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Abstract: Groundwater is an important source of freshwater. At the same time, anthropogenic
activities, in particular, industrialization, urbanization, population growth, and excessive application
of fertilizers, are some of the major reasons for groundwater quality deterioration. Therefore, the
present study is conducted to evaluate groundwater quality by using integrated water quality indices
and a geospatial approach to identify the different water quality zones and propose management
strategies for the improvement of groundwater quality. Groundwater quality was evaluated through
the physicochemical parameters (pH, chloride (Cl−), fluoride(F−), iron (Fe−2), nitrate (NO3

−1),
nitrite (NO2), arsenic (As), total hardness, bicarbonate (HCO3

−), calcium (Ca+2), magnesium (Mg+2),
color, taste, turbidity, total dissolved solids (TDS)) and microbiological parameters including total
coliforms, fecal coliforms, and Escherichia coli of samples collected from the water and sanitation
agency (WASA) and urban units. Irrigation parameters crucial to the assessment, including (electrical
conductivity (EC), residual sodium carbonates (RSC), and sodium adsorption ratio (SAR)), were also
collected at more than 1100 sites within the study area of upper and central Punjab. After collecting the
data of physicochemical parameters, the analysis of data was initiated to compute the water quality
index for groundwater quality, a four-step protocol in which the Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP)
was used to determine the weights of selected parameters by generating a pairwise matrix, on the
relative importance of parameters using the Satty scale. The index was then classified into five classes
for quality assessment of drinking water (excellent, good, medium, bad, and very bad) and four
classes for irrigation water quality assessment (excellent, good, permissible, and unsuitable). After
computing the index values for drinking as well as irrigation purposes, the values were interpolated,
and various maps were developed to identify the status of groundwater quality in different zones of
the study area. Mitigation strategies for water pollution involve source control, such as monitoring
industrial discharge points and managing waste properly. Additionally, treating wastewater through
primary, secondary, or tertiary stages significantly improves water quality, reducing contaminants
like heavy metals, microbiological agents, and chemical ions, safeguarding water resources. The
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findings highlight significant regional variations in water quality issues, with heavy metal concerns
concentrated notably in Lahore and widespread emerging microbiological contamination across
all studied divisions. This suggests a systemic problem linked to untreated industrial effluents
and poorly managed sewerage systems. The computed indices for the Lahore, Sargodha, and
Rawalpindi divisions indicate water quality ranging from marginal to unfit, underscoring the urgency
for remediation. Conversely, other divisions fall within a medium class, potentially suitable for
drinking purposes. Notably, microbiological contamination at 27% poses a major challenge for water
supply agencies, emphasizing the critical need for pre-disposal primary, secondary, and tertiary
treatments. These treatments could potentially rehabilitate 9%, 35%, and 41% of the study area,
respectively, pointing toward tangible, scalable solutions critical for safeguarding broader water
resources and public health. With the current pace of water quality deterioration, access to drinking
water is a major problem for the public. The government should prioritize implementing strict
monitoring mechanisms for industrial effluent discharge, emphasizing proper waste management to
curb groundwater contamination. Establishing comprehensive pre-disposal treatments, especially
primary, secondary, and tertiary stages, is imperative to address the prevalent heavy metal and
microbiological issues, potentially rehabilitating up to 41% of affected areas. Additionally, creating
proactive policies and allocating resources for sustainable groundwater management are crucial steps
for ensuring broader water resource security and public health in the face of deteriorating water
quality. Therefore, urgent regional action is needed to address escalating anthropogenic threats to
groundwater, emphasizing the crucial need for proactive measures to safeguard public health and
ensure sustainable water resources.

Keywords: groundwater; water quality; analytical hierarchy process; water quality indices; GIS;
remote sensing

1. Introduction

Groundwater, vital for various purposes like agriculture, drinking water, and industry,
faces a decline in quality due to a combination of natural factors and diverse human
activities [1–3]. For this reason, groundwater quality evaluation is crucial for society. An
assessment of the physical, biological, and chemical characteristics of water is made in
connection to its intended usage, its intended quality, and any potential human influences
on aquatic ecosystem health [4–6]. Waterborne infections continue to be risky for the vast
majority of the world’s population [7]. Numerous reports of drinking water contamination
and the possible health dangers they pose in various parts of Pakistan can be found
in the scholarly literature [8–12]. Water pollution originates from diverse sources, with
agrochemicals including pesticides and fertilizers from agricultural activities, biological
agents encompassing pathogens from sewage and livestock waste, and heavy metals such
as lead, mercury, and arsenic from industrial discharges and mining activities. These
distinct factors significantly contribute to the degradation of water quality in various
ecosystems. [13–15]. Water quality assessments, crucial for identifying pollution issues
and planning remedies to prevent waterborne illnesses, utilize the Water Quality Index
(WQI) to categorize samples into understandable acceptability groups, aiding both the
public and policymakers in comprehending the overall quality of drinking water from
various sources like groundwater and surface water [16–22]. The Water Quality Index
(WQI) is calculated by evaluating several water quality parameters, including physical,
chemical, and biological characteristics. This method involves assigning weights to each
parameter based on its significance to water quality. These parameters are then compared
to standard values or thresholds set for ideal water quality. The calculation process typically
involves normalizing the observed values of each parameter against its respective standard
value or desirable range. After normalization, these values are aggregated or combined
using mathematical equations or formulae to derive a single numerical value—the WQI
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score. This score provides a comprehensive snapshot of overall water quality, simplifying
complex data into a single value that can be interpreted and communicated easily to
stakeholders and the public. [23,24]. There are several ways described in the literature that
may be used to calculate WQI, and these approaches can vary [25,26]. Numerous studies
have shown how WQI may be integrated with geographic information systems to provide
clear, readable maps of water suitability for a range of uses [27–30]. The distribution
of environmental variables may be mapped using spatial interpolation techniques like
Kriging [31,32]. Different environmental factors have been used by various researchers to
illustrate the method’s effectiveness [33–35]. Several studies have previously evaluated the
usefulness of the different Kriging methods in mapping the geographical distribution of
water quality metrics in contrast to other methods of interpolation [36–42].

Assessing groundwater suitability for human consumption involves analyzing its
quality through various techniques, including the Water Quality Index (WQI), which
condenses multiple chemical characteristics into a simplified score, aiding decision-makers
and consumers in understanding its appropriateness for use [43]. To calculate WQI scores,
several techniques have been presented [44]. An approach in which the ratios of the
concentrations of the water quality measures and their suggested standard values are
weighted and combined to provide a weighted WQI score is often employed. The weighted
WQI technique has recently been used in investigations of groundwater quality [45–49].
The number of parameters (observations) utilized and their related weights vary for each
technique used to compute WQI scores, but all approaches are identical in principle [50,51].

Unconfined aquifers are being contaminated by leaks from sewerage systems, un-
treated effluents, and landfill leachate. This is further complicated by rivers such as the
Ravi River, previously a crucial recharge source, now acting as an effluent drain. Urban-
ization and reduced flow in the Ravi River have led to declining groundwater recharge,
exacerbated by increased extraction to meet current and future water demands [52]. One of
the most critical challenges in managing water resources is water quality. For decades, the
quality of the world’s water has been progressively deteriorating due to both anthropogenic
and natural factors [53]. Before confirming groundwater’s suitability for drinking, it is
crucial to assess its quality across the three categories of chemical, biological, and physical
parameters, considering both natural quality and intended usage, which can potentially im-
pact the environment [54–57]. The objective for assessing the quality of water is to identify
pollution sources and strategize for managing water resources to explain the water quality
in a comprehensible manner while maintaining its scientific foundation [58]. Researchers
face challenges in defining and communicating water quality due to its multifaceted pa-
rameters and influencing factors, despite utilizing various methods to support human
well-being and community development [59,60].

The Water Quality Index (WQI) simplifies extensive water quality data into a single
numerical value, offering an easily comprehensible measure. Widely embraced for its
simplicity and scientific validity, it serves as a vital tool in evaluating and monitoring water
quality worldwide [61]. Furthermore, as the pursuit of water quality assessment evolves,
the integration of innovative technologies such as GIS emerges as a pivotal shift. This
transition from traditional methods of assessing water quality to the realm of GIS-based
approaches signifies a paradigmatic advancement in understanding and managing our
water resources. The most common GIS applications in groundwater research are mapping
and suitability assessments, measuring the vulnerability of groundwater, and analyzing
quality using spatial data. The emergence of geographic information systems (GIS) has
made the integration of multiple databases extremely simple. Before this, laboratory ex-
periments were used to examine groundwater [62]. GIS integrates geostatistical methods
to analyze spatial data, utilizing techniques like Kriging or IDW for predicting values at
unsampled points. It creates maps displaying water quality parameters’ spatial patterns
and aids in assessing the suitability and vulnerability of areas. Essentially, GIS serves
as a hub for geostatistical analyses, enabling visualizations and predictive modeling for
informed decision-making in water resource management. GIS is revolutionizing research
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by providing valuable spatial mapping on water quality, enabling corrective actions, so-
lutions to water challenges, assessment of availability, and monitoring of water quality
status [63]. Groundwater is a vulnerable and crucial supply of irrigation and drinking
water; it must be carefully maintained to keep its purity within acceptable standards.
Groundwater degradation occurs primarily through the changes in its quality parameters
beyond natural variability caused by the addition or removal of various contaminants. The
effective management of groundwater-related phenomena of the resource is the key to
ensuring the resource’s long-term viability. The global concerns surrounding groundwater
quality apply specifically to Lahore city, a region grappling with similar challenges. To
address these issues in a localized context, this study aims to focus on Lahore’s ground-
water quality, employing comprehensive water quality indices and advanced geospatial
methodologies. This research bridges a gap in the limited emphasis on specific locali-
ties, such as Lahore, within the broader context of global groundwater quality concerns.
There is also a gap in exploring the direct linkage between deteriorating water quality,
anthropogenic activities, and the lack of comprehensive, localized management strategies
in the face of escalating contamination issues. Additionally, while the study highlights
the utilization of various assessment techniques and technologies like GIS, there is a need
for a more detailed exploration of the potential barriers or limitations in implementing
these advanced methodologies specifically within the context of Lahore’s groundwater
quality management. Therefore, the present study aims to evaluate and assess the status
of groundwater quality in Lahore city by using integrated water quality indices and a
geostatistical approach. Thus, the aims of this study are to (1) assess the status of surface
and groundwater quality utilizing water quality indices and geospatial approaches; and
(2) develop varied strategies to enhance groundwater quality through the identification of
distinct water quality zones.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The study area, Punjab Province, which is situated in the semiarid lowlands zone at
roughly latitude 27◦53′34.53′′N to 33◦4′8.33′′N and longitude 67◦19′11.03′′ E to 74◦41′2.14′′ E,
is the largest province by population of Pakistan (Figure 1). Punjab’s location in the Indian
subcontinent’s northwestern corner is of immense geographical and historical significance.
To the west, northwest, and north, the region is bordered by high mountains.

The Punjab region comprises an alluvial plain structured by the Indus River with its
major tributaries flowing into the southern part. The region is most probably recharged by
the main rivers (the Ravi and Sutlej Rivers). The soil composition of the Punjab Plain is
predominantly sand [64]. Cold winters and sultry summers categorize the semiarid and
subtropical climate of the province with maximum and minimal annual temperatures of
31.9 ◦C and 18.2 ◦C, respectively. The rainfall distribution is widespread across the province.
It receives 50–75% of its total rainfall during the monsoon season, predominantly linked to
winds of the season [52]. Punjab’s population is increasing exponentially. Between 1951 and
2017, the population of Punjab quadrupled from 20 million to 110.011 million [65]. Rapid
urbanization, industrialization, unplanned consumption of groundwater, and lifestyle
changes are increasing water demand [66] with water usage by the agriculture sector
dominating other causes of the exponentially increased water consumption linked with
the increased economic growth. Groundwater is a major contributor to meeting water
supply demands. From 1976 to 2012, the dependency of irrigation on groundwater doubled,
with most of the groundwater withdrawals for irrigation purposes occurring in Punjab,
in the canal command areas, where 70% of private tube wells and others are dependent
on groundwater-based irrigation [67]. Pakistan’s major cities are mainly dependent on
groundwater for their domestic purposes, with 70% of the drinking water for the total
population of Pakistan being managed through groundwater [29]. The unavoidable thrust
of increasing demand due to urban growth on available groundwater resources using direct
extraction of groundwater or by extracting the water from a diversified network of canals in

RETRACTED



Water 2024, 16, 138 5 of 34

the cities to meet the demand will instantly instigate farmers to overexploite groundwater
resources. Under these circumstances, the ever-growing population leads to an increase in
the domestic water demand affecting the agricultural sector water schedules [68].
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Bhatti et al. [69] studied the forecasting of the demand for water under changing
socio-economic circumstances for quantifying the urban water demand conditions. In
Faisalabad, Lahore, and Rawalpindi, the authors performed a survey of domestic water
use in 80 to 100 urban households in both low- and high-income categories. There was a
wide range of usage, with high-income groups’ water demand being around double that
of low-income groups. For fulfillment of industrial water demand, groundwater is the
main source of all major industries except for some areas that are dependent on surface
water. Around 80% of the water-demand supply chain for the industrial sector is balanced
through groundwater extraction, and water usage increased from 1.534 billion cubic meters
to 3.47 billion cubic meters from 1975 to 2000 [70].

The present research covers a total area of 107,886.37 square kilometers, which includes
the 16 districts that constitute Punjab’s five major divisions, as indicated in Table 1. The
map of the research areas in the province is shown in Figure 1.
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Table 1. List of Districts Included in the Study Area.

Divisions Districts Latitude Longitude

Rawalpindi
Jhelum 32◦56′25.9728′′ 73◦43′39.4716′′

Attock 33◦46′4.9836′′ 72◦21′38.5308′′

Chakwal 32◦55′51.9564′′ 72◦51′18.3096′′

Lahore
Sheikhupura 31◦42′59.9796′′ 73◦59′6.0828′′

Nankana Sahib 31◦26′51′′ 73◦41′49.99′′

Faisalabad
Chiniot 31◦43′12′′ 72◦58′44′′

Toba Tek Singh 30◦58′23.34′′ 72◦28′27.74′′

Jhang 31◦16′17.54′′ 72◦19′42.31′′

Sargodha
Khushab 32◦17′43.93′′ 72◦20′55.94′′

Mianwali 32◦34′26′′ 71◦31′35′′

Bhakkar 31◦37′30.90′′ 71◦03′56.66′′

Gujranwala

Gujrat 34◦17′0′′ 72◦10′0′′

Hafizabad 32◦4′18.1092′′ 73◦41′8.6280′′

M.D Bahu Uddin 32◦35′0.2′′ 73◦29′3.52′′

Narowal 32◦12′60.00′′ 74◦56′59.99′′

Sialkot 32◦29′33.65′′ 74◦31′52.82′′

2.2. Overall Research Framework

As shown in Figure 2, the research methodology starts with the basic stage of data
collection from different sites. For this study, samples collected from the water and sanita-
tion agency (WASA) and urban units were evaluated for the presence of physicochemical
parameters including pH, chloride (Cl−), fluoride(F−), iron (Fe−2), nitrate (NO3

−1), nitrite
(NO2), arsenic (As), total hardness, bicarbonate (HCO3

−), calcium (Ca+2), magnesium
(Mg+2), color, taste, turbidity, total dissolved solids (TDS) and microbiological parameters
including total Coliforms, fecal coliforms, and Escherichia coli. Irrigation parameters
including electrical conductivity (EC), residual sodium carbonates (RSC), and sodium
adsorption ratio (SAR) were gathered from the Punjab irrigation department. In addition
to these parameters, depth-to-water-table data were also compiled. Daily rainfall data for
the studied year were also collected from the Pakistan Meteorological Department (PMD).
Annual rainfall for all the divisions was used to calculate the index value. After collecting
the required data, the analysis of data is initiated to achieve the objectives. To compute the
water quality index for groundwater data, a four-step protocol is followed: (i) Selection of
the parameters, (ii) transformation to sub-indices, (iii) establishment of the weights, and
(iv) aggregation of sub-indices to the final index value, in which, the Analytical Hierarchy
Process is used for the determination of the weights for the selected parameters. In the
Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP), the elementary component is pairwise comparisons
of the selected alternatives (water quality parameters). To generate the pairwise matrix,
the researcher must establish the priorities for their main criteria (drinking, irrigation) by
setting them side-by-side based on their relative importance using the Satty scale, and
the index is classified into different classes. After computing the indices for drinking as
well as irrigation purposes, the values are interpolated onto the maps in order to split the
study area into different zones. By identifying the quality zones, different strategies can be
proposed for the mitigation of groundwater quality and to maintain the overall conditions
of groundwater for a sustainable future.

2.3. Data Collection

Data for assessing and evaluating water quality for the year 2018 were collected from
different sites in Punjab Province from the concerned departments. The data collected
for the research consisted of physicochemical parameters, groundwater level data, and
climatic data from the Pakistan Environmental Protection Agency, the Punjab Irrigation
Department, and the Pakistan Meteorological Department, respectively.
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Land Use

Remotely sensed data of sentinel-2A MSI (multispectral instrument) images captured
in 2018 were collected from the USGS. These images were interpreted and land types
were identified using the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI). The Normalized
Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) calculates vegetation abundance and health by mea-
suring the difference between near-infrared (NIR) and red light reflected by vegetation. It
is derived from satellite imagery and calculated as (NIR − Red)/(NIR + Red), producing
values between −1 and 1. Higher NDVI values indicate healthier, denser vegetation, while
lower values suggest sparse or non-existent vegetation. NDVI is widely used in agriculture,
forestry, and environmental monitoring to assess vegetation growth, health, and land use
changes over time [71].

NDVI =
NIR− Red
NIR + Red

(1)

2.4. Data Analysis
Water Quality Indices

The Water Quality Index (WQI) serves as a unified, simplified measure aggregating
various water parameters into a single numerical value, offering an effective and straight-
forward assessment of water quality. This index assesses parameter importance, establishes
statistical correlations between parameter concentrations and the index, correlates different
aspects of water quality, and classifies quality levels from excellent to unsuitable. In this
study, the WQI for groundwater considers physical, chemical, heavy metal, and micro-
biological parameters, condensing extensive data into a singular value, and facilitating
a straightforward interpretation of water quality status. While WQIs share a common
structure, their development was aimed primarily at streamlining water quality assessment
and facilitating easier comprehension of monitoring data. These aims can range from broad
water quality assessments to specific applications. Many indices were devised following
the method of Horton [43], but despite these efforts, a widely accepted way of producing
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water quality indices has yet to be developed. The WQI literature, as well as the specific
region or country where the different indices were used, are discussed in this section. As
outlined below, indices commonly use four phases to compute a WQI [72]: selection of the
parameters, transformation to sub-indices, establishment of the weights, and aggregation
of sub-indices to the final index value (Figure 3).
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2.5. Selection of the Parameters

For calculating the index, the selection of the parameters is the preliminary step.
Those parameters (physical, chemical, microbiological, and heavy metals) that have a great
influence on the water bodies are emphasized. Selecting parameters for water quality
assessments is a meticulous process guided by multiple considerations, each contributing
a crucial rationale to ensure a comprehensive evaluation. First, the review of the existing
literature [73] serves as a cornerstone, offering insights into parameters that have historically
influenced water quality. This step ensures alignment with established scientific indicators,
drawing from recognized factors impacting water quality. Additionally, the availability
of data [74] plays a pivotal role, as the feasibility of including certain parameters depends
on their accessibility and reliability. Practical constraints might limit the inclusion of vital
parameters if adequate data are unavailable. Another key consideration is the avoidance
of parameter redundancy [75], ensuring that parameters selected for evaluation offer
unique insights rather than duplicating information. Streamlining parameters minimizes
unnecessary complexity, focusing on distinct aspects that collectively portray the overall
water quality. Lastly, the parameters chosen should collectively reflect the comprehensive
state of water quality [76], encompassing diverse facets such as physical, chemical, and
biological aspects. This holistic approach aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the
water body’s condition, ensuring a thorough assessment that captures various dimensions
of water quality.

2.6. Transformation to Sub-Indices

This phase focuses on standardizing water quality parameters, which initially come in
various units, into a unified scale for aggregation. For instance, parameters like ammonia
nitrogen might be measured in mg/L, while turbidity is assessed in NTU [72]. The aggre-
gation process in most Water Quality Indices (WQIs) requires parameters to be on the same
scale, necessitating normalization into sub-indices. This normalization step is essential to
ensure the comparability and combinability of diverse parameters in the assessment.

The chosen parameters are categorized into positive and negative indicators based on
their impact on water quality [77]. Positive indicators are those where higher values signify
better water quality, while negative indicators indicate deteriorating water quality with
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higher values. Ideally, the favorable scenario involves higher values for positive indicators
and lower values for negative ones. To standardize these parameters, positive indicators
are normalized using Equation (2), while negative indicators utilize Equation (3). This
normalization process ensures a consistent basis for comparison and evaluation across
these different types of indicators.

Ri =
xi − xmin
xminmax

(2)

For negative indicators,

Ri = 1− xi − xmin
xminmax

(3)

where Ri represents the sub-index of study region I, xi is the actual value of the indicator
in region I, and xmin, and xmax indicate the minimum and maximum values in the data
set, respectively.

2.7. Determination of the Weights

Based on the relative importance of the selected parameters, weights are assigned
to the parameters as well as their influence on the final index value. Generally, equal or
uneven weights can be assigned to the parameters. If all the index’s parameters are of equal
importance, they are assigned equal weights; however, if some of the selected parameters
are comparatively more essential than others, unequal weights are applied.

Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis approaches are classified into two categories, multi-
objective and multi-attribute methods, and they are both concerned with ways to combine
several criteria into a single evaluation index [78]. In MCDA, each criterion is assigned a
weight to reflect its true significance in the phenomena [79].

In the present study, the method adopted for assigning the weights is the Analytical
Hierarchy Process.

2.8. Analytical Hierarchy Process

The Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP) method is one of a Multi-Criteria Decision
Analysis (MCDA) methodology and is based on a subjective approach in which weights
are allocated by pairwise comparisons between various criteria derived through policies
proposed by Satty et al. [80]. Satty created a powerful and useful tool for handling qualita-
tive and quantitative multi-criteria aspects that play a role in decision-making. The general
outline for the AHP method is shown in Figure 4.

Water 2024, 16, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 35 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Structure of the Analytical Hierarchy Process. 

The Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP) consists of three stages, starting with the 
selection of a goal that is purely based on the problem related to the research objectives 
(water quality assessment), which depends on the criterion or criteria (drinking, irriga-
tion), followed by the selection of alternatives (physical, chemical, heavy metals, microbi-
ological parameters) [81]. 

2.9. Pairwise Comparisons of Alternatives 
In the Analytical Hierarchy Process, the elementary component is pairwise compar-

isons of the selected alternatives (water quality parameters). To generate a pairwise ma-
trix, the researcher must establish the priorities for their main criteria (drinking, irrigation) 
by setting them side-by-side based on their relative importance [82]. 

2.10. Preparation of the Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was prepared using the well-known Satty scale, which ranges 

from 1–9 points. The Satty scale is highly recommended for use as a universally acceptable 
scale as it provides more and better options to establish the relative importance of param-
eters. Respondents are required to fill out the upper triangular component of the ques-
tionnaire’s matrix. For this study, the structured questionnaire was distributed among re-
searchers to prioritize the parameters (Table 2). 

For each question, the respondent circles the response that best characterizes how 
they feel about the importance of water quality parameters for drinking purposes. A 1–9 
point scale was used for the comparison [83]. 

Table 2. The 1–9 point scale used for the pairwise comparisons. 

Scale Relative Importance Scale Relative Importance 
1 Equally important 1 Equally important 
3 Moderately important 1/3 Moderately less important 
5 Strongly important 1/5 Weakly important 
7 Very strongly important 1/7 Very weekly important 
9 Extremely important 1/9 Extremely important 

2, 4, 6, 8 Intermediate values 1 Equally important 

2.11. Construct Pairwise Matrix 
Judgments made by the respondents are then transformed into numerical values. 

Here, we compared the different parameters as ‘n’, the number of parameters in pairs 
according to the relative importance assigned by respondents. The parameters are de-

Figure 4. Structure of the Analytical Hierarchy Process.

The Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP) consists of three stages, starting with the
selection of a goal that is purely based on the problem related to the research objectives
(water quality assessment), which depends on the criterion or criteria (drinking, irrigation),
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followed by the selection of alternatives (physical, chemical, heavy metals, microbiological
parameters) [81].

2.9. Pairwise Comparisons of Alternatives

In the Analytical Hierarchy Process, the elementary component is pairwise compar-
isons of the selected alternatives (water quality parameters). To generate a pairwise matrix,
the researcher must establish the priorities for their main criteria (drinking, irrigation) by
setting them side-by-side based on their relative importance [82].

2.10. Preparation of the Questionnaire

The questionnaire was prepared using the well-known Satty scale, which ranges from
1–9 points. The Satty scale is highly recommended for use as a universally acceptable scale
as it provides more and better options to establish the relative importance of parameters.
Respondents are required to fill out the upper triangular component of the questionnaire’s
matrix. For this study, the structured questionnaire was distributed among researchers to
prioritize the parameters (Table 2).

Table 2. The 1–9 point scale used for the pairwise comparisons.

Scale Relative Importance Scale Relative Importance

1 Equally important 1 Equally important
3 Moderately important 1/3 Moderately less important
5 Strongly important 1/5 Weakly important
7 Very strongly important 1/7 Very weekly important
9 Extremely important 1/9 Extremely important

2, 4, 6, 8 Intermediate values 1 Equally important

For each question, the respondent circles the response that best characterizes how they
feel about the importance of water quality parameters for drinking purposes. A 1–9 point
scale was used for the comparison [83].

2.11. Construct Pairwise Matrix

Judgments made by the respondents are then transformed into numerical values.
Here, we compared the different parameters as ‘n’, the number of parameters in pairs
according to the relative importance assigned by respondents. The parameters are denoted
by ‘P1, P2. . .PN’ and their weights by p1, p2. . .pN [80]. All of the matrix’s diagonal elements
are equal to one. As a result, the lower triangular component values were calculated
automatically from the upper triangular component of the matrices’ answers (Table 3).

Table 3. The pairwise matrix used in AHP.

P1 P2 PN

P1 P1/p1 P1/p2 . . . P1/pN
P2 P2/p1 P2/pN . . . P2/pN
. . . . . . . . . . . .
PN PN/p1 PN/p2 . . . PN/pN

2.12. Weight Calculation (by Eigenvector)

The weights are elicited in general by using matrix algebra to find the primary eigen-
vector w = (w1, w2, wN) from matrix P where wi > 0

∑N
=1 wi = 1 (4)

The primary eigenvector for wi = 1 when a matrix is normalized becomes a priority
vector for that matrix (i.e., weights) [83].
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According to Satty [83], the primary eigenvector of P is the desired eigenvector. The
following can be used to calculate the priority vector w.

Aw = Λ Max (w) (5)

where Λ Max is the matrix A’s biggest eigenvalue and w is the corresponding eigenvector.
This strategy is known as the technique of eigenvalues [84]. The eigenvalue method is a
technique for calculating eigenvalues. The weights of individual parameters/groupings of
parameters were then estimated across all levels of the hierarchy.

2.13. Index Calculation

In this stage, the sub-indices are aggregated using mathematical procedures. These
calculations generate a sub-index value for the assigned weights in the specified parameters,
resulting in a total water quality status, which is commonly expressed as a single number.
Their implementation is governed by the needed level of accuracy as well as whether
the weight parameters are described unequally or evenly. Depending on whether the
index comprises aggregated sub-indices, the aggregation procedure can be done in stages.
For the sub-indices, there are four typical aggregation methods: additive (arithmetic),
multiplicative (geometric), minimal operator, and the harmonic mean of squares.

For the determination of the water quality index, the additive method was applied.
This method does not require a comparison with the standard or thresholds specified by
the WHO. The final index value was computed by the following equation [85].

WQI = ∑In
i=1 WiQi (6)

where n = represents the number of parameters selected, Wi = weight of individual param-
eters, and Qi = measured value or laboratory experimental value of parameters.

2.14. Ground Water Quality Assessment for Drinking Purpose

Moving from the Water Quality Index (WQI) framework, the assessment pivoted
towards a specialized analysis tailored for evaluating groundwater suitability for drinking.
This focused evaluation delved into specific parameters crucial for assessing the adequacy
of water for human consumption. To compute the index for drinking purposes, four steps
were followed. First, 21 groundwater quality parameters (pH, chloride (Cl−), fluoride
(F−), iron (Fe−2), nitrate (NO3

−1), nitrite (NO2), Arsenic (As), total hardness, bicarbonate
(HCO3

−), calcium (Ca+2), magnesium (Mg+2), color, taste, turbidity, total dissolved solids
(TDS), total coliforms, fecal coliforms, Escherichia coli, water levels, precipitation) were
selected. Weights for these parameters were assigned using the Analytical Hierarchy
Process (AHP) according to their relative importance in the groundwater quality status and
the final index was computed by using the aforementioned formulae. Using the computed
indices, the groundwater quality index was classified into five classes (excellent, good,
medium, bad, and very bad) [86]. Leveraging ArcGIS, a detailed zoning map was crafted
to delineate the suitability of groundwater for drinking purposes. ArcGIS played a crucial
role in spatially mapping [87–93] and categorizing groundwater quality within the study
area, facilitating the identification of specific units primarily based on their groundwater
suitability for drinking purposes. This geospatial tool enabled a visual representation
of varying water quality, aiding in the identification and classification of areas where
groundwater is suitable for drinking within the research field (Figure 5).RETRACTED
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2.15. Strategies for the Improvement of Groundwater Quality

Groundwater contamination presents a pressing concern not only within Punjab
Province but throughout Pakistan. While prevention at the source remains crucial, immedi-
ate action becomes imperative once groundwater is polluted. Strategies involve treating
water to lower chemical concentrations below WHO limits and employing measures to
prevent chemical contamination. New insights for enhancing groundwater quality may
encompass implementing advanced treatment technologies, such as nanofiltration or ad-
vanced oxidation processes, aiming to achieve stringent contaminant removal. Additionally,
adopting sustainable agricultural practices, reducing the use of harmful pesticides and
fertilizers, and implementing stringent industrial discharge regulations can significantly
contribute to mitigating groundwater pollution and improving its overall quality.

3. Results and Discussion

This research work included the evaluation of groundwater by spatial variations in
selected parameters and the computing of water quality indices. The following results were
obtained from the research.

3.1. Physicochemical Parameters

The present study examines the different physical and chemical parameters for assess-
ing groundwater quality.

3.1.1. pH

pH signifies the concentration of hydrogen ions in logarithmic units. The pH scale
ranges from 0–14, in which 0–7 represents an acidic and 7–14 an alkaline solution, while 7
is neutral pH. According to WHO standards, the acceptable range of pH in water is 6.5–8.5.
As shown in Figure 6, the annual pH range recorded in the different divisions in the study
area was: Lahore 7.6–8.7, Rawalpindi 7.5–8.3, Sargodha 7.8–8.5, Faisalabad 7.9–8.6, and
Gujranwala 7.2–7.9. A slightly alkaline pH is observed in the Sheikhupura district of the
Lahore division, which might be due to the industries working there.

RETRACTED



Water 2024, 16, 138 13 of 34

Water 2024, 16, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 35 
 

 

3.1. Physicochemical Parameters 
The present study examines the different physical and chemical parameters for as-

sessing groundwater quality. 

3.1.1. pH 
pH signifies the concentration of hydrogen ions in logarithmic units. The pH scale 

ranges from 0–14, in which 0–7 represents an acidic and 7–14 an alkaline solution, while 7 
is neutral pH. According to WHO standards, the acceptable range of pH in water is 6.5–
8.5. As shown in Figure 6, the annual pH range recorded in the different divisions in the 
study area was: Lahore 7.6–8.7, Rawalpindi 7.5–8.3, Sargodha 7.8–8.5, Faisalabad 7.9–8.6, 
and Gujranwala 7.2–7.9. A slightly alkaline pH is observed in the Sheikhupura district of 
the Lahore division, which might be due to the industries working there.  

 
Figure 6. Spatial Variations in Physicochemical Parameters. 

3.1.2. Turbidity 
Turbidity is defined as the optical clarity of the water. Turbidity is mainly caused by 

the presence of suspended particles, which can be organic or inorganic. The source of the 
turbidity is harmless sediments (mostly clay soils); however, if hazardous contaminants 
become attached to them, they would harm the environment as well as health [94]. The 
measurement of turbidity is considered a priority indicator over other physical properties 
in various fields including wastewater management, water quality assessment (drinking, 
irrigation), planning, and ecological studies. According to the WHO, water turbidity must 
be no greater than 5 NTU. The results of this study show that, within the study area, the 
turbidity ranged from 2 NTU to 9 NTU. As shown in Figure 6, the highest values were 
observed in Sargodha (6.9 NTU) and Rawalpindi (5.2 NTU). This clearly shows that some 
areas of the study area required treatment that includes a sedimentation process to re-
move turbidity. 

  

Figure 6. Spatial Variations in Physicochemical Parameters.

3.1.2. Turbidity

Turbidity is defined as the optical clarity of the water. Turbidity is mainly caused by
the presence of suspended particles, which can be organic or inorganic. The source of the
turbidity is harmless sediments (mostly clay soils); however, if hazardous contaminants
become attached to them, they would harm the environment as well as health [94]. The
measurement of turbidity is considered a priority indicator over other physical properties
in various fields including wastewater management, water quality assessment (drinking,
irrigation), planning, and ecological studies. According to the WHO, water turbidity must
be no greater than 5 NTU. The results of this study show that, within the study area,
the turbidity ranged from 2 NTU to 9 NTU. As shown in Figure 6, the highest values
were observed in Sargodha (6.9 NTU) and Rawalpindi (5.2 NTU). This clearly shows that
some areas of the study area required treatment that includes a sedimentation process to
remove turbidity.

3.1.3. Total Dissolved Solids (TDS)

The total dissolved solids (TDS) indicates the soluble amount of inorganic salts. Gener-
ally, TDS quantifies the minerals present in the water. Elevated levels of TDS not only alter
the taste but also enhance the hardness of the water [95]. The total dissolved solids increase
due to the presence of different salts, including chloride (Cl−1), total hardness, bicarbonate
(HCO3

−), calcium (Ca+2), and magnesium (Mg+2).
According to the WHO, TDS levels in drinking water should not exceed the accept-

able limit of 1000 mg/L. Our results show that, within the study area, TDS ranged from
75–1350 mg/L. As shown in Figure 6, the highest values were observed in Sargodha
(300–1350 mg/L) and Rawalpindi (104–1257 mg/L), while some parts of Faisalabad and
Lahore exceeded the permissible limits. This is due to underground rock–water interaction.

3.1.4. Total Hardness

Total hardness depends on the concentration of calcium (Ca+2), and magnesium
(Mg+2). The hardness of water is not considered pollution if it is only due to carbonates
causing temporary hardness. However, when combined with bicarbonates, this leads to

RETRACTED



Water 2024, 16, 138 14 of 34

permanent hardness [96]. Water that has very high hardness is not suitable for drinking
purposes. Hardness in water causes pipe blockages and an alteration in taste, and can
even lead to various diseases including cardiovascular disease [97]. As shown in Figure 6,
Sargodha had the highest number of samples of high hardness, with values ranging from
110 mg/L to 669 mg/L.

3.1.5. Calcium

Calcium is the fifth most abundant element found in water. The main sources of
calcium are gypsum and calcite found in sedimentary rocks [98]. The main sources of
calcium are rock–water interactions and contamination from industrial and domestic
wastes [99].

Calcium ions were the major hardness-causing agent identified in the study, with
values in the study area ranging from 12 mg/L to 160 mg/L. As shown in Figure 6, the
areas with the highest values are Sargodha (166 mg/L) and (Rawalpindi) 114 mg/L.

3.1.6. Magnesium

Magnesium is the most common element found in the earth’s crust and all available
sources contribute to the hardness of water. A high concentration of this ion makes the
water unpalatable [99].

According to the WHO, the acceptable limit of magnesium in drinking is 75 mg/L.
The results from the study area show that the concentration of magnesium ranged from
8 mg/L to 110 mg/L, with Sargodha (101 mg/L) and Rawalpindi (98 mg/L) showing the
highest values, as shown in Figure 6.

3.1.7. Nitrate

Nitrate for the environment is a less serious issue if present within the permissible
limits; however, if the nitrate concentration exceeds the limits, in association with other
factors, this leads to eutrophication [99]. The main sources of nitrate contamination are
the excessive use of nitrogen-based fertilizers, domestic effluents, and leaks from sewage
systems [100].

According to the WHO, nitrate levels should not exceed 10 mg/L; however, in the
study area, overall, 6% of samples exceeded the limits set by WHO. As shown in Figure 6,
over the whole study area, nitrate levels ranged from 2 mg/L to 18 mg/L.

3.1.8. Chloride

Chloride is present in relatively small amounts in water naturally [101]; however,
contamination from industrial and sewage effluents, leachate, and sedimentary rock dis-
solution can lead to a high concentration of chloride, which alters the taste of the water.
Although generally, it does not have adverse effects, it can adversely affect vulnerable
people [102].

The WHO admissible level of chloride in drinkable water is 250 mg/L. The results
from the study show that chloride levels within the study area ranged from 18 mg/L to
350 mg/L, and, as shown in Figure 6, Sargodha had the highest levels (350 mg/L).

3.1.9. Fluoride

Fluoride is a natural contaminant that occurs due to the weathering of rocks fol-
lowed by percolation into the groundwater. Non-natural sources, including pollution
from coal-burning industries released into the atmosphere, contribute to groundwater
contamination [103].

According to the WHO, fluoride levels should not exceed 1.5 mg/L. Our results show
that, within the study area, levels ranged from 0.1 mg/L to 2.08 mg/L, with, as shown in
Figure 6, some samples in Sarghoda exceeding the WHO limit.
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3.2. Heavy Metals
3.2.1. Arsenic

Arsenic is categorized as a hazardous metal. Water contamination due to arsenic is an
issue of concern, not only in Pakistan but all over the globe. Arsenic can enter the supply
due to anthropogenic activities, mainly the dumping of industrial effluents containing
toxic metals directly into water channels, and naturally, due to natural deposits of the
metal [104,105].

Heavy metal contamination emerged as a problem at the dawn of the Industrialization
Era. According to the WHO, arsenic levels must not exceed 10 mg/L. In our study, the
highest arsenic levels within the study area were observed in the Lahore division, and, as
shown in Figure 6, some areas of Sargodha and Faisalabad have heavy metal pollution.

3.2.2. Iron

Iron is found naturally and the concentration of iron is higher in groundwater than
in surface water. The sources of groundwater contamination are the weathering of rocks
bearing the metal, untreated industrial effluent, and leachate from landfills [106–108].
According to the WHO, iron levels should not exceed 0.3 mg/L. As shown in Figure 6, some
samples from Sarghoda exceed the permissible limit, showing a range of 0.2 mg/L–9 mg/L.

3.3. Microbiological

Drinking water contaminated with pathogens poses a serious threat to human health
as consuming pathogen-contaminated water causes several diseases including cholera,
typhoid, and fevers, as well as hepatitis and other chronic diseases [109]. Waterborne
diseases are the result of the consumption of fecally contaminated water. For water quality
assessment, microbial contamination is considered one of the most important parame-
ters [110].

3.3.1. Total Coliforms

Coliforms refer to the type of bacteria found in the environment that are Gram-negative
and rod-shaped but are not spore-forming. In water quality monitoring, the different types
of bacteria (total coliforms, fecal coliforms) are considered according to the level of risk
they represent [111]. Generally, the levels of total coliforms present in a water body indicate
how clean the water supply is. According to the standards set by the WHO for drinking,
no total coliform colonies must be detectable in any 100 mL sample of the water body [112].
Our analysis showed that the results for total coliforms are similar for all parts of the study
area, as shown in Figure 6.

The findings are strongly supported by the results of other studies [107,113,114]
for different cities of Punjab. The major sources of microbial contamination across the
study area are municipal effluents, improper solid waste management, and open septic
tanks [14,115].

3.3.2. E. coli

E. coli is the major indicator of fecal coliform contamination in water compared to other
members of the fecal group. The monitoring and assessment of water quality primarily
relies on the monitoring and assessment of E. coli levels. Some strains of this species can be
harmful while others are harmless [116]. According to the standards set by the WHO for
drinking, the total number of coliform colonies must be detectable in any 100 mL sample
of a water body [94]. Our analysis showed that E. coli levels are similar for all parts of
the study area, as shown in Figure 6. These findings are supported by the results of other
studies for different cities in Punjab Province.

The major sources of fecal contamination, in particular for E. coli, are waste effluents,
leaks from sewerage systems, and the improper laying of pipelines. Waste effluents are
responsible for most microbial contamination, not only in surface water but also in ground-
water. The major recharging sources of groundwater include rivers, canals, and streams.
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These become polluted with waste effluent and then percolate into the groundwater and
contaminate it with microbes. The Ravi River and Lahore Canal in Lahore, and Nullah Lai
in Rawalpindi, are mainly responsible for the observed groundwater pollution [117,118].

3.4. Irrigation Parameters

Irrigation mainly relies on the availability of the minerals found in groundwater and
many factors contribute to the ease of access to these minerals. The important parameters
in assessing this availability are electrical conductivity (EC), sodium adsorption ratio (SAR),
and residual sodium carbonate (RSC).

3.4.1. Electrical Conductivity (EC)

The electrical conductivity (EC) of water is measured in terms of the amount of soluble
salts in mg/L and is a measure of the salinity hazard. Some physical properties of the water
such as as odor and color are associated with EC levels [119]. In groundwater, elevated
levels of electrical conductivity are mainly due to the presence of sodium bicarbonate and
carbonate ions [120]. According to the standards, electrical conductivity levels should
not exceed 1500 mg/L, and for good crop yields, should approach 750 mg/L [121]. The
results of the study area show that electric conductivity levels ranged from 277 mg/L
to 5717 mg/L within the study area. As shown in Figure 6, the highest values were ob-
served in Sargodha and some parts of Lahore and Rawalpindi. The high electrical conduc-
tivity levels are due to contamination from industrial effluents and the excessive use of
fertilizers [122].

3.4.2. Sodium Adsorption Ratio (SAR)

The sodium adsorption ratio (SAR) is representative of the sodium (Na+)-to-calcium
(Ca+2) ratio. The SAR typically indicates the sodium hazard [123].

A suitable SAR value for irrigated water is 5 and SAR values for the groundwater
within the study area ranged from 0.22 to 5.8 [121]. The highest value observed was within
Sargodha (5.8).

3.4.3. Residual Sodium Carbonate (RSC)

The bicarbonate content in water is measured in terms of residual sodium carbonate.
A high concentration of bicarbonate increases the tendency of precipitation into the soil,
thus affecting crop yields [124]. According to the standards, the RSC should not exceed 2.5,
and for good crop yields should be less than 1.25.

RSC values for the groundwater within the study area ranged from 0.31 to 4.3, with,
as shown in Figure 6, the highest values being observed within Rawalpindi (4.3) and
Sargodha (5.8).

3.4.4. Comparison of GW Parameters with International Standards

For water quality assessment, 1094 data points were analyzed in the study area. The
data sets were then compared with World Health Organization (WHO) standards, as
shown in Table 4. Microbial contaminants were found to be the major contributor to
groundwater pollution with 27% and 19% of collected samples exceeding the threshold
limits for total coliforms and E. coli, respectively, followed by arsenic (9%), iron (7%), and
nitrate (6%) in the province as a whole, while at the division level, Lahore had arsenic levels
of 25% and microbial contamination levels of 31%. Most samples from Rawalpindi and
Gujranwala exceeded the standards. In terms of microbial contamination, Sargodha was the
most polluted zone in the study area. The observed microbial contamination levels (19%),
alongside the levels of heavy metals (9%), nitrates (10%), and hardness (12%) might be due
to the use of open septic tanks, poorly managed sewerage systems along the water supply
lines, and improper dumping of waste. The prevalence of microbial contaminants exceeding
WHO thresholds in the study area, particularly total coliforms and E. coli, underscores the
significance of microbiological pollution in groundwater. Specific divisions like Lahore,
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Rawalpindi, and Gujranwala demonstrate heightened levels of arsenic and microbial
contamination, possibly linked to local industrial or urban activities. The noteworthy
challenges observed in Sargodha, with elevated levels of microbial contaminants, heavy
metals, nitrates, and hardness, suggest potential issues stemming from inadequate waste
disposal practices and poorly managed sanitation systems. Addressing these localized
issues, such as improving waste management and upgrading sewage systems, is crucial for
the mitigation of groundwater contamination in these regions.

Table 4. Comparison of GW parameters with International Standards.

Parameters
WHO Percentage of Samples Exceeding the Limit

Standards Punjab Lahore Rawalpindi Gujranwala Sargodha Faisalabad

Turbidity 1 NTU 5 1 5 3 1 3
PH 6.5–8.5 9 5 7 9 2 8
TDS 1000 mg/L 3 2 2 0 8 3

T Hardness 120–180 mg/L 3 4 2 0 12 0
HCO3 500 mg/L 1 0 0 0 6 1

Ca 75 mg/L 2 9 1 1 2 0
Mg 50 mg/L 2 0 9 0 4 2
Cl 250 mg/L 6 0 0 0 7 1
F 1.5 mg/L 4 3 7 0 3 0

Iron 0.3 mg/L 7 8 8 3 9 3
NO3 50 mg/L 6 3 6 0 10 5
NO2 3 mg/L 1 0 0 0 0 3
As 10 mg/L 9 25 1 2 5 0

T. Coliform 0/100 mL 27 31 27 14 24 19
E. coli 0/100 mL 19 10 21 6 20 16

F. Coliform 0/100 mL 18 20 17 9 7 9

3.4.5. Relative Proportions of Parameters

As shown in Figure 7, the groundwater quality parameters were categorized into
different classes—physicochemical, ions and metals (further into the anions, cations), heavy
metals (Arsenic, Iron), and microbiology (total coliforms, fecal coliforms, E. coli)—to permit
a relative assessment.
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In the study area, in terms of physicochemical parameters (Figure 8a), the dominant
parameter is pH. In terms of ions and metals (Figure 8b), the relative proportions of the
parameters are calcium 28%, fluoride 21%, and Nitrate 14%. In terms of heavy metals
(Figure 8c), the proportions are arsenic 63% and iron 37%. In terms of microbial parameters
(Figure 8d), the proportions are E. coli 53%, total coliforms 35%, and fecal coliforms 12%.
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The dominance of pH in terms of physicochemical parameters highlights its significant
influence on water quality within the study area. In terms of ions and metals, calcium,
fluoride, and nitrate demonstrate considerable proportions, signifying their impact on
groundwater composition. Heavy metals, particularly arsenic and iron, exhibit a notable
dominance, suggesting a concerning prevalence of these contaminants. In terms of mi-
crobial parameters, E. coli dominates, followed by total coliforms and fecal coliforms,
indicating a substantial presence of these microorganisms in the sampled water sources.
These findings underscore the multifaceted nature of water quality issues, emphasizing the
need for comprehensive management strategies targeting a range of parameters to ensure
safe and clean groundwater.
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3.5. Water Quality Index

The water quality index was calculated for different groundwater quality parameters,
followed by the normalization of these selected parameters. The selected parameters were
categorized into positive and negative indicators, as shown in Table 5.

3.6. Determination of Weights
AHP Questionnaire

The AHP questionnaire prepared for the study was distributed to 25 individuals. All
the questionnaires were returned on time, and the respondents’ responses were tabulated
into Excel sheets. Next, their responses were transported into matrices and the relative
importance of the parameters for different criteria such as drinking and irrigation were
noted. The responses were computed to calculate the weights of individual parameters.
The majority of respondents gave greater weight to the levels of iron, TDS, fecal coliforms,
arsenic, and total coliforms; however, some gave greater weight to the levels of nitrate,
E. coli, and chloride. All other parameters were assigned broadly the same importance. The
highest weights were assigned to the levels of heavy metals, likely because heavy metal
contamination is increasing exponentially in urbanized areas.
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Table 5. Selected indicators and AHP weights.

Criteria Alternatives
Indicator

AHP Weight
Positive Negative

Drinking

Taste 0.010
Odor

√
0.010

Color
√

0.010
Turbidity

√
0.029

pH
√

0.040
TDS

√
0.057

Total hardness
√

0.050
HCO3

√
0.053

Ca
√

0.049
Mg

√
0.046

Cl
√

0.041
F

√
0.045

Iron
√

0.052
NO3

√
0.035

NO2
√

0.039
As

√
0.147

T. Coliform
√

0.073
Fecal coliform

√
0.099

E. coli
√

0.026
Water levels

√
0.074

Precipitation
√

0.015

Irrigation
SAR

√
0.258

EC
√

0.570
RSC

√
0.171

3.7. Groundwater Quality Assessment for Drinking Purpose

A total of 21 groundwater quality parameters were used to compute the final index
for drinking purposes using the Analytical Hierarchy Process. The water quality index
was computed for five divisions of Punjab Province. Using the computed indices, the
groundwater quality index was classified into five classes (excellent, good, medium, bad,
and very bad) as shown in Table 6 [70].

Table 6. Range of Water Quality Index specified for drinking purposes.

Index Category Rank Interpretation

0–50 Excellent Can be safely used.
50–100 Good Generally safe to use
100–120 Medium Can be used for drinking

120–150 Bad Proper treatment is required
before use

>150 Very Bad Unsuitable

The indices were evaluated for the five divisions. The values show that most areas
(38.54%) fell within class IV, while only a very small area (11.53%) reached class II. In the
study area, no area reached class I, the excellent category. As shown in Figure 9a, the highest
values for the index (i.e., lowest water quality) were found in Sargodha (122.99), Lahore
(122.925), and Rawalpindi (121.261) (Figure 9a,b). The distribution of index values across
the divisions reveals a concerning trend in which a significant portion of the study area
falls within class IV, indicating compromised groundwater quality. It is noteworthy that no
part of the studied regions reached class I (excellent), signaling the absence of areas with
optimal water quality. Sargodha, Lahore, and Rawalpindi show the highest index values
(lowest water quality), surpassing the other divisions, suggesting more pronounced water
quality issues in these regions. These findings underscore the urgency of implementing

RETRACTED



Water 2024, 16, 138 20 of 34

targeted interventions and stringent measures to improve groundwater quality, especially
in areas exhibiting higher index values, to ensure access to safe and potable water resources
for the communities residing in these regions.
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3.8. Ground Water Quality Assessment for Irritation Purposes

The WQI for irrigation was computed by using the irrigational parameters (EC, SAR,
RSC). Using the computed indices, the groundwater quality index was classified into four
classes (excellent, good, permissible, and unsuitable) [125] as shown in Table 7.

Table 7. Range of Water Quality Index specified for irrigation purposes.

Index Value Category Rank Interpretation

0–0.1 Excellent Can be safely used
0.1–0.2 Good Generally safe to use as irrigation water

0.20–0.30 Permissible Suitable for irrigation of plants with salt tolerance
>0.3 Unsuitable Not suitable for use as IW

The index value shows that most areas (69.18%) fell within class III, permissible, while
the remaining areas (30.82%) fell within class II, good. As shown in Figure 9b, the highest
index values (lowest water quality) were found for Rawalpindi (0.29), Lahore (0.28), and
Sargodha (0.21). The predominance of the permissible category (class III) in the index
distribution, encompassing a significant portion of the study area (69.18%), suggests a
moderate level of groundwater quality. However, it is encouraging to note that about 30.82%
of the region falls within the good category (class II), indicating relatively better water
quality in those parts. Rawalpindi, Lahore, and Sargodha exhibited the highest index values
(lowest water quality), implying areas with more pronounced water quality challenges
within the study. These findings highlight the need for strategic interventions to enhance
water quality across various divisions, particularly in regions where the index values
signify greater issues, aiming to elevate the overall groundwater quality for improved
public health and environmental wellbeing.

3.9. Impact of Urbanization and Industrialization on Water Quality

Unplanned urbanization and the conversion of agricultural land to industrial regions
are two of the major causes of water quality deterioration [126]. Punjab’s population is
increasing exponentially. Between 1951 and 2017, the population of Punjab quadrupled
from 20 million to 110.011 million [127]. The trend of migrating from rural areas to urban
for an improved livelihood and a better quality of life leads to the overexploitation of

RETRACTED



Water 2024, 16, 138 21 of 34

resources; and, as shown in Figure 10, comparing the land use/land cover map of the study
area with the water quality index map, it can be seen that groundwater quality index values
are indeed higher in urbanized areas (Figure 10).
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Lahore is the second largest metropolitan city of Punjab and has more serious drinking
water quality issues [93]. The water supply–demand chain is balanced by extracting the
groundwater at depths of 120–200 m for domestic as well as industrial purposes [128].
A groundwater stress zone has been created because of groundwater overexploitation,
while the recharging of resources is at a minimum. The aquifer of Lahore has been under
ongoing stress because of rising groundwater demand generated by the city’s accelerating
unplanned extension and declining aquifer recharge. In the previous 12–15 years, the
city’s size has nearly doubled. Due to land use changes, industrial growth, and continued
expansion, the deterioration of groundwater quality is continuously observed. The depth to
the aquifer around and under the city is ever-increasing, as can be seen from the increasing
depth of wells required in the quest for relatively good quality water extraction [129]. In
the case of Rawalpindi, since 2000, water needs have been solely met by the Rawal dam, the
catchment area of which has been affected by the rapid 85% increase in urbanization [128].
The unavoidable stress placed on the available groundwater resources of increasing demand
due to urban growth, a demand met in cities by using direct extraction of groundwater or
by extracting the water from a diversified network of canals, will instantly instigate farmers
to an equivalent overexploitation of groundwater resources. Under these circumstances,
ever-increasing population growth leads to an increase in the domestic water demand
affecting the agricultural sector’s water schedules [68].

The lack of availability within the study area of good-quality groundwater is serious.
There is a lack of proper management of the urbanized areas, monitoring of the resources,
and implementation of the developed policies.

3.10. Development of the Mitigation Strategies

Water pollution describes the contamination of water sources including surface and
groundwater [130]. The consumption of contaminated water leads to waterborne diseases.
Sources of contamination can be summarized as municipal effluent, industrial effluent
(heavy metals), and agricultural discharges (ions, salts, fertilizers). Groundwater contam-
ination is a rising problem not only in Pakistan but all over the globe. The remediation
of natural resources is crucial in the developing era to protect water resources. To formu-
late suitable strategies, a complete understanding of the physical, chemical, heavy metal,
and microbiological parameters and the processes that affect the contaminant behavior
are required. Mitigation approaches to restore the water to its natural condition can be
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achieved in two practical ways: (1) treat the water to reduce the concentration of chemical
contamination below WHO limits, and (2) avoid chemical contamination by adopting
different measures to control pollution.

3.10.1. Avoid Chemical Contamination by Adopting Different Measures to Control Pollution

The best way to control pollution is to control it at source. Control measures are devised
based on the processes that are deteriorating the natural resources and the scenarios that can
remediate the consequences of those hazardous activities (industrial effluents, agricultural
run-off, and municipal and domestic wastes). As a first stage, the source of contamination
should be identified at the point at which it occurs

Scenario-I (Variations in Microbiological Parameters)

Microbial contamination is a rising problem in the study area, as it was found to be the
major contributor (27%) to groundwater pollution. There is a pressing need to control this
pollutant as drinking water contamination with pathogens poses serious threats to human
health and consuming pathogen-contaminated water causes several diseases including
cholera, typhoid, and fevers, as well as hepatitis and other chronic diseases [131–138].

By considering the sources of microbial contamination, the microbes polluting ground-
water can be controlled. The major sources of microbial contamination across the study area
are municipal effluent, improper solid waste management, and open septic tanks [14,115,139].
In terms of fecal contamination, in particular, E. coli the sources are waste effluent, leaks
from sewerage systems, and the improper laying of pipelines. Waste effluent is responsible
for most of the microbial contamination not only of surface water but also of groundwa-
ter [132,140,141]. The Ravi River and Lahore Canel in Lahore and Nullah Lai in Rawalpindi
are the main sources of groundwater pollution [118,132]. Possible control measures include:

i. Provide proper monitoring of the industry’s effluent discharge points;
ii. Discharging wastewater only after a sequence of treatments;
iii. Equipping urban areas with treatment plants;
iv. Regular monitoring of the sewerage system;
v. Avoiding open septic tanks and their direct disposal in the open channels;
vi. Regularly monitoring the quality of pipelines;
vii. Laying water supply lines away from sewerage systems;
viii. Ensuring a large distance between landfills and domestic wells.

By adopting the measures above, and combining them with artificial recharging, three
scenarios are devised to interpret the impact of these measures on the remediation of
the groundwater in the contaminated regions of the study area. Figure 11a shows the
impact on polluted areas of a 10% reduction in pollution with a 5% recharging of aquifers,
Figure 11b the impact of a 20% reduction with 10% recharging, and Figure 11c the impact
of a 30% reduction with 15% recharging. As can be seen, the latter treatment produces
comparatively prominent results in Lahore, Rawalpindi, and Sargodha.

Scenario-II (Variations in Heavy Metal Parameters)

Heavy metal contamination is a prominent issue for the protection of groundwater in
different zones of the study area including industrial, agricultural, and urbanized regions.
The major contaminants within the study area are arsenic and iron, and the results show
that Lahore, Faisalabad, and Sargodha are polluted with heavy metals.

Arsenic can enter the water supply due to anthropogenic activities, mainly the dump-
ing of industrial effluents containing toxic metals directly into water channels, or due to
natural processes affecting natural deposits of the metal [104,105]; while the sources of
groundwater contamination due to iron are the weathering of rocks bearing the metal,
untreated industrial effluent, and leachate from landfills [106–108]. Based on the sources
of contamination identified by researchers, control measures should be devised and im-
mediately implemented for the protection and minimization of groundwater resource
pollution [142–144]. Possible control measures include:
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I. Providing proper monitoring of the industry’s effluent discharge points;
II. Restricting industry near any water supply line;
III. Only discharging wastewater after a sequence of treatments;
IV. Ensuring a large distance between landfills and domestic wells.
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By adopting these measures and combining them with artificial recharging, three
scenarios are generated to interpret the impact of these measures on the remediation of the
groundwater in the contaminated regions of the study area. Figure 12a shows the impact on
the polluted areas of a 10% reduction in heavy metal contamination with a 5% recharging of
the aquifers, Figure 12b the impact of a 20% reduction with 10% recharging, and Figure 12c
the impact of a 30% reduction with 15% recharging. As can be seen, the latter treatment
produces comparatively prominent results in Lahore, Rawalpindi, and Sargodha.

Scenario-III (Variations in Chemical Parameters)

The ions including cations and anions naturally present in groundwater determine
the chemistry of the groundwater. These ions include cations such as calcium (Ca+2) and
magnesium (Mg+2) and anions such as chloride (Cl−), fluoride (F−), nitrate (NO3

−1), and
nitrite (NO2), total hardness (carbonates), and bicarbonate (HCO3

−), and water quality is
usually evaluated on the basis of these ions. The results of this study show that within the
study area, the ions that are deteriorating groundwater quality in major parts of Sargodha,
Lahore, and Rawalpindi include nitrate, fluoride, and hardness.

The main sources of the contamination are the excessive use of nitrogen-based fertiliz-
ers, domestic effluent, and leaks from sewage systems [100]. According to researchers, the
major sources of fluoride are industrial waste and the leaching of rocks [64,103]. Based on
the sources of ion contamination established by researchers, control measures should be de-
vised and immediately implemented for the protection and minimization of groundwater
resource pollution [145–147]. Possible control measures include:

I. Decreasing the use of nitrogen-based fertilizers by 10% to 20%;
II. Keeping drains isolated from the areas heavy in ions;
III. Providing highly contaminated areas with wastewater collection and treatment plants;
IV. Lining drainage channels to prevent seepage from drains into GW.
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By adopting these measures and combining them with artificial recharging, three
scenarios are generated to interpret the impact on the contaminated regions within the study
area of remediation of the groundwater. Figure 13a shows the impact of a 10% reduction in
contamination with a 5% recharging of the aquifers, Figure 13b the impact of a 20% reduction
with 10% recharging, and Figure 13c a 30% reduction with 15% recharging. As can be
seen, the latter treatment produces comparatively prominent results in Lahore, Rawalpindi,
and Sargodha.

3.10.2. Treatment of Water to Reduce the Levels of Chemical Contamination

The most primitive tool for controlling the pollution caused by different types of
pollutants in wastewater treatment is treatment to reduce the levels of chemical contamina-
tion. This not only treats the wastewater but also improves the ecological aspects of the
environment and conserves natural resources [148–150]. In Pakistan, wastewater treatment
is struggling to keep up with the rate at which the problem of pollution is increasing.
Domestic and fecal wastes are directly discharged into watercourses, internal septic tanks,
and open fields. While a few cities, for example, Karachi and Islamabad, have implanted
wastewater treatment plants (biological) for municipal waste, municipal wastewater is
usually not treated [151–153]. The pollution caused by industrial effluent is the main
problem and is still uncontrolled.

After control at the source, the next challenge is the removal of the contaminants.
Different scenarios are generated based on the water treatment approaches taking note
of the literature, as shown in Table 8, for the major pollutants (arsenic, microbiological
contamination, nitrate). The efficiencies of these scenarios as well as their impact on the
final index of each polluted region of the study area are then evaluated.
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Table 8. Wastewater treatment processes.

Process Parameter Percentage Source

Primary treatment TDS 40–60% Al-Rekabi et al. [133]
Zhou et al. [134]Bacterial loadings 40–60%

Secondary treatment
TDS 65–80% Al-Rekabi et al., Zhou et al.,

Monteiro et al. [133–135]Bacterial loadings 80–90%
Hardness 45–55%

Tertiary treatment Arsenic >95% Awual et al. [136]
Valero et al. [137]

Nitrate 75–86% Seenivasagan et al. [138]

Scenario-I (Primary Treatment)

In scenario I, the treatment of the wastewater in the primary stage is evaluated. As
Figure 14 shows, the primary treatment is only efficient for removing the total dissolved
solids (TDS) and bacterial loading. Three stages with different levels of treatment, as shown
in Table 9, are established. Figure 14a shows the results with a 40% reduction in the total
dissolved solids (TDS) and bacterial loadings by wastewater treatment, Figure 14b the
results with a 50% reduction in the total dissolved solids (TDS) and bacterial loadings,
and Figure 14c a reduction in both pollutants by 60%. The latter treatment produces com-
parable results in Lahore, Sargodha, and some areas of Rawalpindi. The impact of these
three treatments on the computed indices is shown in Table 9. The results demonstrate
the moderate efficacy of primary wastewater treatment in reducing TDS and bacterial
loading, showcasing its initial impact on water quality improvement. However, the rela-
tively limited reduction in pollutants, especially in highly polluted zones like Lahore and
Sargodha, underscores the necessity of more advanced treatment stages for substantial
environmental management progress. Incorporating these findings into environmental
strategies highlights the need for comprehensive and multistage treatment approaches to
effectively address groundwater pollution and ensure sustainable environmental health.
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Table 9. Impacts of Primary Wastewater Treatment Scenarios on Water Quality Index.

Areas

Scenarios
Primary

Treatment
Secondary
Treatment

Tertiary
Treatment

S1 S2 S3 S1 S2 S1 S2

Lahore 121.77 121.43 120.94 120.99 120.43 120.13 119.96
Sargodha 122.86 122.75 121.72 121.48 120.99 120.50 119.12

Gujranwala 106.23 106.19 105.14 106.08 106.04 105.73 105.30
Rawalpindi 121.05 120.94 120.80 120.70 120.70 119.99 119.92
Faisalabad 113.80 113.64 112.32 113.70 112.88 113.00 112.19

Scenario-II (Secondary Treatment)

In this scenario, the impact of secondary treatment of wastewater is evaluated. Two
stages with different levels of treatment, as shown in Table 9, are established. Figure 15a
shows the results of a 65% reduction in the total dissolved solids (TDS), an 80% reduc-
tion in bacterial loadings, and a 45% reduction in hardness by wastewater treatment, and
Figure 15b the impact of an 80% reduction in the total dissolved solids (TDS), a 90% re-
duction in bacterial loadings, and a 55% in hardness. The impact of the reduction in these
pollutants after wastewater treatment shows comparable results in the contaminated parts
of Lahore, Sargodha, and some areas of Rawalpindi. The impact of these two scenar-
ios on the computed indices is shown in Table 9. The results, demonstrating significant
reductions in pollutants, including TDS, bacterial loadings, and hardness, through sec-
ondary wastewater treatment spotlight its effectiveness in improving water quality. These
outcomes emphasize the critical role of advanced treatment stages in mitigating groundwa-
ter pollution, particularly in areas like Lahore and Sargodha, underscoring the necessity
of integrating these treatments within environmental management strategies to ensure
sustainable water resources and environmental health.

RETRACTED



Water 2024, 16, 138 27 of 34Water 2024, 16, x FOR PEER REVIEW 28 of 35 
 

 

 
Figure 15. (a,b) Scenario-II (Secondary treatment). 

Scenario-III (Tertiary Treatment) 
In this scenario, the tertiary treatment of wastewater is evaluated. Figure 16a shows 

the impact of a 90% reduction in arsenic and a 75% reduction in the other main pollutant, 
nitrate, after wastewater treatment, and Figure 16b the impact of a 95% reduction in arse-
nic and a 45% reduction in nitrate. The results shown in Table 9 show that tertiary treat-
ment improved the quality of water in the study area by 41%. The findings, illustrating 
substantial reductions in major pollutants through tertiary wastewater treatment, such as 
a 90% decrease in arsenic and a 75% reduction in nitrate, underscore the significant effi-
cacy of this treatment stage in improving water quality. These results offer critical insights 
for environmental management strategies. They emphasize the pivotal role of advanced 
treatment processes in mitigating groundwater pollution, advocating for the implemen-
tation and prioritization of such treatments in broader environmental management frame-
works to safeguard water resources and public health. 

 
Figure 16. (a,b) Scenario-III (Tertiary treatment). 

4. Conclusions 
The findings of this study reveal a critical concern regarding groundwater pollution, 

prominently attributed to microbial contaminants surpassing acceptable thresholds. An 
alarming 27% and 19% of samples exhibited excessive levels of total coliforms and E. coli, 

Figure 15. (a,b) Scenario-II (Secondary treatment).

Scenario-III (Tertiary Treatment)

In this scenario, the tertiary treatment of wastewater is evaluated. Figure 16a shows
the impact of a 90% reduction in arsenic and a 75% reduction in the other main pollutant,
nitrate, after wastewater treatment, and Figure 16b the impact of a 95% reduction in arsenic
and a 45% reduction in nitrate. The results shown in Table 9 show that tertiary treatment
improved the quality of water in the study area by 41%. The findings, illustrating sub-
stantial reductions in major pollutants through tertiary wastewater treatment, such as a
90% decrease in arsenic and a 75% reduction in nitrate, underscore the significant efficacy
of this treatment stage in improving water quality. These results offer critical insights for
environmental management strategies. They emphasize the pivotal role of advanced treat-
ment processes in mitigating groundwater pollution, advocating for the implementation
and prioritization of such treatments in broader environmental management frameworks
to safeguard water resources and public health.
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4. Conclusions

The findings of this study reveal a critical concern regarding groundwater pollution,
prominently attributed to microbial contaminants surpassing acceptable thresholds. An
alarming 27% and 19% of samples exhibited excessive levels of total coliforms and E. coli,
respectively, significantly breaching safety standards. Additionally, concerning levels of
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arsenic (9%), iron (7%), and nitrate (6%) further accentuate the multifaceted pollution
affecting groundwater quality. This analysis, relying on the Water Quality Index (WQI),
vividly delineates the dire situation, indicating that water in 38% of the study area is unfit
for drinking purposes, with a mere 11% meeting the requisite standards. The distressing
revelation that in specific divisions—Sargodha, Sheikhupura, Faisalabad, Chiniot, and
Rawalpindi—water quality falls significantly below WHO standards highlights the urgent
need for remedial actions to ensure safe drinking water.

The identified pollution sources vary across divisions, with each division grappling
with distinct challenges. Sargodha contends with elevated TDS, hardness, nitrate, and
chloride levels, while Lahore faces arsenic, TDS, and nitrate issues. Notably, microbial
contamination emerges as a pervasive challenge across all divisions. Furthermore, the
study illuminates the pivotal role of urbanization-induced land use and land cover changes
in exacerbating groundwater quality depletion, notably in urbanized regions.

Despite the comprehensive analysis, the study acknowledges certain limitations that
warrant consideration. The reliance on available data might have led to certain pollutant
sources being overlooked, potentially underestimating their impact on groundwater quality.
Moreover, uncertainties persist in modeling and extrapolating findings across the entire
area, possibly introducing inaccuracies.

Addressing the identified challenges necessitates a strategic approach and stringent
action plans. The proposed mitigation strategies center on eradicating heavy metals and
microbial pollution. This demands heightened government interventions, fortifying exist-
ing strategies, and ensuring the provision of safe water. Integrating the generated maps
into environmental protection initiatives and groundwater safeguarding measures will
enhance decision-making processes and policy implementations. Looking ahead, future
research endeavors must delve deeper into identifying and assessing additional pollutant
sources to ensure sustainable groundwater quality. Collaborative efforts and innovative
methodologies will be pivotal in addressing these concerns and safeguarding precious
groundwater resources for future generations.
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