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Abstract: Excessive levels of Fe, Mn and As are the main factors affecting groundwater quality in
Songliao plain, northeast China. However, there are few studies on the source and mobilization
mechanisms of Fe, Mn and As in the groundwater of Northeastern China. This study takes Shuangliao
city in the middle of Songliao plain as an example, where the source and mobilization mechanisms of
iron, manganese and arsenic in groundwater in the study area were analyzed by statistical methods
and spatial analysis. The results show that the source of Fe and Mn in the groundwater of the platform
is the iron and manganese nodules in the clay layer, while, in the river valley plain, it originates from
the soil and the whole aquifer. The TDS, fluctuation in groundwater levels and the residence time are
the important factors affecting the content of Fe and Mn in groundwater. The dissolution of iron and
manganese minerals causes arsenic adsorbed on them to be released into groundwater. This study
provides a basis for the rational utilization of groundwater and protection of people’s health in areas
with high iron, manganese and arsenic contents.
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1. Introduction

Songliao plain is one of the important agricultural areas in China. Because Songliao plain is
located in a semi-arid climate region, it lacks enough surface water. Groundwater from Quaternary
sediments is the main source of drinking water for local residents. However, excessive levels of Fe,
Mn and As are the main factors affecting groundwater quality in Songliao plain, northeast China [1].
Groundwater used as a source of drinking water containing excessive levels of iron, manganese and
arsenic affects not only China but also other countries, such as Italy, Bangladesh and Argentina [2–5].

Iron and manganese ions can cause staining of laundry clothes and plumbing fixtures, and lead
to the accumulation of sediment in the water delivery system. They can also raise the color and
turbidity of the groundwater. The deleterious effect of Fe and Mn on health is known to include chronic
intoxication, lung embolism, bronchitis, impotence, nerve damage and parkinsonism [6]. Excessive
arsenic can have major health effects on residents, including skin cancer and other cardiovascular,
neurological, hematological, renal and respiratory diseases [7]. The national standard for drinking
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water qualities in China are 0.3 mg/L, 0.1 mg/L and 10 µg/L for Fe, Mn and As. The WHO recommends
a health-based value of 0.4 mg/L for Mn and 10 µg/L for As.

Iron and manganese are widely found in soils and aquifers, which have similar geochemical
behavior. The reducing conditions, residence time, well depth, and salinity are the key factors
leading the dissolution and migration of Fe and Mn to groundwater [2,3,5,8]. Organic matter (organic
carbon) released into groundwater from aquifers and soils can quickly deplete dissolved oxygen in
groundwater, resulting in a more reductive hydrochemistry [2]. After oxygen is exhausted, organic
matter is degraded in the order of denitrification, Mn(IV) reduction, Fe(III) reduction, sulfate reduction,
and methanogenesis [9,10]. With the increase in residence time, the groundwater gradually changes
from oxic to reductive, and the reductive dissolution of Fe/Mn oxides increases the concentration of Fe
and Mn in groundwater [8,11]. The Fe/Mn oxide-bound As would then be released during reductive
dissolution of Fe/Mn oxides in reducing condition. This is the most accepted mechanism for high As
groundwater in many places in the world [7,12–14]. To investigate the influence of organic matter on
the mobility of Fe, Mn, and As, in situ experiments [13,15] were conducted to inject reactive carbon
into shallow groundwater. In addition to the increase in groundwater reducibility, the concentration of
nitrate and sulfate decreased [13]. The presence of nitrite, ammonium and sulfur ions also indicates
the reductive inclination [2,7,16]. Studies [4,17,18] show that high arsenic water is distributed mostly
in the following environments: favorable geological conditions and climate for iron oxide enrichment;
geological conditions of rapid deposition, such as deltas and valley plains; a sedimentary environment
rich in organic matter, such as wetland; and fine particle sediments, among others.

The Songliao plain, located in northeast China, is a typical area with high iron and manganese
content in groundwater. Though some domestic studies focus on the treatment of iron and manganese
groundwater, studies into its source and mobilization mechanism have not been carried out. Although
arsenic has been reported in high concentrations in northern China [19], the high levels of arsenic in
the Songliao plain have only been recently reported globally [7,20].

Above all, the source and mobilization mechanisms of Fe, Mn and As in groundwater in
Songliao plain of northeast China are not clear. Other studies have only mentioned Fe and Mn in
groundwater from sediments and soil, without quantitative discussion. In addition, the influence of
water level fluctuation, groundwater residence time and groundwater exploitation on Fe, Mn and As
in groundwater have not been studied.

This study systematically investigated the hydrogeochemical characteristics of groundwater with
high iron, manganese and arsenic in Shuangliao city, within the Songliao plain. The relationship
between iron, manganese and arsenic and their source were investigated. The relationship between
the concentration of iron, manganese in groundwater and the character of the aquifer (thickness of
clay, vadose zone, and groundwater level fluctuation) and TDS is discussed quantitatively. In addition,
a good correlation between the concentration of Fe/Mn and residence time was found in the study
area. This study provides a basis for the rational utilization of groundwater and protection of local
people’s health.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

Shuangliao city (123◦20′ E–124◦05′ E, 43◦20′ N–44◦05′ N) is a county located in the center
of Songliao plain, western Jilin province, hosting up to 0.42 million people in the whole district.
Mean annual precipitation is 465.2 mm, with 78.6% concentrated within May to September. Mean annual
pan evaporation is 1280.3 mm.

The south of the study area is flat terrain, the north of which is mainly sand dune. The terrain of
the study area is high in the northeast and low in the southwest. The overall terrain varies by about
100 m. The river cuts down, forming a zonal distribution of river valley plain. The river valley plain is



Water 2020, 12, 534 3 of 17

mainly composed of the flood plain and first-level terraces, which are distributed along both sides of
the Dongliaohe River and Xiliaohe River in a belt, and the terrain is relatively flat.

Groundwater in Shuangliao constitutes almost all drinking water for the city and counties.
According to the standard for drinking water quality in China, 97.56% of all the water samples have Fe
in excess, followed by 69.51% with excessive Mn and 17.00% with excessive As. The main aquifer mined
in the study area is phreatic. The aquifer is composed of the lower Pleistocene fluvioglacial deposit
Baitushan formation (Q1bfgl), middle Pleistocene alluvium and lake deposit Daqinggou formation
(Q2dal + l), upper Pleistocene alluvium deposit Guxiangtun formation (Q3gal) and Holocene (Q4).
Holocene deposits are made up of eolian fine sand (Q4

eol) in sand dune, alluvial sand and gravel (Q4
al)

in valley, lag and bog deposits in the lakes and moors. Soil salinization is heavy in the study area, and
accounts for about 10% of the study area [21] (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location and geology map of the study area showing sample locations and rivers.

2.2. Field Work, Sample Collection and Analysis

According to the variation in groundwater level in Shuangliao city, a groundwater level survey
including 961 groundwater level survey points was conducted in the rainy season and the dry season
of 2017 respectively. A total of 3446 boreholes were collected from Shuangliao water resources bureau.
A total of 82 hydrochemical samples from different wells were collected during rainy season in 2017.
The groundwater level in the observation wells was collected every five days. The inter-annual
hydrochemical data of the observation well were collected every May from 1991 to 1998, and one year
hydrochemical data were collected in March, May, August and October in 2016. Plastic bottles were
used for collection of the water sample. At each location, the bottle was rinsed with the water to be
sampled before the water was collected. Sampling was done following the National Environmental
Protection Standard (2009), where two water samples from each of these 82 wells, one acidified and the
other non-acidified, were carefully collected and packaged, labeled and transported to the laboratory.
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The acidified water samples were used for the analysis of cations and the other non-acidified water
samples for the anions. A few drops of concentrated solution of nitric acid were added to the samples
at the sampling points for the purpose of keeping the ions in the solution and also to minimize
the reaction with the container wall. Coordinates of each of the wells were taken during the field
work. The water samples were tested by Pony Testing International Group in Changchun, China
(http://www.ponytest.com). The laboratory has China Inspection Body and Laboratory Mandatory
Approval (CMA) certification. Temperature and pH were measured in situ using EC/pH meter (HI99131,
HANNA, Woonsocket, RI, USA) [22]. TDS was measured by an electric blast-drying oven and an
electronic analytical balance (vapor-drying method) [22]. Turbidity was determined via formazine
scatterometer method (WGZ-200, Xinrui, Shanghai, China); the detection limit was determined to be
0.5NTU [22]. Total hardness (TH) was measured by Na2EDTA titrimetric method; the detection limit
was determined to be 1.0 mg/L [22]. HCO−3 were measured by acid-base titration [23]. Fe and Mn were
tested by inductively coupled plasma atomic emission spectrometry (5100ICP-OES, Agilent, Santa
Clara, CA, USA); the detection limits were determined to be 0.0045 and 0.0005 mg/L respectively [24].
Total As was determined by atomic fluorescence spectroscopy (SK-2003A, Jinsuokun, Beijing, China);
the detection limit was determined to be 0.0010 mg/L [24]. Ammonia nitrogen was analyzed using
ultraviolet-visible spectrophotometer (UV-2800, UNICO, Princeton, NJ, USA); the detection limit was
determined to be 0.025 mg/L [25]. Procedural blanks and replicate samples were also analyzed in a
similar way to check the accuracy of analysis. The reliability of the water sample analysis data was
checked by the relative error of the anion and cation milliequivalent, and the error of all water samples
was less than 5%.

2.3. Statistical and Spatial Analysis

Correlation and factor analysis were carried out between Fe, Mn, As, and some related physical
and chemical parameters, using SPSS 22.0 software. Factor analysis is a widely used statistical method,
which compresses the total information content of the multivariate data in terms of a few factors. Then,
through the geological interpretation of these factors, the main processes affecting hydrogeochemistry
can be found [26,27]. R-mode and Q-mode are two approaches of factor analysis commonly used in
earth science. The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between variables, therefore we
think R-mode analysis is appropriate. See the papers [28,29] for the mathematical principles and flow
diagrams of factor analysis. The influencing factors of Fe, Mn and As in groundwater were determined
by correlation analysis and factor analysis.

Spatial data analysis involved all 82 wells. Fe and Mn concentration were posted on thematic maps
of geology (Figure 1), soil (Figure 2a), geomorphology and resource calculation districts (Figure 2b).
The average Fe and Mn in different soil types and resource calculation districts are calculated.
Mean values of Fe and Mn concentration in groundwater samples from different resource calculation
districts and soil type districts were calculated.

http://www.ponytest.com
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3. Results

3.1. Physio-Chemical Parameters

A summary of the values obtained from laboratory and fieldwork are presented in Table 1. Fe, Mn
and As in the groundwater seriously exceed the standard in the study area. The pH of groundwater is
neutral-to-weak alkaline, the anion is mainly bicarbonate, and the TDS is high.

Table 1. Summary of physio-chemical and field measurements.

Sample ID N 2 Minimum Maximum Median

Well Depth (m) 82 7.00 90.00 30.00
WLF 1(m) 82 0.02 6.66 0.60
Fe (mg/L) 82 0.245 46.3 1.37
Mn (mg/L) 82 0.0010 6.16 0.197
As (mg/L) 82 <0.0010 0.112 0.0031

TDS (mg/L) 82 252 2611 703
TH 3 (in CaCO3, mg/L) 82 127 1250 321

pH 82 7.04 8.38 7.55
Turbidity (NTU) 82 <0.5 8.9 0.7

HCO−3 (mg/L) 82 136 1330 357
NH+

4 -N (mg/L) 82 <0.025 2.14 0.400
1 WLF refers to water level fluctuation; 2 TH refers to total hardness; 3 N refers to sample population.

3.2. Correlation Matrix

It can be seen from Figure 2b that high iron and manganese (above average) levels in Shuangliao
city are mainly distributed in the valley plain of Dongliaohe River and Xiliaohe River. The differences in
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correlation coefficients in Tables 2 and 3 indicate that the sources of iron and manganese in groundwater
in platforms and river valleys are different [5].

The Pearson correlation of groundwater obtained from the platform shows that Fe was positively
correlated with TDS and TH (r = 0.59 and r = 0.71, p < 0.01, respectively), while Mn was positively
correlated with TDS, r = 0.34, p < 0.05. A similar result was observed in the river valley. Fe was
positively correlated with TDS and TH, with r = 0.61 and r = 0.58, p < 0.01, respectively. Mn had
a positive correlation of r = 0.69 and 0.69, p < 0.01 with TDS and TH, respectively. This suggests
that elevated iron and manganese concentrations in groundwater are associated with the influence of
salinity [3]. In the platform, Fe and Mn have a negative correlation with pH (r = −0.33, p < 0.05 and
r = −0.28, respectively). This was also observed in the river valley (r = −0.37, p < 0.05 and r = −0.3
respectively), indicating that acidic conditions in the groundwater promote the release of Fe and Mn
into the groundwater [30]. On the platform, As is positively correlated with TDS, r = 0.32, p < 0.05. This
is because the salinization of groundwater can promote the release of As in reducing aquifers [14,31].
On the platform, As is also positively correlated with Mn, r = 0.36, p < 0.05. In the river valley, the
correlation coefficient between As and Fe is 0.24, and 0.25 between As and Mn. This is because arsenic
has a strong geochemical affinity with iron manganese hydroxide [32,33]. The correlation between
As and WLF is 0.21, suggesting that changing water levels alters the redox state of groundwater,
prompting the release of arsenic [34].

In the river valley, the well depth is negatively correlated with Fe and Mn (r = −0.50 and r = −0.51,
p < 0.01, respectively). This is because the source of Fe and Mn in river valley groundwater is soil and
an aquifer, which will be discussed in detail later. Fe and Mn are positively correlated with bicarbonate
at p < 0.05 or p < 0.01 (Tables 2 and 3). A similar positive correlation is observed between Fe and Mn
with ammonia on the platform (r = 0.51, p < 0.01 and 0.48, respectively) as well as in the river valley
(r = 0.52, p < 0.01 and 0.39, respectively). This is caused by the reductive dissolution of Fe and Mn.
Ammonia indicates that the groundwater is in a reducing condition. The dissolution of Fe and Mn
oxides in the aquifer is at the cost of the oxidation of organic matter [15,16], and the bicarbonate will
increase. The reaction equation is as follows:

CH2O + 2MnO2 + 3H+ = 2Mn2+ + HCO−3 + 2H2O (1)

CH2O + 4Fe(OH)3 + 7H+ = 4Fe2+ + HCO−3 + 10H2O (2)

Table 2. Correlation of physio-chemical parameters and field observations with Fe and Mn
concentrations (on the platform).

Parameters WD WLF Fe Mn As TDS TH pH Turbidity HCO−3 NH+4
WD 1.00
WLF −0.03 1.00

Fe 0.08 0.09 1.00
Mn −0.15 0.24 0.19 1.00
As −0.10 0.12 0.14 0.36 * 1.00

TDS 0.05 0.02 0.59 ** 0.34 * 0.32 * 1.00
TH 0.08 0.09 0.71 ** 0.24 0.15 0.73 ** 1.00
pH 0.01 −0.15 −0.33 * −0.28 −0.18 −0.20 −0.19 1.00

Turbidity 0.27 0.00 0.32 * 0.18 0.07 0.26 0.25 −0.20 1.00
HCO−3 0.05 0.10 0.36 * 0.43 ** 0.34 0.77 ** 0.28 −0.18 0.12 1.00
NH+

4 0.22 0.20 0.51 ** 0.48 0.14 0.15 0.21 −0.35 * 0.26 0.44 1.00

* correlation is significant at p < 0.05, ** correlation is significant at p < 0.01.
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Table 3. Correlation of physio-chemical parameters and field observations with Fe and Mn
concentrations (in the river valley).

Parameters WD WLF Fe Mn As TDS TH pH Turbidity HCO−3 NH+4
WD 1.00
WLF 0.54 ** 1.00

Fe −0.50 ** −0.08 1.00
Mn −0.51 ** −0.16 0.75 ** 1.00
As −0.02 0.21 0.24 0.25 1.00

TDS −0.53 ** −0.32 0.61 ** 0.69 ** −0.17 1.00
TH −0.53 ** −0.28 0.58 ** 0.69 ** −0.17 0.97 ** 1.00
pH 0.29 0.12 −0.37 * −0.30 0.23 −0.22 −0.26 1.00

Turbidity −0.13 −0.21 0.91 ** 0.82 ** 0.16 0.05 −0.02 −0.30 1.00
HCO−3 −0.48 ** −0.47 ** 0.68 ** 0.63 ** −0.15 0.79 ** 0.67 ** −0.19 0.21 1.00
NH+

4 −0.21 −0.03 0.52 ** 0.39 −0.11 0.33 0.24 0.17 0.16 0.51 ** 1.00

* correlation is significant at p < 0.05, ** correlation is significant at p < 0.01.

3.3. Factor Analysis

The factor analysis for the platform shows that three factors account for 60.89% of the variation
in the data (Table 4). Factor 1 accounts for 27.44% of the variation. This factor shows the inorganic
sources of iron in groundwater, as shown earlier by the correlation matrix. Factor 2 explains 18.85%
of the variation. This factor indicates the effect of fluctuations in groundwater level. This suggests
that changes in pH and redox state caused by seasonal groundwater level fluctuations dissolve Mn
complexes and release arsenic adsorbed on them into groundwater [35]. Factor 3, which accounts
for 14.60% of the variation, is the positive loading of well depth and turbidity. This factor is related
to geology. The lithology of the aquifer on the platform is silt and fine sand; the particle is very
fine. Due to the limitations of drilling technology and cost, the filters in the well do not filter the
silty sand very well. The deeper the well, the thicker the aquifer, and the more siltty and turbid the
water becomes.

Table 4. Varimax rotated R-mode factor-loading matrix for groundwater of the platform.

Parameters 1 2 3

TH 0.896 0.063 0.091
TDS 0.872 0.162 0.000
Fe 0.813 0.138 0.206
Mn 0.245 0.722 −0.129

WLF −0.133 0.635 0.078
pH −0.178 −0.589 −0.244
As 0.249 0.551 −0.265

Well Depth 0.006 −0.160 0.803
Turbidity 0.272 0.215 0.682

The factor analysis for the River Valley shows that three factors account for 79.22% of the variation
in the data (Table 5). Factor 1 explains 38.91% of the variance. This factor represents the effect of pH
on the dissolution of Fe and Mn. Factor 2 accounts for 26.25% of the variance. This factor displays
mineralization of groundwater, as earlier shown by the correlation matrix. Factor 3 explains 14.06%
of the variance. This factor indicates the relationship between water-level fluctuation and arsenic
in groundwater.
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Table 5. Varimax rotated R-mode factor loading matrix for groundwater of the river valley.

Parameters 1 2 3

Fe 0.957 0.028 −0.003
Turbidity 0.942 −0.161 −0.031

Mn 0.909 0.23 0.018
pH −0.749 −0.157 −0.152
TH 0.018 0.967 −0.094
TDS 0.026 0.961 −0.123

Well Depth −0.484 −0.559 0.295
As 0.227 −0.009 0.768

WLF −0.159 −0.296 0.734

4. Discussion

4.1. Source of Fe and Mn

Several main factors affect the content of iron and manganese in groundwater in Shuangliao city
is Fe and Mn substances and organic matter deposited during the Holocene. It has been observed in
field investigation that once colorless groundwater is extracted from wells, it will appear red or yellow
after a short time of contact with air. This indicates that the groundwater is in a reduced state [5].
A microbially mediated redox process, controlled by organic matter, can lead to the mobilization of Fe,
Mn and As into groundwater [13,36,37]. This reduction environment is fostered by the combination of
fine-grained sediments and organic matter [17]. Iron and manganese from soil and aquifers will be
released into groundwater under these conditions [38]. The lithology of platform in Shuangliao city is
Quaternary deposits. The aquifer is made up of mid-Pleistocene (Q2d), and upper Pleistocene (Q3g).
Daqinggou formation (Q2d) is mainly made up of grey and green silty sub-clay which is frequently
alternated with silt sand. Iron and manganese nodules can be found in the clay. Guxiangtun formation
(Q3g) is composed of loess-like clay in the upper part, which exhibits iron contamination and large
amounts of iron and manganese nodules. The lower part is mainly composed of sub-clay, silty sub-clay
and fine sand. The presence of organic carbon in clays and sub-clays of aquifers causes the reductive
dissolution of Fe and Mn minerals [2]. To prove this point, a diagram of the relationship between
the Fe and Mn content in water samples and the clay thickness of the aquifer in the sampling well
was made in this study. The approximate clay thickness of the sampling well was determined from
collected 3446 boreholes. It can be seen from the boxplot that the content of iron and manganese in
well water increases with the increase in clay thickness (Figure 3). However, there was no correlation
between the concentration of iron and manganese in the river valley groundwater and the thickness of
the clay (Figure 4).
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In addition, the concentration and correlation of iron and manganese in the river valley and
platform are also quite different. These all show that Fe and Mn have a different source in the river
valley and platform. The river valley plain sediments are relatively new and contain many organic
substances. Study [36] noted that Fe and Mn are mainly found in organic matter, plant debris and soil.
The oxidation of organic matter causes iron and manganese minerals to dissolve in aquifers [39–41].
Thus, the source of Fe and Mn in valley groundwater is not only clay, but the whole aquifer.

There are also soil sources of Fe and Mn in the groundwater of river valley. The correlation matrix
(Table 3) shows that well depth has a negative medium correlation with Fe and Mn. The mean value of
Fe and Mn concentration in different soil types are shown in Figure 5. The mean value of Fe and Mn in
water samples, as distributed on respective soil types of the area, is in the order paddy soil > umbrisols
> chernozems > arenosols. Studies [21,42] also show that the concentration of Fe in different soil types
is in the same order. The soil type in Xiliaohe River valley is umbrisols (Figure 2a). This kind of soil is
rich in humus, which fosters anoxic conditions that foster Fe and Mn mobilization. In umbrisols, the
water-logging process involves alternating oxidation and a reduction in soil caused by the seasonal
rise and fall of groundwater, leading to the formation of Fe–Mn nodules or rust spots and other new
bodies. This process is common in the umbrisols, with a high groundwater level in the valley plain,
and is the main geochemical feature of umbrisol formation [43]. The Dongliaohe River valley plain has
a long history of rice cultivation. Paddy soils are widely distributed in rice-growing areas (Figure 2a).
Under the condition of artificial periodic submerging and draining, paddy soil was kept in the process
of redox alternation for a long time, and underwent a series of unique biochemical changes [44]. This is
the basic formation process of paddy soil. Long-term submerged conditions are favorable for soil
organic matter deposition. The input of inorganic and organic fertilizers continuously increases the
organic content of soil. The iron and manganese oxides in the ploughing layer were reduced to low
valence iron and manganese compounds under submerging conditions and entered the groundwater
with the water under the action of gravity [37,45].
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4.2. Effect of Groundwater Level Fluctuation on Fe and Mn

At present, it is generally accepted that there are four ways for oxygen to enter shallow groundwater:
vertical infiltration of oxygen-containing precipitation, infiltration of oxygen-containing surface water,
diffusion of air in the vadose zone, and gas capture caused by fluctuation of groundwater level caused
by intermittent operation of exploitation wells [46,47]. The dynamic of groundwater in the study area is
mainly influenced by precipitation and human activities (mostly irrigation and exploitation). Different
groundwater dynamic types represent different ways in which oxygen enters shallow groundwater.
According to the formation mechanism, the groundwater dynamics in the study area can be divided
into four types, that is, the upland field without irrigation (Figure 6a,e), the upland field irrigated by
groundwater (Figure 6b,h), the paddy field irrigated by surface water (Figure 6c,f), and the paddy field
irrigated by groundwater (Figure 6d,g).

In paddy fields irrigated by groundwater, Fe decreases significantly after irrigation begins. This is
caused by the thickening of the vadose zone and the infiltration of oxygenated river water and irrigation
water. During the irrigation period (groundwater exploitation period), Fe concentration is relatively
stable. After groundwater exploitation stops, as groundwater levels rise rapidly, air entrapment
dissolves due to increased hydrostatic pressure, making it an important source of oxygen. Therefore,
the concentration of Fe decreased during the recovery period of groundwater although the vadose
zone thinned. In paddy fields irrigated by surface water, Fe concentration decreases as irrigation
begins. This is because oxygenated surface water enters the aquifer and oxidizes it. When irrigation
stops, the source of oxygen is cut off, the reducibility of aquifer is enhanced, and the content of iron
is increased. The annual changes in the concentration of Fe in groundwater have a good correlation
with the thickness of the vadose zone, regardless of whether the upland field is irrigated. This is
consistent with previous studies [47], that is, gas capture and surface water infiltration are important
oxygen input mechanisms, while the oxygen input by the infiltration of rainwater and the diffusion
of air in the vadose zone is negligible. The long-term observation of groundwater table depth and
hydrogeochemistry shows that the concentration of Fe has a good correlation with the annual average
depth of water table. When the groundwater level rises, the bottom of the vadose zone becomes
saturated, the dissolved oxygen in the aquifer decreases and the reducibility increases.
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Similarly, the upper plain of Dongliaohe River is irrigated by the river, and the groundwater table
depth is shallower in the irrigation period (usually 0.4–3 m). However, the lower plain is irrigated by
groundwater and the groundwater table depth is deeper (usually 4–8 m). The deep depth of water
table makes the groundwater in plain downstream more oxidized than in the upstream. In addition,
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the lower water table causes the groundwater in the lower plain to be recharged by the river with
lower Fe and Mn content [2]. Therefore, the Fe and Mn in the plain downstream is lower than that
upstream (Figure 2b).

4.3. Effect of TDS on Fe and Mn

The TDS in the study area was high, with an average of 838 mg/L. Under the influence of salt effect,
the increase in TDS leads to an increase in ionic strength and a decrease in activity coefficient, which
will dissolve more Fe and Mn in groundwater. Fe and Mn ions can also form inorganic complexes with
anions in water (such as Cl−, SO2−

4 , HCO−3 , CO2−
3 , etc.), thereby increasing their solubility in water [2].

Free ions of Fe and Mn can be calculated by the following formula:

mFe2+(T) = mFe2+ + mFeSO0
4
+ mFeCl+ + mFeOH+ (3)

mMn2+(T) = mMn2+ + mMnSO0
4
+ mMnCl+ + mMnOH+ (4)

The hydrochemistry data of water samples with TDS close to the mean value were selected
for calculation, and the results showed that Fe2+/TFe2+ = 74.6% and Mn2+/TMn2+ = 66.8%.
This indicates that the concentration of Fe and Mn can be significantly increased under the effect of
inorganic complexes. This is also reflected in the correlation analysis and factor analysis above.

4.4. Effect of Residence Time on Fe and Mn

As mentioned earlier, the residence time of groundwater in aquifers can affect the concentration
of Fe and Mn. The residence time of groundwater reflects the renewability of groundwater.
The renewability of groundwater systems depends largely on the quantity and quality of aquifer
recharge [48]. Turnover time (a) is an indicator of groundwater renewal capacity [49]. It refers to the
ratio between the total storage of groundwater in aquifer (m3) and the amount of groundwater system
recharge per unit time (m3/a). This method has been used in many places [50]. Therefore, in order to
measure the impact of groundwater residence time on iron and manganese in aquifers, groundwater
turnover time is taken as the factor reflecting groundwater residence time in this study. Its formula is

T =
Q
Qr

(5)

Q = AHµ (6)

where T is turnover time (T), Q is the total storage of groundwater in aquifer (L3), Qr is the groundwater
system recharge per unit time (L3/T), A is the horizontal area of an aquifer (L2), H is the thickness of
the saturated zone (L), and µ is the specific yield of the aquifer.

According to the topographic, geomorphic and geological characteristics, the research area was
divided into 10 resource calculation districts (Figure 2b); the respective Q, Qr, and T parameters
were calculated separately. The Fe and Mn concentrations in each resource calculation district are
represented by the mean concentration of Fe and Mn at sampling points within the district (Table 6).
Because the formation of Fe and Mn in river valley is more complicated than that in the platform and
is greatly affected by human activities, the calculation district in the river valley does not participate in
the discussion. Three areas with too few or no water samples were not included in the discussion.

It can be seen from Figure 7 that the content of Fe and Mn increases with the growth of residence
time and shows a good correlation (R2 are 0.74 and 0.89, respectively). This indicates that the residence
time of groundwater in aquifer has a certain effect on the Fe and Mn contents. In simple aquifers, the
residence time can be expressed as groundwater turnover time.
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Table 6. Calculation results of turn over time of groundwater in different calculation districts.

District Q (×104 m3) Qr (×104 m3/a) T (a) Mean (Fe) (mg/L) Mean (Mn) (mg/L)

I 99,368.52 2733.62 36.35 1.65 0.311
II 122,690.16 2934.45 41.81 1.68 0.457
III 115,636.58 3041.17 38.02 1.82 0.328
IV 27,834.79 845.86 32.91 1.16 0.147
VI 74,411.83 2539.55 29.30 1.13 0.166

4.5. Source of Arsenic

Inland or enclosed basins with arid and semi-arid climates and strongly reductive aquifers are
conducive to the enrichment of arsenic in groundwater. In these areas, the terrain is flat, the groundwater
flow is sluggish, and the sediment age is relatively new [19].

The study area has a similar geological environment. The samples with excessive arsenic ions
were mainly distributed in the north of the platform and the upper reaches of the Dongliaohe river
valley plain.

The climate of the study area was humid during the Pleistocene, and large lakes and swamps
developed in the area. Over a long period of history, generations of biological remains have decomposed
into arsenic-containing silt. This results in an aquifer with a high content of organic matter and arsenic
in the study area [51]. The arsenic content in aquifers is 3.7 to 4.2 times higher than the Clark value of
arsenic in the earth’s crust.

The correlation matrix and factor analysis show that arsenic adsorbed by iron and manganese
nodules is an important source of arsenic in the platform. As the sediment particles in the arsenic
excess area are fine, and there are many iron–manganese nodules in the aquifer of the study area,
the pH and redox state changes caused by the fluctuations in water level dissolve the iron–manganese
nodules and release the adsorbed arsenic [7]. The Eh range in the southwest Songnen plain near
the study area is 78.7–272 mV, showing a slightly moderately reducing condition, and the Eh of the
high-arsenic groundwater is generally lower than 200 mV [7]. This is similar to the range of Eh on the
platform of the study area (50.6–152.4 mV).

Arsenic in groundwater in the upper reaches of the Dongliaohe River is released from paddy soil
where anoxic conditions release arsenic into groundwater [52]. In the lower plain of Dongliaohe River,
the dissolved iron in the groundwater is oxidized to form iron hydroxide, which removes arsenic from
the groundwater [53].

The Eh of the upper reaches of Dongliaohe River is concentrated between −116.8–5.1 mV. Research
shows that the concentration of dissolved arsenic increases when Eh falls below 0 or −100 mV [54].
The paper also points out that intermittent irrigation can change the Eh, pH and Fe(II) concentrations
in the soil, thus significantly affecting the concentration of arsenic in the soil.
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5. Conclusions

In this study, the source and mobilization mechanisms of Fe, Mn and As in groundwater in
Shuangliao city were determined. The source and mobilization mechanisms of Fe, Mn and As in
groundwater were determined by method and spatial analysis. The main conclusions are as follows:
firstly, the Fe and Mn in the river valley groundwater comes from the soil and the whole aquifer, while
the source of Fe and Mn in the groundwater of the platform is the iron and manganese nodules in
the clay layer. Secondly, according to different formation mechanisms, four groundwater dynamic
types in the study area were discerned. The annual and seasonal changes in iron in four dynamic
types and their influencing factors were determined. Thirdly, the increase in TDS lead to a decrease
in the activity coefficient; in addition, iron and manganese ions can form inorganic complexes with
anions in water. Together, they promote the dissolution of iron and manganese in water. Fourthly,
by calculating the residence time of groundwater, it is found that with the increase in residence time,
more iron and manganese will release progressively from the geological materials. Fifthly, the arsenic
adsorbed by iron and manganese nodules is an important source of arsenic in the platform, and the
arsenic in the river valley comes from the soil, whilst the pH and redox state changes caused by the
fluctuations in water level dissolve the iron–manganese nodules and release the adsorbed arsenic.
Finally, this paper provides the basis for groundwater development in high iron, manganese and
arsenic areas. Deep wells should be drilled in rice-growing areas or river valleys. Intermittent irrigation
should be used in rice-growing areas. When drilling a well on a platform, avoid areas with thick clay.
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