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Abstract: As an alternative to the use of tracers, easy-to-measure soil moisture dynamic parameters
(e.g., water content) provide in situ estimates of the infiltration rate reduction state of a soil medium.
For instance, managed aquifer recharge operations control the hydraulic state of their infiltration
basins by measuring the infiltrated volume under constant head conditions. Instantaneous profile
measurement systems can be used to manage the basins by determining the reduction of the infiltration
rate over time. This study combines the empirical methods of Libardi, the self-developed water
content and root mean square difference-based procedures and the trigger time method, to get a
similar reproduction of tracer results from river water spreading basins. The methods based on water
content showed a good fitting in comparison to the results obtained with the tracer experiment and
represent a promising source for detecting changes in the flow impedance during infiltration events.
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1. Introduction

Managed aquifer recharge (MAR) has recieved increased attention in recent decades as a potential
measure to alleviate and mitigate problems of water allocation, saltwater intrusion, and replenishment
of over-exploited aquifers; both to reduce evaporative losses and to improve water quality [1]. One of
the main methods of MAR is the use of surface spreading basins, which has an added benefit of
using the vadose zone as a filter to trap and break down organic and inorganic compounds before
water reaches the aquifer [2], as well as being a cost-effective measure compared to alternatives [3,4].
Given that this concept is gaining more relevance as a mitigation approach against climate change,
further investigation of the processes involving MAR has to be performed in order to maximise its
efficiency [5]. When working with surface water or reclaimed water, some MAR plants have begun to
introduce hydraulic loading cycles (HLC) or flooding and drying cycles in their infiltration schedules.
This change consists in a period of water application, followed by a temporary pause of infiltration to
allow for the recovery of oxygen levels in the upper section of the infiltration basin, which induces the
maximum decomposition rate of organic matter, especially for nitrification processes [6–8]. An example
of a common HLC is one day of flooding followed by a drying period of two or three days, at which
point the cycle begins again with a new 24 h period of flooding [9]. Nevertheless, there are also
recharge sites where these cycles are not introduced, since the quality of the recharged water does not
require further treatment through the vadose zone, and the aim of the project is mainly focussed on the
hydraulic restoration of the groundwater level [10]. This type of infiltration is refered to in this study
as ‘continuous infiltration’.

For MAR sites, it is critical to monitor the hydraulic conductivity (K), which is one of the
main properties that indicates the capacity of a the soil to permit water infiltration or percolation.
The determination of K in an unsaturated soil is necessary for the processing and understanding
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of soil-water transport processes such as mass transfer, heat transfer, and infiltration/runoff [11,12].
Evaluation of in situ K represents a challenge, especially in non-disturbed conditions, and many methods
have been designed to measure K in the field; such as single/double ring infiltrometer, Auger–Hole
method tension infiltrometer, and constant head well permeameter [11,13–15]. Nevertheless, all of
these approaches determine point values for the hydraulic properties of interest. Additionally, all of
these techniques are invasive, as they require some alterations of the soil in the experimental setup,
which will influence either the water content/matric potential conditions or the compaction of the soil.
This effect can be highly relevant with regards to the study of K changes driven by the clogging of
pores, because the implementation of these invasive methods represents a modification of the initial
boundary conditions in an investigation scheme with repeated infiltration cycles, as is the case in MAR
spreading basins.

The hydraulic conductivity of near-surface soils plays a key role in surface spreading operations,
since it is the main parameter that controls the capacity of the site to recharge the aquifer. For the
investigation of factors driving the reduction of infiltration rate caused by clogging (decrease of
K) in infiltration basins, soil samples are typically taken while the infiltration basin is empty.
Invasive soil sampling techniques affect the starting conditions for following infiltration cycles.
Similarly, instruments such as constant head permeameters influence the initial boundary conditions
(the medium would remain with a higher water content) for the next infiltration cycle. Thus, these
methods are not appropriate for monitoring the development of clogging in the MAR basins under
specific hydraulic scenarios.

To overcome these challenges, systems of instantaneous profile measurements (IPM) have been
developed, which can estimate hydraulic properties of the soil using long-term time series data [16].
IPM is a system of supplying measurements of particular parameters (e.g., water content, tension,
temperature, electrical conductivity) in time at different depths [17]. IPM enables the calculation of
water front movement, and therefore drying behavior at different depths. Reichardt [18] addressed the
prediction of hydraulic conditions of the soil without disturbing the experimental setup or influencing
the hydraulic changes using IPM and Libardi’s equation.

The objective of this study is to compare different established and new methods to calculate the
reduction of the infiltration rate over time based on IPM data. These methods were selected according
to their capacities to track changes in the infiltration rate (due to clogging of the basin floor) over time,
without influencing the conditions of the experimental setup for the subsequent infiltration cycles.
The water content data of two MAR infiltration unit experiments (field- and lab scale) were selected as
representative input data for tracking the decrease of the hydraulic conductivity over time after the
infiltration of river water.

Implementing the developed techniques in recharge facilities would bring more knowledge
regarding the effects on water and its organic as well as inorganic components during the flooding
cycles. This should maximise the time in which the infiltration basin can be operated and programmed
accurately the best timing for its maintenance. The suggested methods are not meant to substitute
any other already existing analytical or numerical tool. They are employed in order to foster and
complement the knowledge of the involved processes.

2. Materials and Methods

The infiltration experiments (See Figure 1) were run in a field scale infiltration unit (4.5 m ×
3.0 m × 1.0 m) and a lab scale infiltration unit (1.5 m × 1.0 m × 1.0 m); both filled with a sandy soil
(Ks ≈ 6 × 10−5 m/s). The observation points are distributed within two layers at 0.28 m and 0.68 m
depth. The lab scale experiment features an electronic scale in the outflow to control the percolation
volumes, whereas in the fields scale, the lower boundary of the infiltration unit is directly connected
with the unsaturated zone of the site. Infiltrated water was from the Elbe river and was mixed with
sodium chloride (NaCl) for tracer experiments. River water (DOC ≈ 5 mg/L; TSS ≈ 20 mg/L) was
pumped into the infiltration basins with an annual hydraulic loading rate of 300 m/a under wet:dry
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cycles of 1:3 (24 h infiltration followed by 72 h dry period). This designed hydraulic loading rate
represents the recharge of a 300 m high water column with an area of 1 m2 within one year. In total,
nine infiltration cycles, which were equivalent to a total specific volume of nearly 29,000 L/m2, were
run. Tracer experiments were performed which introduced NaCl at a concentration of 1 g/L into the
river water in the first six hours of each infiltration cycle, to determine the time for solute transport
by way of a installed monitoring sensor, located 28 cm below the flooding-basin floor. The frequency
domain reflectometry (FDR) sensor measures volumetric water content (vol%), electrical conductivity
(mS/cm), and temperature (◦C) at two minutes intervals. Further details of the infiltration setup and
description of the measuring sensors are presented by Fichtner et al. [19].

Water 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 12 

 

infiltration cycles, which were equivalent to a total specific volume of nearly 29,000 L/m2, were run. 
Tracer experiments were performed which introduced NaCl at a concentration of 1 g/L into the river 
water in the first six hours of each infiltration cycle, to determine the time for solute transport by 
way of a installed monitoring sensor, located 28 cm below the flooding-basin floor. The frequency 
domain reflectometry (FDR) sensor measures volumetric water content (vol%), electrical 
conductivity (mS/cm), and temperature (°C) at two minutes intervals. Further details of the 
infiltration setup and description of the measuring sensors are presented by Fichtner et al. [19]. 

 
                           (a)                                                (b) 

Figure 1. Experimental set-up of infiltration laboratory scale unit (a) and infiltration field scale unit 
(b). Both units are filled with a sandy soil (Ks ≈ 6 × 10−5 m/s) and are equiped with a sensor array 
measuring water content, matric potential, temperature, oxygen saturation and electrical 
conductivity [19]. 

2.1. Tracer Method 

Tracers are substances that can maintain a flow pattern similar to that of water, and are a 
common method for assessing changes in the hydraulic properties of a medium, especially in 
laboratory experiments [20,21]. Tracers should have conservative behaviour, low toxicity, and a high 
accuracy for analysis [22]. The advantage of adding a tracer to the infiltration solution is that they are 
easily traceable by using substances such as NaCl to determine groundwater flow, or to study 
leakage from rivers or sewage pipes in the saturated and unsaturated zone [23–28]. Electrical 
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Normally, the tracer solution is added from the start of the infiltration event, and the conductivity 
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Figure 1. Experimental set-up of infiltration laboratory scale unit (a) and infiltration field scale unit (b).
Both units are filled with a sandy soil (Ks ≈ 6 × 10−5 m/s) and are equiped with a sensor array measuring
water content, matric potential, temperature, oxygen saturation and electrical conductivity [19].

2.1. Tracer Method

Tracers are substances that can maintain a flow pattern similar to that of water, and are a common
method for assessing changes in the hydraulic properties of a medium, especially in laboratory
experiments [20,21]. Tracers should have conservative behaviour, low toxicity, and a high accuracy
for analysis [22]. The advantage of adding a tracer to the infiltration solution is that they are easily traceable
by using substances such as NaCl to determine groundwater flow, or to study leakage from rivers or
sewage pipes in the saturated and unsaturated zone [23–28]. Electrical conductivity is monitored over time,
which fluctuates in proportion to the concentration of salt [29]. Normally, the tracer solution is added from
the start of the infiltration event, and the conductivity peak is reached in a couple of hours (depending on
the depth of the sensor). The linear flow velocity is calculated by monitoring the electrical conductivity
from the beginning of the infiltration cycle until the sensor at a determined depth reaches the maximum
measured stage. The fraction of depth over time give the linear velocity and this value represents the
standard baseline state for the wet cycle. However, sometimes the development of the infiltration capacity
of the basin also requires ongoing infiltration cycles, for instance in longer infiltration periods (>3 days).
In this case, tracer experiments might underestimate infiltration rates due to two main factors: (1) the
higher amount of voids that are filled already with water causing a different distribution of the flow paths;
and (2) the dilution of the tracer in the ponded water above the infiltration basin floor.

The normalized linear velocity, expressed as v50/v50o (fraction of linear velocity based on time
t50 over the initial linear velocity in the first infiltration cycle) in Equation (1), is calculated with the
time it takes to reach the half of the maximum rise of electrical conductivity (t50) at the depth to the
sensor (z) [30]. The monitored changes of v50/v50o in the infiltration experiment can be interpreted as
the reduction of the infiltration rate of the medium.

v50/v50o = z
t50

/v50o. (1)
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2.2. Libardi Method

Taking the basics of the Richards and the Darcy–Buckingham equation [31–33], Hillel [34] set a
finite difference based analytical model to calculate the hydraulic conductivity using water content (θ)
changes in flooding or draining systems. Therefore, θ was smoothed with time t in a semi-log model
substracting it to the initial water content (θo):

θo − θ = AL ln(t) + BL. (2)

In order to define the fitting parameters, AL and BL at depth L (Figure 2), by integrating the
Richard’s equation from soil surface (z = 0) down to depth z = L, the hydraulic conductivity can
be calculated (see Equation (3)). AL is represented by the inverse of the slope γ, whereas BL is the
multiplication of AL with the natural logarithm of the fraction of slope γ times initial hydraulic
conductivity (Ko) over parameter a times depth z.

K(θ)L =

∫ L

0

∂θ
∂t

dz/
(
∂H
∂z

)
L

. (3)
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Figure 2. Smoothed semi-log model designed by Hillel and Libardi [34] for the empirical determination
of the hydraulic conductivity.

From the smoothed semi-log model (Equation (2)) Hillel used finite differences for depth z and
approximated the integral in n measurements until depth L and ∆z intervals in Equation (3) to:

q =

∫ L

0

∂θ
∂t

dz � −
n∑

i=1

AL

t
∆z . (4)

The matric potential gradient
(
∂H
∂z

)
L

should be measured with tensiometers or be assumed to be
unity (valid for short ∆t). Nevertheless, the finite difference can create a great gap after n measurements.

Libardi [35] followed the Hillel’s concept and developed an empirical equation without the need
of integration (Equation (5)):

K(θ) = Koe−γ(θo−θ), (5)

where K(θ) is the water content dependent hydraulic conductivity (m/s), Ko and θo are the initial values
of hydraulic conductivity and water content, respectively. For the determination of the fitting parameter
γ
[

1
γ

]
and Ko

[
za
γ eγBL

]
, the linear semi log model expressed before (See Figure 2) was upgraded to:

θo − θ =
1
γ

ln(t) +
1
γ

ln
(
γKo

a z

)
. (6)
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Sisson [36] further simplified the equation by assuming a homogenous soil setting the parameter
a = 1, which represents the same change of water content at any depth. The Libardi method features
in contrast to normal tracer breakthrough curves, the calculation of an absolute value for hydraulic
conductivity and not only the linear velocity.

2.3. Root Mean Square Method

The root mean square displacement (DRMS) was selected as an indicator of hydraulic properties
variations of the soil using the data of water content from the IPM system during the infiltration phase.
The DRMS is able to define the deviation distribution of the whole time series in one representative
value [37]. The DRMS values cannot give an absolute rate of infiltration capacity reduction, but its
factor of reduction can be used to infer it.

The first infiltration cycle was set as a reference. The DRMS is calculated between the i-th infiltration
cycle (i = 1,2, . . . , 9) and the first infiltration cycle in the time step tx like it is represented in Equation (7).
This gives an approach of how much the averaged water content of each cycle changed in comparison
to the initial state.

DRMS =

∑(
WCcycle i,tx −WCcycle o,tx

)2

n
. (7)

In order to render this method analogous to the tracer curve, a model was developed. A quadratic
regression analysis was done between the values obtained from the tracer experiments and the DRMS

from Equation (7).
Traceri = a + b× [DRMS i] + c× [DRMS i]

2. (8)

where Traceri is the calculated infiltration capacity reduction in the i-th infiltration cycle (i = 1,2, . . . , 9)
according to the tracer experiment; DRMS i is the calculated DRMS value (%) of the i-th infiltration cycle;
and a, b and c are fitting parameters of the linear regression model. Once the model was determined
the values from Equation (8) could be inserted and compared with the tracer curve data.

2.4. Water Content Method

The water content method is similar to the DRMS method, varying only in that instead of calculating
the root mean square difference, the average water content of each infiltration cycle is calculated.
Thus the infiltration time parameter of each infiltration cycle loses relevance. Similar to the previous
method, a linear regression model was built and determined with the obtained data (Equation (9)).

Traceri = a + b×
[∑

WCi

ni

]
+ c×

[∑
WCi

ni

]2

, (9)

where Traceri is the calculated infiltration capacity reduction in the i-th infiltration cycle (i = 1,2, . . . , 9)
according to the tracer experiment;

∑
WCi
ni

is the averaged water content value (%) of the i-th infiltration
cycle; ni is the amount of measured data in the i-th infiltration cycle; and a, b and c are fitting parameters
of the linear regression model. This model was used afterwards to be compared to the tracer curve.

2.5. Sensor Trigger Time Method

There are also other potential basic indicators that can be used to determine the reduction of
the infiltration capacity of the medium. For example the “trigger time” that it takes for the sensor
to register the first rise of the water content/tension gives a signal on the delay of the infiltration
plume. This method is based more on the advection and dispersion properties of the medium, ignoring
diffusion effects. A third linear regression model (Equation (10)) was built to correlate the tracer curve
with the information obtained from the trigger time method.

Traceri = a + b× [TTi] + c× [TTi]
2, (10)
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where Traceri is the calculated infiltration capacity reduction in the i-th infiltration cycle (i = 1,2, . . . , 9)
according to the tracer experiment; TTi is the trigger time (min) of the i-th infiltration cycle, where the
water content started to rise and a, b and c are fitting parameters of the linear regression model. Just as
with the other models, this model was analyzed by using the tracer curve.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Tracer Method

The set of t50 of each infiltration cycle against the infiltration time is shown in Figure 3, which
provides an indication of the infiltration rate reduction. Additionaly, the maximum infiltration rate
reduction can be identified, which is important information for MAR plant managers for deciding when
a maintenance action is required. The data obtained from the tracer test is used as a reference to analyze
the fit of the alternative methods and their capacity to track changes of the hydraulic conductivity.
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scale. Infiltration modus: 24 h infiltration/72 h dry period.

3.2. Libardi Method

Since the Libardi equation needs a change in water content, the time series at the end of each
infiltration pumping period was selected. This was selected as more appropiate than the beginning of
the infiltration cycle, as the maximum water content is reached relatively fast (within 6–10 minutes)
with the programmed basin pumping rate (2.7 L/min in field and 0.9 L/min in lab), and this would
lead to only a small amount of measurements to apply the analysis. Thus, θo was set as the water
content value when the drying process starts (a much slower process under gravitational forces) and
θ is the water content in the time ti, which is represented in the abscissa of the smoothing model in
Figure 2 as ln(t). Parameter AL and BL are represented as the slope and ordinate intercept, respectively
(See Figure 2).

The starting conditions of the drying process have lower water content for increasing number
of cycles, and its decrease is less steeper in relation to the subsequent drying cycles (See Figure 4).
After the 72 h dry period the difference between the cycles is minimal (~1%). The main difference of
the water content conditions can be observed in the first 70 min of draining.
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Figure 4. Water content decrease during the drying cycles in the first 100 min in field experiment.
Infiltration modus: 24 h infiltration/72 h dry period.

Applying Equation (5) to the data series enables the calculation of the infiltration reduction curve
(Figure 5), which represents the state of the hydraulic conductivity using the data of the drying behavior
of the medium. By comparison, the Libardi method shows an overestimation of the infiltration capacity
reduction. Nevertheless, the trend of the changing conditions is similar in both curves. The linear
regression root mean square error (RMSE) of both Libardi curves (lab and field scale) in respect to the
tracer curve are 0.40 and 0.55 for the field and lab schemes, respectively.
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Figure 5. Infiltration capacity curve comparison between Libardi method and Tracer curve in (left)
field scale and (right) lab scale. Infiltration modus: 24 h infiltration/72 h dry period.

This method takes its source of data from the drying phase of each cycle (72 h data series) and
is dependant on the ponded water head in the basin at the end of the infiltration. The higher the
water level is above the basin floor, the longer it will take until the sensor receives a steep reduction
of the water content. Since the water head change was faster at the beginning (smaller infiltration
area), a faster change in the Libardi hydraulic conductivity estimation was obtained. The clogging
layer (biofilm) that develops on the surface of the infiltration basin enacts a bigger influence in drying
conditions than in wetting events and this leads to higher rates of infiltration rate-reduction using
Libardi calculations than tracer methodology.
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3.3. Root Mean Square Method

Similar to dry cycles, when overlapping the wet regime cycles, the water content decreased after
each infiltration cycle. Equation (7) is applied between cycle 1 (reference) and the other eight cycles,
obtaining an increasing trend until cycle 8. The change pattern of the DRMS values is similar with
the one of the tracer curve. When applying the DRMS in the linear regression model (Equation (8)),
the following equations for field and lab were obtained:

TracerField = 0.9583− 0.6084×DRMS Field + 0.1270×D2
RMS Field (11)

TracerLab = 0.8974− 0.2055×DRMS Lab + 0.0144×D2
RMS Lab. (12)

The obtained DRMS-based infiltration capacity reduction curve and the tracer-based curve fit well
overall in the field experiment (Figure 6) with an RMSE of 0.14. In the lab experiment, the DRMS-based
value gave an abrupt sink of the infiltration capacity after the third infiltration cycle, just similar as
Libardi. Therefore the RMSE between the curves raised to 0.23.

Figure 6. Comparison between tracer curve and linear regression (LR) root mean square displacement
(DRMS)-based curve in (left) field scale and (right) lab scale.

3.4. Water Content Method

Equation (9) allowed the determination of the tracer data using the mean water content of each
infiltration cycle:

TracerField = 101.3208− 8.4626×
[∑

WCi

n

]
Field

+ 0.1771×
[∑

WCi

n

]2

Field
(13)

TracerLab = 0.5372− 0.0683×
[∑

WCi

n

]
Lab

+ 0.0029×
[∑

WCi

n

]2

Lab
. (14)

The RMSE value between the tracer curve and linear regression water content (LR WC) curve
was 0.21 in the field and 0.26 in the lab. The fit in the field was acceptable along the whole infiltration
cycles (Figure 7), while in the lab the model fit better in the second half of the curve, once the steepness
of infiltration capacity decrease was not high (changes below 10%).
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Figure 7. Comparison between tracer curve and LR water content (WC)-based curve in (left) field scale
and (right) lab scale.

DRMS and water content methods represent not only the wetting process at the beginning of the
infiltration (for tracer method ~4 h), but also include the whole 24 h infiltration cycle behaviour. DRMS

represents a more elaborate analysis in which data was also related in time. This may relate to the difference
between both methods in the lab experiment. There was a lag phase of the water content in the infiltration
cycles 4–6 that were interpreted by the DRMS method as a reduction of the infiltration capacity. The water
content method sums up and averages also such differences, giving back more stable data.

3.5. Sensor Trigger Time Method

The linear regession model of Equation (10) was used to obtain the parameters for Equations (15)
and (16) for the sensor trigger time method:

TracerField = 2.8854− 0.3112× TTField + 0.0093× TT2
Field (15)

TracerLab = 1.4748− 0.1279× TTLab + 0.0030× TT2
Lab. (16)

The trigger time of the water content sensor was the best indicator to reproduce the tracer curve in
the field with a RMSE of 0.06 (Figure 8); while the lab the results differred more from the tracer curve
(RMSE = 0.37).
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The trigger time method produced a generally accurate estimation of the infiltration capacity
reduction in the field. Nevertheless, the resolution of the measured data (2 min) might have been too
coarse, and therefore the readings exhibited a step-shape form. Additionally, the trigger time method
generated a value that was obtained only from the early stage of the infiltration cycle, similar to the
tracer experiment. In the lab, the values shifted in an unpredictable manner along the tracer curve.
The sidewall flow of the experiment setup may have interfered considerably with the trigger method,
which is only dependant on the first change of the water content. Within proximity to the inner walls
of the tank, a preferential flowpath may have resulted in the water flowing as it would do in field
conditions [38].

4. Conclusions

The Libardi method accurately exhibited the pattern of the infiltration capacity reduction,
taking into account the drying behaviour after an infiltration cycle. By increasing the number of
drying periods, traceability increased with respect to the resolution of the decrease in the infiltration
capacity. Sensor trigger time showed an accurate representation of the reduction in infiltration rate.
Nevertheless, this was completely dependant upon the time measurement interval in which the was
data stored, and represents only the conditions at the beginning of the infiltration period (similar to
the tracer method). DRMS and water content methods were the most accurately analyzed approaches
for data management in MAR basins, to determine the actual state of the infiltration capacity and
additionally they calculate a value that represents the complete infiltration cycle and not just a fraction
of it.

DRMS, water content, and the trigger time methods all utilize linear regression models to correlates
their raw data with the tracer experiments. The equations which are derived can only be used within
each experiment, and in the analyzed intervals. If the boundary conditions remain the same in different
experiments, the given empirical equation could also be applied.

It is worth continuing the validation of the reviewed and developed methods in different conditions
in order to broaden their applications in different investigation fields by reusing the obtained linear
regression equations in new experiments in the same boundary conditions, as well as by applying the
methods in new scenarios with a different hydraulic loading rates.
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