Distance between well group and river (L) m 50, 70, 90, 110, 130, 150, 170, 190

Although the river can supply enough water to the heat pump when the pumping-recharging
well group moves to the area near the river, the river water temperature will influence the pumping
water temperature. Therefore, a further analysis on the influence of the river on the GWHP system
was conducted. Three different modes of pumping and recharging well group layouts near the river
were implemented for numerical simulation with different distances between the pumping-recharging
well group and river (L), in addition to different river levels (H) (Figure 7). The range of the distance
between the pumping-recharging well group and river (L) can be seen in Table 2.

Figure 7. Three modes of the pumping and recharging well group layout. (a) The pumping well group
is located downstream of the groundwater flow field and the recharging well group is located upstream
of the field; (b) The pumping well group is located upstream and the recharging well group is located
downstream of the groundwater flow field; (c) Only the pumping wells were be set.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Effect of the Atmospheric Temperature

The groundwater level, groundwater temperature, and soil temperature in 2015 were simulated
using the developed model and compared with the measurements. In this study, the root mean square
error (RMSE)

RMSE =

[
n

∑
i=1

(Mi − Si)
2

n

]0.5

(8)

was used as a fitness criterion to estimate the quality of fit [30,31] and the acceptable error is estimated
to be 5.0% of the measured values [32]. In Equation (8), Si is the simulated value (i.e., groundwater level,
groundwater, and soil temperatures), Mi is the measured value, and n is the number of measurements.

There is good agreement between the simulated results and the measured data (Figures 8 and 9),
and the RMSE values of the temperature and groundwater level are 0.46 ◦C and 0.12 m, respectively,
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which are within the acceptable range. As shown in Figure 8, the temperature variation in soil at a
depth of 40 cm is greatly influenced by the atmospheric temperature, and the maximum temperature
variation is about 26 ◦C, while the maximum temperature variation in the soil at a depth of 160 cm
is 15 ◦C, and the highest temperature appears at 230 days starting from 1 January 2015. At a depth
of 320 cm, the maximum temperature variation in the soil decreases to 7.6 ◦C, with the highest
temperature at 260 days.

In sum, while the variation of soil temperature is inversely dependent of the buried depth,
the hysteresis of temperature and depth correlation becomes evident. Moreover, due to the much
higher specific heat capacity of water, the impact of atmospheric temperature on the groundwater
temperature becomes less than its impact on the soil temperature. At a depth of 7 m, the maximum
temperature variation of the groundwater is 1.8 ◦C under the influence of the surface temperature.
However, at a deeper depth (>11 m), the groundwater temperature is almost not affected by the surface
temperature and constantly remains at 18 ◦C (Figure 8). Therefore, the screen of the pumping well
should be installed below an 11 m depth to maintain a constant pumping water temperature.

Figure 8. Comparison between observed and simulated temperature at depth of: (a) 0.4 m, (b) 1.6 m,
(c) 3.2 m, (d) 7 m, (e) 11 m, and (f) 15 m.

Figure 9. Comparison between the groundwater level measurements and simulation results.
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4.2. Optimal Distance between Pumping and Recharging Well Group

The temperature difference between the average pumping water temperature and initial
groundwater temperature becomes smaller when the distance between the pumping and recharging
well group increases (Figure 10). However, even if the distance increases to 180 m, the maximum
variation of the average pumping water temperature is still greater than 1 ◦C because the aquifer
thickness was thin, and the hydraulic conductivity was relatively larger (K = 25 m/d). Besides,
increasing the distance between the pumping well group and recharging well group requires a larger
land area and decreases the recharge efficiency. Therefore, according to the actual conditions of the
study site and the performance of the heat pump, the optimal distance between the pumping well
group and recharging well group is identified as the corresponding distance when the maximum
variation of the average pumping water temperature is less than 2 ◦C during the GWHP system
operation, namely when the grade of thermal interference is below a severe degree [18]. As shown in
Figure 10, when the distance between the pumping and recharging well group is 150 m, the maximum
temperature difference between the initial groundwater temperature and average pumping water
temperature is less than 2 ◦C, and the operating efficiency of the heat pump can be guaranteed.

Figure 10. The variation of the average pumping water temperature in the three-year heat pump
operation period with five different distances between the pumping and recharging well group.

4.3. Effect of the River Level and the Pumping-Recharging Well Group Location

As shown in Figure 11, the area of the region with drawdown that is larger than 0.5 m decreases
gradually when the river level (H) rises and the moving distance of the pumping-recharging well
group (D) increases. When the river level rises to 31 m, and the moving distance of the well group
reaches 1200 m, the drawdown area is almost 0. As shown in Figure 12, the temperature distribution
in the aquifer is almost unaffected by the changes of the river level (H) and the moving distance of
the pumping-recharging well group (D), and the area of the region with the change of groundwater
temperature being higher than 1 ◦C basically remains the same. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
changes of the river level (H) and the moving distance of the pumping-recharging well group (D) have
a greater influence on the hydrodynamic field than on the temperature field of the aquifer.

Figure 13a indicates that the average pumping water temperature at the end of the cooling
period decreases with an increase in the moving distance of the pumping-recharging well group (D).
Furthermore, when D increases from 0 to 300 m and from 900 to 1200 m, the decreasing trend of the
average pumping water temperature is remarkable under the influence of the boundaries.

When the pumping-recharging well group doesn’t move (i.e., D = 0), the flow of recharging hot
water is blocked by the impervious boundary (i.e., Southeast Mountain), and the hot water flows
into the pumping well group under the influence of the hydrodynamic field and the pumping action.
Therefore, the average pumping water temperature is high. With the increase of D, the effect of thermal
accumulation near the Southeast Mountain is gradually weakened, and the average pumping water
temperature decreases rapidly.
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With the increase of D, part of the river water can flow into the pumping well group. Meanwhile,
as shown in Figure 12, the area of the region with the change of groundwater temperature being
higher than 1 ◦C basically remains the same, even though D increases to 1200 m (i.e., about 300 m
from river). This indicates that the river water temperature has no influence on the pumping water
temperature, and the temperature of the water from the river into the pumping well group is nearly
the same with the initial groundwater temperature. Therefore, when D increases from 900 m to 1200 m,
the proportion of river water in the total pumping volume grows gradually, and the average pumping
water temperature at the end of the cooling decreases quickly. Moreover, the increase in the river
level changes the hydraulic gradient between the pumping and recharging well group. Accordingly,
the flow velocity of the hot water that travels from the recharging well group towards the pumping
well group becomes slower and the average pumping water temperature becomes lower.

Figure 13b indicates that the maximum drawdown at the end of the cooling period decreases in a
parabolic trend with D increasing. In addition, the maximum drawdown becomes gradually smaller
with the increase of the river level (H). All the corresponding maximum drawdown values at different
river levels and different pumping-recharging well group locations are less than 5 m.

Figure 11. Drawdown contour maps at the end of the cooling period of different river levels and
different pumping-recharging well group locations.



Sustainability 2017, 9, 797 12 of 18

Figure 12. Groundwater temperature variation contour maps at the end of the cooling period of
different river levels and different pumping-recharging well group locations.

In summary, when using the GWHP system in the first terrace of river, the pumping-recharging
well group should be located near the river for two reasons: Firstly, the pumping water temperature
could be decreased at the end of cooling period, so the GWHP system will have a higher heat exchange
efficiency. Secondly, the river can supply water to the heat pump and the maximum drawdown could
be decreased. However, this summary is based on the premise that the pumping water temperature is
not influenced by the river water temperature. Therefore, to further study the influence of the river on
the pumping water temperature and the maximum drawdown at the end of summer’s cooling period,
three different modes of pumping and recharging well group layouts near the river were implemented
for numerical simulation.
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Figure 13. (a) The variation of the average pumping water temperature and (b) the variation of
maximum drawdown at the end of the cooling period with different river levels and different moving
distances of the pumping-recharging well group.

4.3.1. Mode A

In Mode A, the layout of the wells remains unchanged, namely the pumping well group is located
downstream of the groundwater flow field and the recharging well group is located upstream of
the field.

Figure 14a shows the relationship between the average pumping water temperature and the
distance between the pumping-recharging well group and river (L). When L varies in the range of 50 to
85 m, the average pumping water temperature is high due to the impact of the river water temperature.
Moreover, the rise of the river level leads to an increase in the average pumping water temperature,
but the rising range of the temperature is small. Besides, the average pumping water temperature
decreases quickly in a linear trend with L increasing. When L is in the range of 85 to 190 m, the river
water temperature has nearly no influence on the pumping water temperature, and the pumping
temperature is mainly affected by the recharge water. The average pumping water temperature
increases slowly with L increasing. Meanwhile, the rise of the river level (H) changes the hydraulic
gradient and the results in the average pumping water temperature decrease gradually.

Figure 14b indicates that when L increases from 50 to 150 m, the increasing trend of the maximum
drawdown is significant. In addition, when L is larger than 150 m, the river boundary has nearly
no influence on the hydrodynamic field, and the maximum drawdown becomes relatively stable.
Considering that the pumping well group is located downstream of the groundwater flow field and
near the river boundary, both the recharging water and river water can flow into the pumping well
group. Therefore, the corresponding maximum drawdown values at different river levels are all less
than 4 m.

Figure 14. (a) The variation of the average pumping water temperature and (b) the variation of
maximum drawdown at the end of cooling period with different river levels and different distances
between the pumping-recharging well group and river in Mode A.
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4.3.2. Mode B

In Mode B, the layout of the pumping and recharging well group is the reverse to Mode A, namely
the pumping well group is located upstream and the recharging well group is located downstream of
the groundwater flow field.

Figure 15a shows that the average pumping water temperature at the end of the cooling period
increases in a parabolic trend with L increasing. Moreover, the rise of the river level (H) accelerates
the flow of the recharge water into the pumping well group and leads to the increase of the average
pumping water temperature. Figure 15b indicates that the maximum drawdown becomes smaller
with the river level (H) rising. However, the maximum drawdown remains nearly unchanged with
L increasing. When the river level is less than 28 m, groundwater recharges the river. Additionally,
the pumping well group is located at the upstream of the groundwater flow field, so it causes the
maximum drawdown to be larger than 5 m, which is half of the aquifer’s thickness.

Figure 15. (a) The variation of the average pumping water temperature and (b) the variation of
maximum drawdown at the end of the cooling period with different river levels and different distances
between the pumping-recharging well group and river in Mode B.

4.3.3. Mode C

When the pumping-recharging well group is located near the river, the river water can flow into
the pumping well group to satisfy the water demand of the heat pump. Therefore, the recharging
wells will not be set in Mode C.

Figure 16a shows that the average pumping water temperature at the end of the cooling period
decreases with L increasing. When L is larger than 170 m, the average pumping water temperature
is not affected by the river water and is kept stable at about 18 ◦C. Figure 16b shows that when L
increases, the maximum drawdown grows with a linear trend.

Figure 16. (a) The variation of the average pumping water temperature and (b) the variation of
maximum drawdown at the end of the cooling period with different river levels and different distances
between the pumping-recharging well group and river in Mode C.
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To guarantee that the GWHP system runs efficiently and continuously in the shallow and thin
aquifer, not only the efficiency of the heat transfer should be improved, but also the environmental
geological problems should be avoided. Therefore, in order to find the optimal location of the
pumping-recharging well group, this study sets two restrictive conditions: The first one is that the
variation of the average pumping water temperature should be controlled within 1 ◦C. Namely, if
the average pumping water temperature is over 19 ◦C, we can consider that thermal breakthrough
occurred [1]. The second is that the maximum drawdown should be less than half of the aquifer’s
thickness to avoid the environmental geological problems [33], so the maximum drawdown should
be controlled within 5 m in this study. If the pumping temperature and the maximum drawdown
satisfy the above two restrictive conditions during the operation of the GWHP system, the location of
the pumping-recharging well group can be defined as the optimal pumping-recharging well group
location. The optimal locations of the pumping-recharging well group with three modes of well group
layouts and different river levels are listed in Table 3.

Table 3. Optimal locations of the well group for three modes of well layouts and different river levels.

Mode

Optimal
Location (m)

River
Level (m) 27 28 29 30 31

Mode A 88 < L < 144 87 < L < 190 86 < L < 190 86 < L < 190 85 < L < 190
Mode B 50 < L < 190 50 < L < 147 50 < L < 101
Mode C 123 < L < 131 124 < L < 179 128 < L < 190 129 < L< 190

Table 3 shows that when the river level is 27 m, only Mode A can meet the requirements of the
pumping water temperature and maximum drawdown simultaneously. When the river water level
rises to 29 m, all three modes of the well group layout display optimal locations. Meanwhile, with
the rising of the river level (H), the optimal location of the pumping-recharging well group is almost
unchanged for Model A, and it moves toward the river gradually for Model B, while it is gradually
further away from the river for Model C.

Although Mode A and Mode C can be selected when the river level is higher than 28 m according
to Table 3, priority should be given to Mode C because the recharging well group is not needed in this
mode, so it can reduce the operation cost. Moreover, for Mode C, when the river level is higher than
30 m, the average pumping water temperature at the end of the cooling period can be consistent with
the initial groundwater temperature when L ranges from 170 to 190 m, and the heat transfer efficiency
of the heat pump is maximized.

Considering that the river level in a year changes greatly, the choice of the pumping-recharging
well group’s location in the actual design of the GWHP system should combine the optimal locations
of Mode A with those of Mode C. Therefore, the optimal distance between the pumping-recharging
well group and river (L) is identified as being about 130 m, according to Table 3. When the river level
is less than 28 m, the pumping well group and recharging well group should run simultaneously
according to Mode A, and only the pumping well group needs to run when the river level is higher
than 28 m. Through the research of this paper, we can find that using the GWHP system in a specific
area near a river may be a better choice compared with the surface-water source heat pump system
(SWHPs) [34] because of the relatively stable water temperature and abundant water. Furthermore,
the recharging hot water will not be produced when the river level is higher and the GWHP system
will not influence the temperature of the river.

In the south of China, the surface water system is developed, and the depth and discharge of the
river are generally large. Meanwhile, the annual rainfall is concentrated in the summer, and the river
level is relatively high during the cooling period. The structure of the flood plain and the first terrace
on the vertical profiles is characterised by a “dual structure”, of which the lower part is composed of
sand and gravel, and the upper part is sandy loam or clay, so the permeability coefficient of the aquifer
near the river is relatively large. Considering that cities are mainly built along the river, there is a high
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demand of the cooling or heating load. Therefore, the method mentioned in this paper can be widely
used in the region near the southern rivers of China.

5. Conclusions

In this research, a heat–water transfer numerical simulation was developed to study the impact of
boundary conditions on the hydrodynamic processes and temperature distribution field in a shallow
and thin aquifer near a river. The main conclusions drawn from this paper can be summarized below.

(1) The variation of soil temperature becomes smaller, and the hysteresis of temperature and
depth correlation becomes more remarkable, when the depth increases. Although the depth of the
aquifer in the study area is shallow, the annual groundwater temperature remained at 18 ◦C when the
depth was more than 11 m.

(2) To ensure sufficient water for the heat pumps, when using the GWHP system in a shallow and
thin aquifer, the pumping well group should be located downstream of the groundwater field and
the recharging well group should be located upstream of the field. The optimal distance between the
pumping and recharging well group for the GWHP system is 150 m.

(3) The changes in the river level and pumping-recharging well group location have a greater
influence on the hydrodynamic field than on the temperature field of aquifer. On the premise
that the river water temperature has no influence on the pumping water temperature, the average
pumping water temperature and maximum drawdown at the end of the summer’s cooling period
decrease gradually when the river level rises and the moving distance of the pumping-recharging well
group increases.

(4) When the river level is above 28 m, the optimal scheme with the pumping well group
being used without the recharging well group was proposed with a certain distance from the river.
The optimal distance between the pumping-recharging well group and river is identified as being
about 130 m. This scheme ensures that the GWHP system runs continually and with a high efficiency.
The results of this research can provide a reference for the design of the GWHP system in the shallow
and thin aquifers near rivers.
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