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In the field of hydrogeology and environmental engineering, the classification of water types is not merely a labeling 

exercise but a fundamental diagnostic tool. It allows scientists to decipher the complex history of a water body, from 

its atmospheric origins and subterranean journeys to the anthropogenic influences it encounters. The evolution of 

hydrochemical classification systems has moved from simple descriptive methods to sophisticated hierarchical 

models that account for ion exchange, salinity gradients, and mineral-water interactions. Central to this evolution is 

the work of P.J. Stuyfzand, whose 1989 classification remains a cornerstone for understanding groundwater

facies, particularly in coastal and saline-affected environments.

The Evolution of Hydrochemical Frameworks

Historically, hydrochemical analysis relied on the Piper Diagram (1944) and the Durov Diagram(1948). While

these graphical methods are excellent for visualizing the relative proportions of major ions (Ca, Mg, Na, K, Cl, SO4,

HCO3), they often lack the granularity required to identify specific hydrochemical processes such as cation

exchange during freshening or salinization. Traditional methods categorize water based on the single most

dominant cation and anion by milliequivalent percentage (meq/L). However, this can be misleading in complex

mixtures where multiple ions contribute significantly to the chemical signature.

Modern hydrochemistry requires a more rigorous approach. The classification system proposed by Stuyfzand 

introduces a systematic, multi-level hierarchy that utilizes Chloride content, Alkalinity, Main Cation/Anion 

predominance, and a unique Cation Exchange Code. This allows for a precise fingerprinting of water types,

enabling researchers to distinguish between water that is chemically evolving through mineral dissolution and water

that is undergoing active ion exchange with clay minerals in an aquifer.

The Core Mechanics of the Stuyfzand Classification System

The Stuyfzand system is structured into four primary levels of classification. Each level adds a layer of diagnostic

information, resulting in a code that describes the water's history and current chemical state.

1. Level 1: Determination of the Main Type (Salinity)

The first level is based on the Chloride (Cl-) concentration. Chloride is considered a conservative tracer because

it does not readily participate in redox reactions or mineral precipitation in most groundwater environments. It

serves as the primary indicator of the water's origin—whether it is meteoric (fresh), marine (salt), or a mixture

(brackish). The classification ranges from 'extremely fresh' to 'extremely salt'.

2. Level 2: Determination of the Subtype (Alkalinity)

Alkalinity, primarily represented by Bicarbonate (HCO3-), reflects the buffering capacity of the water and its

interaction with carbonate minerals. Stuyfzand uses alkalinity to further subdivide the main types, providing insight

into the geological provenance of the water. For instance, water moving through limestone will exhibit significantly

higher alkalinity than water in a quartz-rich sand aquifer.



3. Level 3: Identification of the Class (Dominant Ions)

Unlike traditional methods that look at ions in isolation, the Stuyfzand system determines the most important cation 

and anion based on their preponderance in the ion balance. This means the selection is based on the group that

contributes most to the total sum of cations or anions. This ensures that the classification reflects the overall

chemical facies rather than an incidental spike in a single ion.

4. Level 4: The Cation Exchange Parameter (The {Na + K + Mg} Corrected Value)

Perhaps the most innovative aspect of Stuyfzand’s method is the introduction of a parameter that accounts for 

cation exchange. By calculating the surplus or deficit of Sodium (Na), Potassium (K), and Magnesium (Mg)

relative to what would be expected based on the Chloride content (sea salt correction), the system identifies

whether the aquifer is undergoing a 'freshening' or 'salinization' phase.

Mathematical Formulation and Technical Workflows

To implement the Stuyfzand classification, one must follow a strict mathematical procedure. The first step involves

converting all concentrations from milligrams per liter (mg/L) to milliequivalents per liter (meq/L) using the valence

and atomic weight of each species.

The Cation Exchange Formula

The corrected {Na + K + Mg} parameter is calculated as follows:

(Na + K + Mg) corrected = (Na + K + Mg) measured - (1.061 * Cl)

Where:

•  1.061 is the ratio of (Na+K+Mg) to Cl in standard seawater.

•  A positive (+) value indicates a surplus, typically signifying a freshening process where Na/K/Mg are being 

released from the exchange complex as fresh Ca-rich water enters a previously saline aquifer.

•  A negative (-) value indicates a deficit, signifying salinization where Na/K/Mg are being adsorbed onto the clay 

minerals, displacing Ca into the water.

•  A zero (0) value indicates a state of equilibrium or simple mixing without exchange.

Comparative Evaluation of Classification Models

The following table compares the Stuyfzand method with other popular hydrochemical classification tools used in

the industry.



Feature / Method Piper Diagram Durov Diagram Chadha Diagram Stuyfzand Method

Primary Focus Relative ion 
proportions

Mixing and ion 
exchange

Geochemical 
evolution

Hierarchical 
diagnostic coding

Salinity Handling Implicit via TDS Explicit vertical axis Limited Explicit (Cl- 
concentration)

Ion Exchange Difficult to quantify Qualitative 
identification

Process-based 
clusters

Quantitative 
(Corrected Code)

Granularity Low (Broad facies) Moderate Moderate High (Multiple levels)

Application General hydrology Coastal/Saline 
studies

Structural mapping Detailed aquifer 
management

Hydrochemical Processes and Spatial Analysis

Water chemistry is dynamic. As groundwater moves along a flow path, it interacts with the matrix of the aquifer,

leading to several key processes mentioned in technical studies:

Pyrite Oxidation and Sulfate Formation

In many coastal dune aquifers, such as those in the Netherlands, the presence of pyrite (FeS2)and organic matter

plays a critical role in water quality. When oxygenated recharge water or nitrate-rich water (often from agricultural

runoff) enters an anaerobic aquifer containing pyrite, the following reaction occurs:

5FeS2 + 14NO3- + 4H+ !’ 5Fe2+ + 10SO4^2- + 7N2 + 2H2O

This process results in a shift from a Ca-HCO3 water type to a Ca-SO4 or Ca-NO3type. The Stuyfzand

classification is particularly adept at identifying these shifts by tracking the changes in the anion class and the

{Na+K+Mg} surplus, which fluctuates as these reactions alter the ionic strength of the solution.

Trace Element Migration

Technical study data highlights the importance of monitoring trace elements such as Zn, Pb, Cr, Fe, Cd, Cu, and 

Mn. While these are often present in micro-concentrations, their behavior is governed by pH and redox conditions.

In acidic environments (low pH), many of these metals become highly mobile. By using the Stuyfzand classification

alongside trace element analysis, hydrogeologists can map "contamination plumes" where industrial remains have

altered the natural chemical equilibrium.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Hydrogeologists

To accurately classify water types in a field study, a systematic workflow must be followed to ensure data integrity

and scientific validity.

Step 1: Data Acquisition and Validation

Collect groundwater samples using low-flow sampling techniques to minimize turbidity. Measure on-site parameters

immediately, including:

•  pH: Critical for determining carbonate equilibrium.

•  Electrical Conductivity (EC): A proxy for Total Dissolved Solids (TDS).



•  Temperature: Influences solubility constants.

•  Dissolved Oxygen (DO) and Redox Potential (Eh): Essential for understanding Level 3 and 4 shifts.

Step 2: Laboratory Analysis

Analyze samples for major cations (Ca, Mg, Na, K) and anions (Cl, SO4, HCO3, NO3). Perform an Ion Balance 

Check. The Electro-Neutrality (EN) percentage should ideally be less than 5%:

EN% = [(:2�6�F–öç2�Ò�£ Anions) / (:2�6�F–öç2�²�£ Anions)] * 100

Step 3: Algorithmic Classification

Apply the Stuyfzand criteria in sequence:

1.  Determine the Main Type (G, F, f, b, B, s, S) based on Chloride.

2.  Assign the Subtype (0, 1, 2, 3...) based on Alkalinity.

3.  Identify the Class based on the dominant cation/anion group.

4.  Calculate the Exchange Sign (+, -, or 0) using the sea-salt correction formula.

Case Study: Coastal Dune Aquifers and Saltwater Intrusion

In the coastal dunes of the Netherlands, the Stuyfzand method has been instrumental in managing the drinking 

water supply. These aquifers are subject to artificial recharge, where surface water is pre-treated and then

infiltrated into the dunes to be naturally filtered. 

When fresh recharge water enters a saline aquifer, it displaces the saltwater. During this freshening phase, the

Ca2+ ions in the fresh water displace Na+ ions from the clay particles. The resulting water type often shows a

distinct "+" (surplus) in the Stuyfzand cation exchange code. Conversely, when over-pumping occurs and seawater

intrudes, the Na+ ions in the seawater displace Ca2+ from the clay, leading to a "-" (deficit) code. This provides a

real-time early warning system for saltwater intrusion that simple Chloride monitoring might miss until it is too late.

The Role of Nitrogen Species

Technical data reveals that in areas with high agricultural intensity, Nitrate (NO3) concentrations can reach 

150-470 mg/L. This not only poses a health risk but also triggers secondary chemical reactions. As NO3 moves 

deeper, it can be reduced through the oxidation of organic matter or pyrite, leading to the formation of CaSO4 water

. The ability to track this transition through hierarchical classification is vital for developing coherent water policies

and remediation strategies.

Advanced Visualization: Beyond the Table

While classification codes (e.g., F3-CaHCO3+) are scientifically robust, spatial analysis requires mapping these 

types. Using Geographic Information Systems (GIS), hydrogeologists can create 3D models of hydrochemical

facies. 

Mapping Hydrochemical Cross-Sections

By constructing cross-sections that display Stuyfzand codes at different depths, researchers can visualize:

•  The depth of the fresh-saltwater interface.

•  The extent of nitrate penetration into deeper aquifers.

•  The zones of active cation exchange, which often correlate with the most permeable parts of the aquifer.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting



Even with a robust system like Stuyfzand’s, errors can arise from improper data handling or unique geological

conditions.

•  Problem: Ion balance doesn't close (EN > 10%). Solution: Check for unmeasured ions like Iron (Fe) or Organic 

Acids in peaty environments. High Iron concentrations in anaerobic groundwater often account for missing cation 

charges.

•  Problem: Sea salt correction yields an impossible result. Solution: Ensure that the Chloride isn't coming from 

an anthropogenic source (like road salt or industrial waste). Stuyfzand’s 1.061 factor assumes a marine origin for 

Chloride.

•  Problem: Overlapping dominant ions. Solution: Use the "preponderance in the ion balance" rule. Calculate the 

sum of Ca+Mg vs. Na+K+Mg to determine the cation group before selecting the individual dominant ion.

Synthesis of Hydrochemical Principles

The transition from basic water quality monitoring to sophisticated hydrochemical classification represents a

significant leap in our ability to manage the world's most precious resource. By integrating Chloride levels,

Alkalinity, ionic dominance, and sea-salt corrected exchange parameters, the Stuyfzand method provides a

multidimensional view of the subterranean environment. It bridges the gap between pure chemistry and practical

hydrogeology, offering a language that both researchers and policymakers can use to describe the health and

history of groundwater systems.

As global pressure on water resources increases due to climate change and population growth, the implementation

of these advanced classification systems will be crucial. They provide the evidence base needed to prevent

irreversible aquifer damage, optimize irrigation technologies, and ensure the long-term sustainability of potable

water supplies. Understanding the "type" of water is the first step toward protecting the future of the hydrological

cycle.
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