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Abstract
The importance of upland groundwater systems in providing a medium for nitrogen
transformations and processes along flow paths is investigated within the Afon Gwy moorland
catchment, Plynlimon, mid-Wales. Dissolved organic nitrogen (DON) was found to be the most
abundant form of dissolved nitrogen (N) in most soils and groundwaters, accounting for between
47 and 72% of total dissolved nitrogen in shallow groundwater samples and up to 80% in deeper
groundwaters. A significant correlation between dissolved organic carbon (DOC) and DON in
the shallow groundwater system suggests that during the autumn and winter months the flux of
DON from the soil zone may be regulated by the wetting up and release of soil organic matter.
DON needs to be taken into account when considering catchment N balances otherwise N export
from upland catchments could be significantly underestimated. DON may also be an important
source of bio-available N in surface waters and marine systems fed by upland catchments. A
conceptual model of N processes is proposed based on a detailed study along a transect of nested
boreholes and soil suction samplers within the interfluve zone. Shallow groundwater N
speciation reflects the soil N speciation implying a rapid transport mechanism and good
connectivity between the soil and groundwater systems. Median dissolved inorganic N
concentrations were an order of magnitude lower within the soil zone (10–25 µg/L-N) than in the
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shallow groundwaters (100–750 µg/L-N). Given the rapid hydrostatic response of the
groundwater level within the soil zone, the shallow groundwater system is both a source and sink
for dissolved N. Results from dissolved N2O, N 2/Ar ratios and dissolved N chemistry suggests
that microbial N transformations (denitrification) may play an important role in controlling the
spatial variation in soil and groundwater N speciation. Reducing conditions within the
groundwater and saturated soils of the wet-flush zones on the lower hillslopes, a result of
relatively impermeable drift deposits, are also important in controlling N speciation and
transformation processes.
Keywords: DON; Groundwater; Denitrification; Nitrification; Upland Catchments
1

Introduction

Many upland catchments in the UK are acidic and sensitive to acid loading due largely to the
presence of poorly buffering bedrock such as shales and granites (Edmunds and Kinniburgh,
1986). Emissions of SO x, and to a lesser extent NO x and ammonium, account for the acid loading
to these catchments, and although SO x emissions are declining owing to legislative changes the
relative importance of nitrogen emissions has increased (Skeffington, 2002). The detrimental
effects of nitrogen deposition on surface water chemistry have been widely reported both in
Europe and North America (Evans and Monteith, 2001; Stoddard, 1994), however recent
improvements caused by emission targets have occurred (Skjelkvale et al., 2005). While most
studies have focussed on the effect of dissolved inorganic nitrogen (DIN) in terms of nitrogen
cycling and water quality, the role of dissolved organic nitrogen (DON) in nitrogen cycling and
bioavailability has also been shown to be important in a range of environments (Scott et al.,
2007; Seitzinger et al., 2005; Jones et al., 2004; Willett et al., 2004; Seitzinger and Sanders,
1997; Carlsson and Graneli, 1993).
Studies in the Plynlimon catchments of mid-Wales have provided long-term records of changes
in stream nitrogen chemistry and have enabled the impact of changes in historical deposition and
landuse to be assessed (Neal et al., 1997c). Simplistic models, which consider the groundwater

Science of the Total Environment version 0.2

system as an impermeable compartment, fail to model changes in stream chemistry successfully
and the need to understand and include processes within the groundwater system is clear (Neal et
al., 1997b; Neal et al., 1988). Most studies in the Plynlimon catchments that have included
groundwater chemistry have been limited to the forested Hafren catchments of the river Severn
and the effects of felling on nitrogen breakthrough (Neal et al., 2003; Hill and Neal, 1997) and
catchment scale heterogeneity (Shand et al., 2005).
The importance of the groundwater system in these upland catchments has been highlighted by a
number of studies. Stable isotopes of Sr, O and H have been used to show that pre-event
groundwater dominates stream flow generation during storm episodes in the forested catchment,
and that the flow-path for rainfall is via fracture flow rather than flow through the soil zone
(Shand et al., 2007; Neal and Rosier, 1990). O and H stable isotopes have also shown that soil
pipeflow during storm events in the Gwy catchment has a significant proportion of pre-event
water (Sklash et al., 1996). Baseflow chemistry has been recognised as more alkaline than soil
water chemistry and this is attributed to a groundwater compartment (Neal et al., 1997a).
Conservative solutes (e.g. Cl) in streams display strongly damped responses relative to rainfall
implying that there is considerable storage within the system and that the groundwater
component of storm hydrographs must be significant (Kirchner et al., 2001; Neal and Rosier,
1990; Reynolds and Pomeroy, 1988). Groundwater is an important source of base cations in soil
pipeflow during storm events, and may lead to an increase in stream base cation concentrations
(Chapman et al., 1997). Changes in piezometric heads in the shallow groundwater system and
the interconnection between the groundwater, soil water and overland flow in response to rainfall
events have shown the dynamic nature of water movement (Haria and Shand, 2006; Haria and
Shand, 2004).
Examination of DIN run-off fluxes (1995-1997) within the Gwy catchment showed that the
outputs were 7% of inputs, accounted for entirely by nitrate, and the catchment has been
classified as a net immobiliser of nitrogen (Curtis, 2002). Topographic controls on nitrate
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leaching from soils in the Gwy catchment have been proposed within a conceptual model to
explain the spatial variability of nitrate in grassland catchments (Evans et al., 2004). Soils on the
upper hill slopes (>10º) within close proximity of the stream network (<10m) are considered
‘nitrate leaching zones’ which input nitrate (NO 3) to the stream network. Extensive deep peat
areas export DON but are proposed as effective barriers to inorganic nitrogen transport.
The role of DON in soil N cycling is still poorly understood but is an important soluble N pool
within the soil system (Jones et al., 2004). Clark et al. (2004) found that ammonium (NH4)
leaching appeared to be influenced by soil type, climate and landuse, and DON decreased with
increasing elevation. Recent research has highlighted the role of groundwater systems in
providing a locally important function in nitrogen transformations and processes along flow
paths, and much of this work focused within the riparian zone (Maitre et al., 2003; SanchezPerez et al., 2003). Catchment scale factors, such as vegetation cover and geology, have also
been found to influence N speciation and concentration in an upland blanket peat catchment
(Cundill et al., 2007). The role of the groundwater system within the hydrology and N cycling of
the Gwy catchment has been largely ignored. Hydrochemical processes in upland systems are
characterised by high spatial heterogeneity making assessments of N-saturation based on single
point stream data problematic (Cundill et al., 2007; Shand et al., 2005; Chapman et al., 2001).
Understanding the catchment scale controls on these processes is key to assessing N-saturation.
Denitrification is a microbially mediated process in which oxidised nitrogen species (i.e NO3 or
nitrite (NO2)) are reduced under anaerobic conditions to N2, provided there is a source of organic
carbon (Knowles, 1982; Payne, 1973). This process also produces intermediate reduced species;
NO 2, nitric oxide (NO) and nitrous oxide (N2O). N2O may also be produced as a result of
nitrification (microbial oxidation of ammonium to nitrite and nitrate) although this process may
not be significant in the peaty soils and saturated wet-flush zones given the anaerobic conditions
and high organic carbon pool (Machefert et al., 2002). Microbial denitrification can be an
important process in the soil compartment, where conditions are suitable, such as soil moisture,
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pH and temperature (Schipper et al., 1993). It can also take place within the aquifer system, and
N2/Ar ratios and N2O may be used as indicators of denitrification at depth within groundwaters
in anaerobic environments (Blicher-Mathiesen et al., 1998; Wilson et al., 1990; Vogel et al.,
1981). Denitrification in riparian areas is an important mechanism in reducing nitrate loading to
surface water (Maitre et al., 2003; Burt et al., 1999). Riparian zones are important regulators of
nitrate and denitrification may be a significant process for nitrate removal within the
groundwater systems of the Gwy catchment.
Coupling groundwater level data, chemistry from the soil and groundwater compartments and a
basic understanding of the hydrogeological controls will enable the development of a simple
conceptual model of groundwater flow and nitrogen processes in the shallow groundwater
system within the interfluve and riparian zones. In the paper the dissolved nitrogen chemistry
(both DON and DIN) and dissolved gases of the groundwater system of the Gwy catchment is
investigated, both temporally and spatially, in the context of the soil and rainfall chemistry, and
the significance of DON discussed in terms of nitrogen cycling within the catchment.
Groundwater and soilwater data presented are compared with the spatial conceptual model for
nitrogen leaching proposed by Evans et al. (2004).
2
2.1

Study area
Site description and landuse

The Gwy catchment is situated on the east side of the Plynlimon study area, 25km from the west
coast of Wales and lying within the headwaters of the river Wye (Figure 1). The catchment area
is 4 km2 and comprises rough grazing for sheep. Grazing density is approximately 2.5 ewes ha-1.
The altitude range for the catchment is 380–730 m above sea level. Sample sites are shown in
Figure 1. The study area has undergone relatively few landuse changes and no historical
grassland improvement, and therefore may also provide an important baseline assessment of the
effects of N inputs from precipitation on groundwater nitrogen dynamics for this area and other
upland catchments in the UK.
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2.2

Rainfall and hydrology

Mean annual precipitation is approximately 2500 mm and annual streamflow is of the order of
2000 mm although there is significant inter-annual variability (Kirby et al., 1991). There is
greater than average precipitation and flow in the period September–March and less than average
April–August. Actual evaporation is estimated to be 15–17% of precipitation. Hydrograph
separation estimates the baseflow index (proportion of stored water) for the Gwy is 0.34 (Kirby
et al., 1991). Groundwater levels in these upland areas, previously considered to be
‘impermeable’ beneath the soil zone, also show rapid responses to precipitation events,
highlighting the importance of groundwater compartments in within-catchment water transport
(Haria and Shand, 2006; Haria and Shand, 2004; Shand et al., 2001). Rainfall and stream flow
data are shown in Figure 2 for the period May 2003 to May 2004. The streams shows
characteristic flashy responses to precipitation events with lag times between rainfall events and
stream flow of the order of hours, although this is dependent on antecedent conditions. During
the sampling in February 2004 the reach adjacent to the transect was in flood and extensive
overland flow and pipe-flow were observed.
2.3

Soils and vegetation

The soil types vary across the catchment: stagnopodsols and peat are found on the upper
hillslopes, peat in the wetlands which dominate the topographic hollows, and gleys in the valley
bottom. Soils on the upper slopes are thin (often <0.5 m). In the wetland hollows the peat soils
have deeper profiles (>0.6 m). In the mid 1970s, lower parts of the Gwy moorland catchment
(down stream of the study site) were subject to pasture improvement schemes by heavy additions
of fertiliser and lime, a process which has historically led to enhanced nutrient losses (Roberts et
al., 1986). The catchment has a complex network of soil pipes which play an important role in
the rapid routing of water to the network of streams. Macroporous or bypass flow from the soil
zone to the shallow groundwater system is thought to be an important transport mechanism
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within the catchment (Evans et al., 2004). Acid grasses Nardus-Festuca, dominate vegetation on
the hillslopes, and Juncus, Molinia and Sphagnum dominate the wetland peat areas.
2.4

Geology and hydrogeology

Figure 1 shows the simplified geology of the Gwy catchment. The bedrock geology of the Gwy
catchment consists of Upper Ordovician and Silurian shales, blue-grey mudstones and grits. Drift
deposits are derived locally and consist of boulder clay found generally at the base of the hill
slopes. These deposits are associated with the wetland areas and provide a relatively
impermeable barrier on which deep peaty soils can form. Colluvium is widespread on the higher
slopes (Bell, 1972) The bedrock is weathered and highly fractured within the weathered zone,
the top 4–8 m. Below this the bedrock is increasingly competent although a complex facture
network still exists. It is proposed that the driving head for the regional groundwater flow is from
the upper slopes toward the valley bottom (Shand et al., 2005). Observations in the adjacent
Hafren forested catchment show that the response in piezometric heads to precipitation events is
very rapid and implies rapid recharge via fracture and bypass flow (Haria and Shand, 2004;
Shand et al., 2004). Haria and Shand (2004) observed piezometers with artesian flow in the
valley bottom and on the lower slopes indicating upward heads close to the river in the Hafren, a
forested catchment of the river Severn. Given the fractured nature of the catchment and the steep
topography a binary mixing model is proposed for the shallow groundwater system between
recent recharge and older, deeper groundwaters.
3
3.1

Materials and methods
Instrumentation

The site infrastructure comprised a transect of four nested piezometer sites (GW-A to D) and five
other piezometer nests at different locations in the Gwy catchment, a total of 19 piezometers.
Each piezometer was sealed using expandable foam in order to sample specific groundwater
horizons. Stream samples were taken at two locations, at a site on a first order tributary of the
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Afon-Gwy, the Nant Cerrig, and at another site in the middle reaches of the Afon-Gwy adjacent
to the boreholes in the riparian zone (see Figure 1). Soil water (sampled over the same time
period as the groundwater) was also sampled from a series of soil suction sampling nests located
along the transect SW-A to D, adjacent to the piezometer nests. A composite rainfall sample
from two open collectors, one from the Gwy catchment and one from the adjacent Hafren
catchment, was used for the rainfall chemistry (the rainfall chemistry from the two sites does not
differ significantly (Kirby et al., 1991)). Table 1 gives a detailed breakdown of the sample sites
included in this study.
3.2

Sampling and analysis

Four-weekly samples were collected from the piezometers and streams between April 2003 and
April 2004, two-weekly samples were taken from the soil suction samplers over the same period.
Weekly rainfall subsamples were collected over the same period. Field measurements of
dissolved oxygen (DO), pH, specific electrical conductance (SEC) and Eh (redox potential) were
measured using a flow-through cell. Owing to the reducing conditions (Eh ~0–200 mV) and
relatively low storage coefficient of the shale, stable Eh readings were not obtained during
pumping in several boreholes, and Eh results are not reported. Groundwater samples were taken
using a 12-V submersible pump, piezometers were purged (typically 2–3 volumes) and samples
were taken only when stable field measurements were obtained. Groundwater, soilwater,
streamwater and rainfall samples were filtered using 0.45 µm cellulose filters into sterile
containers and stored refrigerated in the dark. These samples were analysed for TON (NO 3-N
and NO 2-N), NO 2-N and NH4–N using colorimetric methods. An aliquot of the filtered sample
was acidified (1%v/v nitric acid) for trace metal determination by ICP-MS. A subsample of
groundwater and streamwater was filtered using a silver 0.45 µm filter and stored in chromicacid-washed glass bottles. These were analysed for dissolved organic carbon (DOC) and total
dissolved nitrogen (TDN) using a C/N analyser. Soilwater samples were stored in sterile brown
glass bottles. DON was calculated by subtracting the DIN (TON+ NH4 –N) from TDN.
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Dissolved gasses were sampled from only a small selection of piezometers using evacuated glass
bulbs and analysed for N2O by gas chromatography, and N2 and Ar by mass spectrometry based
on the method of Martin et al. (1995).
4
4.1

Results
Temporal changes in groundwater levels

Groundwater responses from three shallow piezometers in the highly fractured part of the shale,
GW-A1, C1 and D1, are shown in Figures 3a for the period June 2003-May 2004. Figure 3b
shows the responses in three deeper piezometers GW-A2, B2 and C2 over the same time period,
in the competent shale which can be described as having a more discrete network of fractures.
Groundwater heads were measured monthly and all results are expressed as metres below ground
level (mbgl), results from artesian piezometers were set to zero. Heads in the deeper piezometers
were almost always higher than those in the shallow, indicating an upward hydraulic potential
and confining conditions at depth. All the piezometers showed a high degree of variation in head
with time. The degree of variation was similar for the shallow piezometers GW-A1 and C1
(range: 0.2–1mbgl), located close to the river and in the wet flush zone of the interfluve, and
greater in GW-D1 (range 0–1.7mbgl), located further up slope. Responses in the intermediate
piezometers showed similar variations for all three locations and trends were similar for the
shallow and the intermediate piezometers. Haria and Shand (2004) showed that groundwater
levels respond in a consistent way at different depths in the adjacent Hafren forested catchment
and explained this in terms of a hydrostatic response to rapid recharge from rainfall upslope. It
appears that a similar mechanism may be in operation within the moorland catchment.
4.2

Spatial variations in rainfall, soil water, groundwater and streamwater chemistry

Median concentrations of N-species and DOC in rainfall, soil and groundwater chemistry, are
shown in Table 2. In the rainfall inorganic nitrogen species dominate with approximately
equivalent median concentrations of NO 3-N and NH4-N, 173 and 199 µg/L respectively, DON
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accounts for only 19% of TDN with a median concentration of 87 µg/L. The different soils
showed similar results for all sites with DON being the dominant species (91–95%). Inorganic N
concentrations were low (<5–20 µg/L), and at all sites median soil TON (largely NO 3-N)
concentrations were equivalent or higher than NH4-N, with the highest median TON
concentrations found on the upper slopes at site D. The groundwater sampled from the shallow
piezometers had higher concentrations of inorganic N than soilwaters, with the proportion of
DON generally being lower than that found in soils. The proportions of inorganic N varied from
site to site and were in contrast to the more uniform proportions in rainfall and soilwater. Median
NO 2-N concentrations were above the detection limit in half of the shallow sites. In all but two
sites, DON was the dominant form of dissolved nitrogen in the groundwaters (range 47–98%
TDN), at most sites it accounted for >70% TDN. Deeper piezometers also show inorganic N
concentrations greater than those found in soils, but considerably less than those in the shallow
piezometers. NH4-N is the dominant inorganic N species in deeper piezometers, with GW-I2
being the notable exception. Pipe flow data shown are from two separate storm events; in both
cases TON is the dominant form of inorganic N, and DON accounted for around 70% of TDN.
The two stream sites had different N chemistry, while TON is the dominant inorganic species
and DON the dominant form of dissolved N for both, the median TON concentration in the
Cerrig is twice that found in the Gwy. Conversely, the median DON concentration in the Gwy is
twice that found in the Cerrig. DOC concentrations are generally highest in the soil samples
(4.0–5.9 mg/L) and show relatively little variability. Concentrations are lowest in the deeper
groundwaters (0.4–3.2 mg/L) showing more variability and are intermediate in the shallow
groundwaters. The obvious exception to this general trend is GW-H which has the highest
concentrations found at any site and higher concentration in the deeper piezometer.
4.3

Temporal changes in groundwater and streamwater chemistry

While some sites showed consistent temporal trends over the study period, many are
characterised by a high degree of variability both within and between sites. The low sampling
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frequency (monthly) makes detailed assessment of short-term changes difficult (Kirchner et al.,
2004), especially in such responsive catchments where antecedent conditions are critical.
Nevertheless, they are useful for indicating potential seasonal change (especially in
groundwaters which have generally longer residence times). These were investigated in more
detail within the detailed transect (sites A-D).
Temporal changes in four dissolved nitrogen species (DON, TON, NO 2-N and NH4-N) for the
shallow groundwaters between June 2003 and May 2004 are shown in Figure 4, and changes in
DON, TON, DOC and NH4-N in the streams over the same time period are shown in Figure 5.
Trends in DON show some consistency for the eight shallow piezometers but have a high degree
of temporal variability; the highest concentrations for most sites were detected in the summer
and winter months, while the lowest concentrations were found in spring and autumn.
Concentrations of inorganic N show a high degree of variability both within and between sites.
At several sites and on more than one occasion neither TON or NH4-N were detected in the
shallow groundwaters. Site GW-G on the upper hill slope was unusual in that it showed a clear
increasing trend in TON over the sampling period. NO 2-N also showed a variable temporal trend
and was only detected in the sites that were in the wet flush zones on the hill slopes and in the
riparian zone adjacent to the Gwy.
All the N species also showed a high degree of temporal variability for the stream sites (Figure
5). Temporal trends for DON and TON were similar for both the Cerrig and the Gwy, with
higher DON concentrations in the Cerrig possibly due to the abundance of peat in the catchment
of the upper Cerrig. Temporal trends in streams were also similar to those observed in the
shallow groundwaters with DON concentrations highest in the summer and winter months. NH4N concentrations were low for both the Cerrig and the Gwy and were close to or below the
detection limit, making it difficult to assess temporal trends. However, highest concentrations for
the Cerrig were found in the summer months and highest concentrations for the Gwy were found
in the winter months. TON was detected in both streams throughout the sampling period, and
while trends were similar for both streams concentrations in the spring and summer months were
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significantly lower for the Gwy than the Cerrig (reflected in the median concentrations, Table 2).
Comparable concentrations were found in both streams in the winter and spring months, and
were also the highest during this period. DOC concentrations showed a higher degree of
variability and were highest in the summer and autumn and lowest in the winter and spring,
contrasting with the results for TON.
4.4

Dissolved gases and nitrite in groundwater

Table 3 shows the results for dissolved N2O and N2/Ar in groundwaters. In January 2004 all but
two sites the N2O concentrations were below detection limit. The highest concentration was
found in the shallow groundwater at site GW-G1, in the upper hill slope (56.7 µg/L), and
8.7 µg/L was detected on the upper blanket peat, site GW-I2. Further sampling for N2O in March
2004 found significantly higher concentrations at two sites, GW-A2 and GW-B1, and N2O was
also detected at GW-C. N2O concentrations increased with depth and down the transect flow
path. These results show that there is a high degree of spatial and season variation in dissolved
gases. Four N2/Ar results were measured and of these, three are well in excess of the atmospheric
equilibrated ratio of ~40 (allowing for a excess-air component), indicating that denitrification is
taking place. One is close to the equilibrium ratio, implying that denitrification is not significant
in this case. Sites that showed significant excess of N2 were GW-A2, GW-C1 and GW-C3 within
the wetland and riparian zone. Nitrite can also be an indicator of denitrification, being an
intermediate (meta-stable) species in the aerobic denitrification of NO3-N. Nitrite was detected in
significant concentrations in shallow groundwaters within the wet-flush zone and in the riparian
zone close to the Gwy, and there is a general trend in increased nitrite concentrations down the
transect GW-D to GW-A towards the river, in the direction of groundwater flow (Table 2). This
is also the case on the opposite side of the Gwy at sites GW-E to GW-G. This suggests that the
potential for denitrification within the shallow groundwater system and soil increases down the
flow path and that there may be local geochemical and hydrological factors that are controlling
nitrogen transformations. The relatively high N2O concentrations found at GW-G is more likely
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to be an indicator of microbial nitrification, since it contains predominantly oxidised nitrogen
species.
4.5

Changes in nitrogen chemistry with depth

Figure 6 shows TON, NH4-N, DON, DOC, Fe and DO as a function of depth for all the
groundwater results. DIN species (TON and NH4-N)show a general decrease in concentration
with depth, as does DOC and DO. In contrast, DON shows little variation with depth as a whole.
Overall, Fe concentrations also decrease with depth, with highest concentrations (ca. 5 mg/L) in
the shallow groundwaters. While the trends shown in Figure 6 give an overview of the
geochemistry of the shallow groundwater system, they hide the processes that are occurring
along potential flow paths. Median concentrations of TON, NH4-N, DON, Fe and DOC/DON
ratios are shown as a function of depth for three nested piezometers within the transect GW-A to
GW-D in Figure 7, where A is closest to the Gwy. The main changes in nitrogen chemistry
within the interfluve are as follows: for TON and NH4–N the highest concentrations are in the
shallow groundwaters, ca. 3–5m deep, and the profiles can be characterised as bell shaped; TON
(largely NO 3-N) concentrations decrease down transect (in direction of local groundwater flow)
towards the Gwy stream; NH4-N concentrations display the opposite trend and increase along
transect towards the river; there is a clear change in N speciation down the transect but no net
change in DIN; DON shows no clear change with depth or direction of groundwater flow;
DOC/DON ratios decrease with depth at all sites, but nests GW-C and GW-D in the wetland and
riparian zone show the highest ratios within the shallow groundwaters <1 m deep. The Fe
profiles show a small increase in concentration in the intermediate depth samples at site D. At
site C and A there is a large increase in Fe concentration with depth within the shallow
groundwater system and then a decrease in the deeper piezometers, and overall greater Fe
concentrations within the soil zone. These results show that there is a redox interface along the
shallow groundwater flow path with relatively oxic conditions in the groundwaters of the upper
slopes and reducing groundwater conditions in the wet-flush and riparian zones. The changes in
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redox conditions within the shallow groundwaters may be important in controlling N speciation
and might explain some of the spatial heterogeneity within the catchment. The decrease in Fe
concentrations in the deeper groundwater samples is probably due to the higher pH with depth
and the lower available Fe in the less weathered bedrock.
5
5.1

Discussion
Spatial and temporal variations in nitrogen chemistry

The catchment can be described as N limited as evidenced by the soil N chemistry. The
inorganic N species are present in low concentrations relative to the inputs from rainfall —this is
the case across the catchment (in various sub-catchment settings) and does not show any
significant seasonal variation. However, soil N speciation did vary between sites: on the upper
slopes nitrate was present in higher concentrations relative to soils on the lower slopes including
in the peaty soils of the wet flush zones and soils adjacent to the Gwy. This observation is also
supported by the relatively high nitrate concentrations found in the Cerrig, an upstream tributary
of the Gwy, and corroborates the conceptual model of nitrate leaching zones proposed by Evans
et al. (2004). This is in contrast with DON where concentrations were significantly higher in the
soil zone across the catchment than in atmospheric inputs, and did not vary significantly between
different soil types either. The N chemistry of the shallow groundwater system reflects the N
chemistry of the soil zone in terms of N speciation, however, significantly higher inorganic-N
concentrations were found in the groundwaters relative to the soil waters. This suggests that
leaching from the soil zone is taking place either through incomplete immobilisation or leaching
of inorganic N, or by rapid macropore flow. Groundwater fluctuations within the transect took
place within 0–1mbgl, responding rapidly to recharge events. Soil N could also be flushed into
the shallow groundwater system owing to changing water levels. As the groundwater levels rise
in response to recharge, a front of leached dissolved N could be picked up from the soil zone.
There is a high degree of temporal variation in dissolved N within the groundwaters and surface
waters, low concentrations also made assessing temporal trends difficult for some N species.
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Seasonal trends in DIN were highly site specific, and were likely controlled by a number of sitespecific factors including soil microbial activity (nitrification and denitrification), fluctuations in
groundwater levels, geological controls on drainage and permeability and redox conditions
within the groundwater system. The large proportion of DON at most sites controlled seasonal
changes in TDN. The DON/DIN ratio increases significantly with depth within the soil and
groundwater system (Figure 8) and may be explained in terms of increased residence times e.g. a
decrease in modern atmospheric sources of DIN from a few decades ago (<30–40 years) or
microbial transformations of DIN (e.g. denitrification of DIN). Previous studies in temperate
forested catchments in south America, where anthropogenic inputs are very low, have shown a
relatively high proportion of DON in streams (Perakis and Hedin, 2002). DON has also been
found to be an abundant form of dissolved N in streams across a range of catchments in the US
(Scott et al., 2007). This study has shown DON it to be the most abundant form of dissolved N in
groundwaters and streams in an upland moorland catchment of relatively low permeability with
comparatively high depositional sources of anthropogenic N. DON concentrations in the shallow
groundwater system showed similar seasonal trends to those in the Gwy and the Cerrig. Figure 9
shows a scatter plot of DON and DOC for shallow groundwaters during autumn and winter. It
can be seen that there is a significant positive correlation (r2=0.56, p>0.01) between the two
variables during this period, while the correlation in the spring and summer is very poor (data not
shown, r 2= 0.002, p>0.01). This implies that the flux of DON from the soil zone is regulated by
the wetting up and release of soil organic matter during the autumn and winter months (see
Figure 2 for precipitation and flow data). While the spatial and seasonal variations appear to be
site-specific, more general trends have emerged across the catchment due to underlying
geological, hydrologic and geochemical controls which may apply to other catchments.
5.2

N transformations within the soil and groundwater system

A preliminary conceptual model has been proposed (Figure 10) based on the detailed study along
the transect of nested boreholes and soil suction samplers within the interfluve zone of the Gwy
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catchment. This model is consistent with other parts of the catchment with similar geological
controls in explaining the spatial variability in dissolved N. Dissolved inorganic N speciation
was also found to vary with depth and with changing redox conditions, implying that N
transformations are taking place within the soil and shallow groundwater system (Figure 10).
Excess dissolved N2 found within groundwater in the wet-flush and riparian zones show that
denitrification is an important N transformation process beneath, as well as within the soil zone.
Reducing conditions exist within the shallow groundwaters beneath the wet flush and riparian
zones; this factor and the plentiful supply of DOC also mean that microbial denitrification is
possible. Denitrification could account for the reduced nitrate concentrations in the shallow
groundwater system within the wet-flush zone, and along the flow path within the riparian zone;
increases in nitrite concentrations down flow also corroborate the suggestion of microbial
denitrification as an important N transformation process.
Microbial nitrification is also an important transformation process under acidic soil conditions
and in riparian environments (Matheson et al., 2004). Soil pH within the transect is acidic (range
4.6–5.7) and the underlying shallow groundwaters were also acidic (<6.0). At some locations,
e.g. sites B and C, in the wet flush zone the soil was saturated for some of the year; at site A the
soil is more freely draining owing to the underlying geology and superficial deposits. There is
potential for nitrification within the freely draining acidic soils on the upper slopes and this could
explain the predominance of nitrate in the soils and shallow groundwaters, and streams on the
upper slopes relative to other locations. The highest dissolved N2O concentration was found at
GW-G1, also on the upper reaches and the site with the highest median TON concentrations.
This suggests that nitrification is taking place and may also help to explain why so many sites
had low N2O concentrations in terms of being limited by absolute DIN concentrations. The
higher concentrations found in March compared to January show that there is a high degree of
temporal variability in dissolved gases, and may suggest lower microbial activity, and hence
lower denitrification/nitrification potential, within the shallow groundwater in winter months.

Science of the Total Environment version 0.2

These results support the proposed nitrate leaching zones on the upper slopes and the role of the
wet-flush zones as barriers to nitrate leaching (Evans et al., 2004).
The groundwater DON concentrations were comparable with soil concentrations and did not
change significantly between sites or with depth, suggesting that DON behaves in a conservative
way within the groundwater system. DON was found to be the most abundant form of dissolved
N in most soils and groundwaters, accounting for 47–72% total dissolved nitrogen in shallow
groundwater samples in the transect and up to 80% in deeper groundwaters. In shallow
groundwaters located on the upper blanket peats DON accounted for up to 75% TDN. While the
absolute concentrations of DON do not seem to change significantly with depth in the soil and
shallow groundwater system, there is an overall decrease in DOC/DON ratio (Figure 7). The
overall loss of DOC with depth (Figure 6) along with a decrease in DOC/DON (Figure 7) ratio
suggests that microbes are using DOC as a source of C. Considering DIN inputs and outputs
alone underestimates the overall N cycling within the catchment and may also underestimate the
biologically-available N within the streams, rivers and estuaries fed by upland surface and
groundwaters. While N uptake/loss is an important process in the soil and groundwater, TON
concentrations are too low in the soils to explain the stream TON. This implies that much of the
stream export of TON is from the shallow bedrock groundwater system, and that by-pass
macropore flow is an important mechanism in the transport of oxidised N from upland
catchments.
6

Conclusions

Within the Gwy catchment, groundwater N transformations are important in modifying N
speciation and N export from upland catchments. The key findings from this moorland
catchment study are as follows: (i) DON was found to be the most abundant form of dissolved N
in most soils and groundwaters, accounting for 47–72% total dissolved nitrogen in shallow
groundwater samples in the transect and up to 80% in deeper groundwaters; (ii) the significant
correlation of DOC and DON in the shallow groundwater system suggests that the flux of DON
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from the soil zone may be regulated by the wetting up and release of soil organic matter during
the autumn and winter months; (iii) Median dissolved inorganic N concentrations were an order
of magnitude lower within the soil zone (10–25 µg/L-N) than in the shallow groundwaters (100–
750 µg/L-N); given the dynamic nature of the groundwater table in the soil zone this highlights
the important role of the shallow groundwater system as both a source and sink for dissolved N
in upland catchments; (iv) shallow groundwater N chemistry reflects the soil N chemistry
implying a rapid transport mechanism between the soil and shallow groundwater systems;
macro-porous flow and rapidly responding groundwater levels within the soil zone are proposed
as mechanisms for N transport to depth within the groundwater system; (v) the increase in
DON/DIN and decrease in DOC/DON with depth suggest that microbial activity and the mixing
of groundwater of varying ages within the groundwater system plays an important role in
controlling the concentration and spatial variation in N speciation in the soil and groundwater
system on a catchment scale; (vi) redox conditions within the groundwater and saturated soils of
the wet-flush zones are important in controlling N speciation and are a result of the relatively
impermeable drift deposits and soils which underlie this study area, and other similar upland
catchments.
DON needs to be taken into account when considering catchment N balances, otherwise N
export from moorland catchments could be significantly underestimated. DON may be an
important source of bio-available N in surface waters, estuarine and marine systems fed by
upland catchments, and could have wider implications in terms of regulating microbial biomass
production and eutrophication within fresh water and marine systems.

7

Acknowledgments

This work was funded by NERC under the GANE thematic programme, award reference number
NER/T/S/2000/00936. The authors would like to acknowledge the contribution of D Allen, S
Bourliakas, S Hannay and K Griffiths in collecting groundwater samples and carrying out the

Science of the Total Environment version 0.2

chemical analysis. This paper is published with the permission of the Executive Director, British
Geological Survey (NERC).
8

References:

Bell JP. A preliminary appraisal of the soil hydrology of the Wye catchment on Plynlimon. In:
J.M.M. Munro (Editor), Current Research on Welsh Soils. Welsh Soils Discussion Group
Report No. 13, Welsh Plant Breeding Station, Aberystwyth;1972. p.
Blicher-Mathiesen G, McCarty GW Nielsen LP. Denitrification and degassing in groundwater
estimated from dissolved dinitrogen and argon. Journal of Hydrology 1998;208(1-2):1624.
Burt TP, Matchett LS, Goulding KWT, Webster CP Haycock NE. Denitrification in riparian
buffer zones: the role of floodplain hydrology. Hydrological Processes
1999;13(10):1451-63.
Carlsson P and Graneli E. Availability of Humic Bound Nitrogen for Coastal Phytoplankton.
Estuarine Coastal and Shelf Science 1993;36(5):433-47.
Chapman PJ, Edwards AC Cresser MS. The nitrogen composition of streams in upland Scotland:
some regional and seasonal differences. Science of the Total Environment 2001;265(13):65-83.
Chapman PJ, Reynolds B Wheater HS. Sources and controls of calcium and magnesium in storm
runoff: the role of groundwater and ion exchange reactions along water flowpaths.
Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 1997;1(3):671-85.
Clark MJ, Cresser MS, Smart R, Chapman PJ Edwards AC. The influence of catchment
characteristics on the seasonality of carbon and nitrogen species concentrations in upland
rivers of Northern Scotland. Biogeochemistry 2004;68(1):1-19.
Cundill AP, Chapman PJ Adamson JK. Spatial variations in concentrations of dissolved nitrogen
species in an upland blanket peat catchment. Science of the Total Environment
2007;373:166-77.
Curtis JC. An assessment of the representation of moorland nitrogen sinks in static critical load
models for freshwater acidity, University College London, London;2002.
De Boer W and Kowalchuk GA. Nitrification in acid soils: micro-organisms and mechanisms.
Soil Biology & Biochemistry 2001;33:853-66.
Edmunds WM and Kinniburgh DG. The Susceptibility of UK Groundwaters to Acidic
Deposition. Journal of the Geological Society 1986;143:707-20.
Evans CD and Monteith DT. Chemical trends at lakes and streams in the UK Acid Waters
Monitoring Network, 1988-2000: Evidence for recent recovery at a national scale.
Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 2001;5(3):351-66.
Evans CD, Reynolds B, Curtis CJ, Cook HD, Norris D Brittain SA. A Conceptual Model of
Spatially Heterogeneous Nitrogen Leaching from a Welsh Moorland Catchment. Water,
Air, & Soil Pollution: Focus 2004;4:97-105.
Haria AH and Shand P. Evidence for deep sub-surface flow routing in forested upland Wales:
implications for contaminant transport and stream flow generation. Hydrology and Earth
System Sciences 2004;8(3):334-44.
Haria AH and Shand P. Near-stream soul water-groundwater coupling in the headwaters of the
Afon Hafren, Wales: Implications for surface water quality. Journal of Hydrology
2006;331:567-79.
Hill T and Neal C. Spatial and temporal variation in pH, alkalinity and conductivity in surface
runoff and groundwater for the Upper River Severn catchment. Hydrology and Earth
System Sciences 1997;1(3):697-715.
Jones DL, Shannon D, Murphy DV Farrar J. Role of dissolved organic nitrogen (DON) in soil N
cycling in grassland soils. Soil Biology & Biochemistry 2004;36(5):749-56.

Science of the Total Environment version 0.2

Kirby C, Newson MD Gilman K. Plynlimon research: The first two decades. Institute of
Hydrology;1991.
Kirchner JW, Feng XH Neal C. Catchment-scale advection and dispersion as a mechanism for
fractal scaling in stream tracer concentrations. Journal of Hydrology 2001;254(1-4):82101.
Kirchner JW, Feng XH, Neal C Robson AJ. The fine structure of water-quality dynamics: The
(high-frequency) wave of the future. Hydrological Processes 2004;18:1353-59.
Knowles R. Denitrification. Microbiological Reviews 1982;46(1):43-70.
Machefert SE, Dise NB, Goulding KWT Whitehead PG. Nitrous oxide emission from a range of
land uses across Europe. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 2002;6(3):325-37.
Maitre V, Cosandey AC, Desagher E Parriaux A. Effectiveness of groundwater nitrate removal
in a river riparian area: the importance of hydrogeological conditions. Journal of
Hydrology 2003;278(1-4):76-93.
Martin GE, Snow DD, Kim E Spalding RF. Simultaneous Determination of Argon and Nitrogen.
Ground Water 1995;33(5):781-85.
Matheson FE, Nguyen ML, Cooper AB Burt TP. Short-term nitrogen transformation rates in
riparian wetland soil determined with nitrogen-15. Biology and Fertility of Soils
2004;38(3):129-36.
Neal C, Christophersen N, Neale R, Smith CJ, Whitehead PG Reynolds B. Chloride in
Precipitation and Streamwater for the Upland Catchment of River Severn, Mid-Wales Some Consequences for Hydrochemical Models. Hydrological Processes 1988;2(2):15565.
Neal C, Hill T, Hill S Reynolds B. Acid neutralization capacity measurements in surface and
ground waters in the Upper river Severn, Plynlimon: from hydrograph splitting to water
flow pathways. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 1997a;1(3):687-96.
Neal C, Reynolds B, Neal M, Hill L, Wickham H Pugh B. Nitrogen in rainfall, cloud water,
throughfall, stemflow, stream water and groundwater for the Plynlimon catchments of
mid-Wales. Science of the Total Environment 2003;314:121-51.
Neal C, Robson AJ, Shand P, Edmunds WM, Dixon AJ, Buckley DK, Hill S, Harrow M, Neal M
Reynolds B. The occurence of groundwater in the Lower Palaeozoic rocks of upland
Central Wales. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 1997b;1:3-18.
Neal C and Rosier PTW. Chemical Studies of Chloride and Stable Oxygen Isotopes in two
Conifer Afforested and Moorland Sites in the British Uplands. Journal of Hydrology
1990;115(1-4):269-83.
Neal C, Wilkinson J, Neal M, Harrow M, Wickham H, Hill L Morfitt C. The hydrochemistry of
the headwaters of the River Severn, Plynlimon. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences
1997c;1(3):583-617.
Payne WJ. Reduction of Nitrogenous Oxides by Microorganisms. Bacteriological Reviews
1973;37(4):409-52.
Perakis SS and Hedin LO. Nitrogen loss from unpolluted South American forests mainly via
dissolved organic compounds. Nature 2002;415:416-19.
Reynolds B and Pomeroy AB. Hydrogeochemistry of Chloride in an Upland Catchment in MidWales. Journal of Hydrology 1988;99(1-2):19-32.
Roberts G, Hudson JA Blackie JR. Effect of Upland Pasture Improvement on Nutrient Release in
Flows from a Natural Lysimeter and a Field Drain. Agricultural Water Management
1986;11(3-4):231-45.
Sanchez-Perez JM, Vervier P, Garabetian F, Sauvage S, Loubet M, Rols JL, Bariac T Weng P.
Nitrogen dynamics in the shallow groundwater of a riparian wetland zone of the
Garonne, SW France: nitrate inputs, bacterial densities, organic matter supply and
denitrification measurements. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 2003;7(1):97-107.
Schipper LA, Cooper AB, Harfoot CG Dyck WJ. Regulators of denitrification in an organic
riparian soil. Soil Biology & Biochemistry 1993;25(7):925-33.

Science of the Total Environment version 0.2

Scott D, Harvey J, Alexander R Schwarz G. Dominance of organic nitrogen from headwater
streams to large rivers across the conterminous United States. Global Biogeochemical
Cycles 2007;21:doi:10.1029/2006GB002730.
Seitzinger SP, Harrison JA, Dumont E, Beusen AHW Bouwman AF. Sources and delivery of
carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus to the coastal zone: An overview of Global Nutrient
Export from Watersheds (NEWS) models and their application. Global Biogeochemical
Cycles 2005;19(4).
Seitzinger SP and Sanders RW. Contribution of dissolved organic nitrogen from rivers to
estuarine eutrophication. Marine Ecology Progress Series 1997;159:1-12.
Shand P, Darbyshire DPF, Gooddy DC, Darling WG, Neal C, Haria AH Dixon AJ. The
application of Sr isotopes to catchment studies: The plynlimon upland catchment of
Central Wales. In: R. Cidu (Editor), Water-Rock Interaction 10. Balkema,
Rotterdam;2001. p. 1577-80.
Shand P, Darbyshire DPF, Gooddy DC Haria AH. 87Sr/86Sr as an indicator of flowpaths and
weathering rates in the Plynlimon experimental catchments, Wales, U.K. Chemical
Geology 2007;236:247-65.
Shand P, Griffiths KJ, Darbyshire DPF, Haria AH Daves J. Streamflow generation in upland
impermeable catchments-is there a need to think deeper? In: R.B. Wanty and R.R. Seal
(Editors), Water-Rock Interaction 11. Taylor and Francis, New York;2004. p. 1391-95.
Shand P, Haria AH, Neal C, Griffiths KJ, Gooddy DC, Dixon AJ, Hill T, Buckley DK
Cunningham JE. Hydrochemical heterogeneity in an upland catchment: further
characterisation of the spatial, temporal and depth variations in soils, streams and
groundwaters of the Plynlimon forested catchment, Wales. Hydrology and Earth System
Sciences 2005;9(6):621-44.
Skeffington R. European nitrogen policies, nitrate in rivers and the use of the INCA model.
Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 2002;6(3):315-24.
Skjelkvale BL, Stoddard JL, Jeffries DS, Torseth K, Hogasen T, Bowman J, Mannio J, Monteith
DT, Mosello R, Rogora M, Rzychon D, Vesely J, Wieting J, Wilander A Worsztynowicz
A. Regional scale evidence for improvements in surface water chemistry 1990-2001.
Environmental Pollution 2005;137(1):165-76.
Sklash MG, Beven KJ, Gilman K Darling WG. Isotope studies of pipeflow at Plynlimon, Wales,
UK. Hydrological Processes 1996;10(7):921-44.
Stoddard JL. Long-Term Changes in Watershed Retention of Nitrogen - Its Causes and Aquatic
Consequences, Environmental Chemistry of Lakes and Reservoirs. Advances in
Chemistry Series;1994. p. 223-84.
Vogel JC, Talma AS Heaton THE. Gaseous Nitrogen as Evidence for Denitrification in
Groundwater. Journal of Hydrology 1981;50(1-3):191-200.
Willett VB, Reynolds BA, Stevens PA, Ormerod SJ Jones DL. Dissolved organic nitrogen
regulation in freshwaters. Journal of Environmental Quality 2004;33(1):201-09.
Wilson GB, Andrews JN Bath AH. Dissolved-Gas Evidence for Denitrification in the
Lincolnshire Limestone Groundwaters, Eastern England. Journal of Hydrology
1990;113(1-4):51-60.

Figures
Click here to download Figure: Figures.doc

Figure 1. Location of study area, sample sites and catchment geology
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Figure 9. Scatter plot of DOC vs DON in shallow groundwaters (October 2003-March 2004)
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Table 1. Sample sites and location
Site
Easting
Northing Setting
Depth (m)
Rainfall
Composite sample from rainfall collectors in the Gwy and Hafren
Soilwaters
SW-A1,2
281980
285920 Riparian zone
0.1, 0.4
SW-B1,2
281895
285875 Wetland interfluve
0.1, 0.4
SW-C1,2
281824
285824 Wetland interfluve
0.1, 0.4
SW-D1,2,3
281792
285800 Upper hill slope
0.1, 0.2, 0.4
Groundwaters
GW-A1,2*
281880
285700 Riparian zone
1.5, 9.0
GW-B1,2*
281900
285730 Wetland interfluve
0.5, 27.5
GW-C1,2*,3*
282030
285898 Wetland interfluve
2.0, 4.5, 12.5
GW-D1,2*
281990
285810 Upper hill slope
2.6, 15.7
GW-E1,2
282000
285460 Wetland interfluve
1.5, 10
GW-F1*,2
281990
285500 Wetland interfluve
1.0, 10
GW-G1,2
281820
285300 Upper hill slope
5.0, 20
GW-H1,2
280800
286080 Riparian zone
5.1, 10.3
GW-I1,2
280875
286020 Upper blanket peat
2.3, 15.5
Pipeflow
PF-A
282500
286200 Upper hill slope
PF-B
282450
286000 Upper hill slope
Streams
Afon Gwy
280790
286109 Mid catchment
Nant Cerrig
281870
285690 Upper catchment
SW=Soil water, GW = groundwater, PF=Pipe flow . * Artesian Flow

Table 2. Summary results for nitrogen chemistry and dissolved organic carbon
TON
NH4-N
NO2-N
DON
DOC
% DON*
Site
µg/L
µg/L
µg/L
µ g/L
mg/L
Rainfall
173
199
87
0.6
19
SW-A
15
10
250
4.0
91
SW-B
10
10
260
5.2
93
SW-C
10
<5
250
4.2
95
SW-D
20
10
300
5.9
91
GW-A1
86
214
5.2
294
1.1
50
GW-A2
<5
38
<1
208
0.4
84
GW-B1
33
139
2.5
382
2.9
69
GW-B2
<5
6
<1
361
0.5
98
GW-C1
<5
8
<1
494
2.8
98
GW-C2
17
28
1.7
320
2.1
88
GW-C3
<5
9
<1
217
0.7
95
GW-D1
207
8
<1
269
2.2
56
GW-D2
3
11
<1
330
0.7
96
GW-E1
78
420
8.1
434
1.3
47
GW-E2
<5
72
<1
366
3.2
83
GW-F1
<5
218
2.6
567
2.1
72
GW-F2
16
28
<1
301
1.2
87
GW-G1
747
<2
<1
998
2.2
57
GW-G2
16
31
2.4
779
2.8
94
GW-H1
107
<2
<1
326
4.3
75
GW-H2
8
20
<1
405
10.6
94
GW-I2
137
<2
<1
647
1.3
82
PF-A
551
21
<1
1390
8.4
71
PF-B
58
12
1.2
240
4.1
77
Afon Gwy
53
5
<1
408
2.6
88
Nant Cerrig
105
29
<1
196
2.0
59
Data: median results from period June 2002 - May 2003, one off samples for pipe flow
*Conservative estimate: if median DON data <DL, value of half DL has been substituted,
expressed as a % of the total dissolved nitrogen.

Table 3. Dissolved gases in groundwater

Site
GW-A2
GW-B1
GW-B2
GW-C1
GW-C3
GW-D1
GW-D2
GW-G1
GW-I2

Jan 2004
N2O
µ g/L
<1
<1
<1
-

<1
<1
56.7
8.7

March 2004
N2O
N2/Ar
µ g/L
5.1
55.1
11.5
41.1
15.7
69.9
17.7
53.9
-
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