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The variation in rainfall in the Llobregat River basin (Barcelona, Spain) and its cyclicality has been
studied previously, but not the influence of rain on turbidity. For the first time, the potential correlation
between the two variables was evaluated, using a long time series of over 200,000 records from 1995
to 2020. On most days the turbidity was less than 100 NTU, surpassing 500 NTU only on very few days
(approx. 5%).  The significant linear correlation between rain and turbidity indicates a relationship
between  both  variables,  although  of  low  magnitude.  Turbidity  oscillations  were  also  observed
according to the season and year. The time series analysis of data from 39 meteorological stations in
the river basin revealed that turbidity can be explained by the rainfall of the previous 1-4 days (1 day
maximum).
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INTRODUCTION

Mediterranean rivers are characterized by irregularity of flow, extreme hydrological fluctuations, and
a profound transformation arising from human activity (Estrany et al., 2010). Of the many parameters
measured in  river  water,  turbidity  stands out  for  the complexity of its  relationships  with physical-
chemical, microbiological or ecological parameters. 

Turbidity  is  an  optical  determination  of  water  clarity.  Suspended  solids  and  dissolved  colored
material  reduce  water  clarity  by  creating  an  opaque,  hazy,  or  muddy  appearance.  Turbidity
measurements are often used as an indicator of water quality,  based on clarity, and estimated total
suspended solids in water (Fondriest Environmental, 2014).

High turbidity in source water is a problem for the purification and disinfection of drinking water,
leading to  higher  costs  and  often  temporary  closure  of  treatment  plants  (Sabater  et  al.,  2012).  In
industrial processes, turbidity can contribute to clogged tanks and pipes. The particles can also scour
machines, potentially damaging them (WHO, n.d.).

Therefore, knowledge of turbidity behavior in rivers can improve water management efficiency.
Suspended solids can be comprised of organic and inorganic materials such as sediment, algae, and
other contaminants. However, specific factors can affect turbidity levels in a body of water, such as
water  flow,  point  source  pollution,  land  use  and  resuspension  (Fondriest  Environmental,  2014).
Rainfall, the source of the river water, is another factor, especially when the climate is unpredictable, as
occurs in the Mediterranean.

The issue of climate is currently of special interest, as climate-related problems are expected to
decrease the future quality of life of the world population. The city of Barcelona, highly dependent on
an already stretched water supply, is not exempt from these problems and therefore, in a context of
climate change, the study of how source water quality is related to meteorological variables becomes
even more important (Sabater et al., 2012). Previous studies have been carried out on the variation of
rainfall in the Llobregat River basin and its cyclicality, but not on rain-associated patterns of turbidity;
see,  for  example,  “Forecasting  Local  Daily  Precipitation  Patterns  in  a  Climate  Change  Scenario”
(Abaurrea and Asín, 2005).

In this study, we focused on some climatic variables and analyzed their behavior and interaction.
Variables such as temperature and precipitation refer to the city of Barcelona, whereas stream flow
refers to the Llobregat River, which partly supplies the city’s water. It is of great importance to foresee
how climate change will affect the Mediterranean region, which includes, on a local level, the flow of
the Llobregat River (Lopez et al., 2019; X Jiménez-Albán, 2019).

Barcelona has a Mediterranean climate characterized by relatively wet and mild winters, and dry
summers. The rainiest seasons are autumn, spring, and winter. The highest temperatures coincide with
the three to five months of aridity in the summer, when the area is under the influence of a subtropical
anticyclone. There are few days with extreme temperatures, cold or hot, so the maximum and minimum
annual averages in Barcelona are moderate, typical of a mild Mediterranean climate (X Jiménez-Albán,
2019; Sabater el al, 2014). 

The average annual number of rainy days is 90. However, it is important to clarify that rain rarely
lasts for an entire day, and a completely overcast sky is less common than in a continental climate;
several consecutive days of rain are also unusual. Summer storms can be strong, but tend to be short,
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the clouds quickly giving way to clear skies. Snow in Barcelona is a highly exceptional event.  The
climatic projection for the next years up to 2100 indicate that the river flow will not decrease but the
rain regime will change and become more irregular (X Jiménez-Albán, 2019).

DESCRIPTION OF TIME SERIES

A time series of data was provided by the staff of the drinking water treatment plant (DWTP) of Sant
Joan  Despí  (Barcelona),  and  consists  of  the  hourly  turbidity  (NFU) measured  at  regular  intervals
(hours) by means of an automatic turbidity sensor in the collection of water from the Llobregat River.
Turbidity values are validated by plant technicians and stored in a computer system. More than 222,768
hourly turbidity data have been collected and aggregated daily using their mean.

Another data series was obtained from the network of 39 automatic meteorological stations of the
Meteorological Service of Catalonia (METEOCAT) located in the river basin (CE,  CL, CN,  CR,  D2,
D3, DI,  H1, MQ,  MS, MV,  MW, R1,  U3, U4,  UF,  UG,  UI,  V5,  VO,  VP,  VT, VU, VV,   W4,
WM, WN,  WP,  WV,  WW,WY,  XA,  XB,  XC,  XF,  XL,  XT,  Y9, Z8), which measure the amount of
rain at regular intervals. Accumulated precipitation was calculated from historical data from 1995 to
2020, and linked to the historical series of turbidity values taken at the nearest hour.

Figure 1: METEOCAT stations in the Llobregat River basin (from Google maps)

The generated database was verified, and the last observation carried forward method was used to
impute any missing data, obtaining a reasonably stable time series for this research work. Values  of
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accumulated rain and turbidity were added daily for 9,282 days, although the turbidity data do not
begin until 1997 (see Figure 2).

 

Figure 2: Time representation of accumulated precipitation (mm, red color) and turbidity (NFU, blue
color) in the study period 1995-2020.

Looking  at  Figure  2,  which  jointly  depicts  the  daily  time  series  of  turbidity  and  accumulated
precipitation, it is very hard to spot a pattern of behavior linking the two variables. We therefore carried
out a descriptive analysis of the data in search of a relationship or trend that may explain the turbidity
behavior of the river and consequently the need for purification of water for consumption.

The main objective of this study was to describe the stored and revised time series, and then identify
any association between the precipitation measured by the meteorological stations with the turbidity of
river water, looking for possible patterns or trends over time.

METHODOLOGY

The usual methodology for the description and study of time series was used (Wilks, 2011; Jimenez-
Alban,  2020).  For  the  descriptive  part,  methods  included  frequency  histograms,  and  boxplot
representations by year and month.

To correlate the rain and turbidity series, Pearson’s correlation was applied, as well as the logarithmic
transformation of turbidity with accumulated precipitation.  The estimation of the correlation has been
complemented with its statistical test. A cross-correlation function (CCF) was used to assess whether
there was a pattern of relationship between rainfall before the turbidity value and the turbidity. An
additive model was also applied to study the episodes of high turbidity in the DWTP and identify if
there was a trend over time.
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The chi-square statistical test has been used to compare proportions, for example when comparing
different events of interest between days.

A significance level of 0.05 has been considered in the different statistical  contrasts carried out.
Different libraries of software R version 3.6.1 were used to carry out the analyses in this study.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Once the long time series were processed and refined, the statistical methodology mentioned above
was applied and the following results were obtained.

Descriptive study of the time series of accumulated rain and turbidity from 1995 to 2020

Figure 3 shows a frequency histogram representing the observed turbidity distribution, truncated to
500 NTU. Values >500 NTU represent less than 5% of the total. It can be seen that the turbidity was
less than 100 NTU on most days, rarely surpassing 500 NTU, a high threshold value used in water
purification. 

Figure 3: Histogram of daily turbidity (NFU) in the time series 1995-2020 (truncated to 500 NTU)

The turbidity and rainfall data are presented in a series of boxplots, showing the annual and monthly
variations of turbidity (Figures 4 and 5, respectively) and precipitation (Figures 6 and 7, respectively).
It can be seen that rainfall fluctuates considerably, peaking in the spring and autumn months. Turbidity
increases in autumn, and was particularly variable in 2018, which was an unusually rainy year (Figure
6).
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Figure 4: Boxplot of daily turbidity (NFU) by year in the time series 1995-2020

Figure 5: Boxplot of daily turbidity (NFU) by month in the time series 1995-2020

Figure 6: Boxplot of daily turbidity (NFU) by year in the time series 1995-2020
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Figure 7: Boxplot of daily turbidity (NFU) by year in the time series 1995-2020

Correlation between the variables of average accumulated rainfall and average daily turbidity

A scatterplot (Figure 8) depicting the relationship between the daily accumulated rain and turbidity
reveals a correlation index value that is low (r = 0.34) but significant (p<0.001), which indicates that a
relationship exists between the two variables.

Figure 8:  Scatterplot depicting the relationship between the daily accumulated rain and turbidity (R=
correlation)
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Autocorrelation between turbidity and cross-correlation function (CCF)

Using a CCF (Figure 9),  it  was found that  the turbidity  can be explained by the rainfall  in the
previous 1-4 days (1 day maximum). An explanation is that recent rain collects in the river before it
reaches the point where the turbidity is observed (see Figure 1).

Figure 9: Cross-correlation between daily turbidity (NFU) by year in the time series 1995-2020

Trend in the number of high turbidity episodes (>500 NTU)

In the analyzed time series, out of a total of 9,282 days, 451 (4.9 %) had a turbidity greater than 500
NTU (Table 1).

Table 1: Number of days with turbidity > 500 NTU

         Frequency Percent    Cum. percent

 T<=500            8831    95.1         95.1

 T>500             451     4.9         100.0

 Total         9282   100.0         100.0

A chi-square test revealed that the number of days with exceptionally high turbidity differed by year
(p-value <2.2e-16). Thus, 2008, 2014 and 2018 featured about 29-30 episodes of turbidity > 500 NTU,
whereas 2001 and 2019 only had 12 days (Table 2 and Figure 10). 
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Table 2: Days with turbidity > 500 (T) NTU per year

  YR T<=500    T>500 YR  T<=500 T>500

   1999 345  20 2009 345  20
   2000 352  14 2010 346  19
   2012 347  19  2011 336  29
   2013 345  20  2012 347  19
   2001 353  12 2013 345  20
   2002 351  14 2014 336  29
   2003 339  26 2015 351  14
   2004 344  22 2016 345  21
   2005 337  28 2017 354  11
   2006 345  20 2018 336  29
   2007 346  19 2019 353  12
   2008 336  30
    

Additionally, months 9 and 10 were detected to have significantly more days of high turbidity than
the other months (p <0.05).

To determine if there was a trend in the number of days / year with turbidity > 500 NTU, an analysis
based on a time series decomposition method was performed (Figure 11), but no pattern was discerned,
perhaps because the series is not long enough.

Figure 10: Days with > 500 NTU (turbidity) by year in the time series 1995-2020
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We can see from the time graph (Figure 11) that this time series could probably be described using an
additive model, as the random fluctuations in the data are reasonably constant in size over time. A non-
seasonal time series consists of a trend component and an irregular component, which can be separated
by estimation. To estimate the trend component of a non-seasonal time series that can be described
using an additive model, it is common to apply a smoothing method, such as calculating the simple
moving average of the time series. To estimate the trend component more accurately, the data can be
smoothed with a simple moving average of a higher order, which requires some trial and error to find
the correct amount of smoothing. The result of decomposition using a simple moving average of order
6 can be seen in Figure 11.

Figure 11: Simple moving average of order 6 for time series of days with > 500 NTU (turbidity) by
year (X=years 1995-2020, Y=days with > 500 NTU (turbidity) decomposed)

In Figure 11, a differential behavior can be detected before and after 2000 (year 10). In the period
leading up to 2000, the number of high turbidity episodes seems to increase, whereas they decrease
between 2000 and 2020. However, there are too few data to capture a clear trend.

CONCLUSIONS

This study represents the first attempt to measure the relationship between rainfall and turbidity in
the Llobregat River, which was permitted by the availability of a long time series of data, consisting of
more than 200,000 records from 1995 to 2020. 

Turbidity is a variable of great importance, as it is an indicator of the state of the river and can affect
the amount of water available for consumption.

On  most  days,  the  turbidity  was  less  than  100  NTU,  reaching  more  than  500  NTU  only  on
exceptional  days  (approx.  5%).  A significant  linear  correlation  was  observed  between  rain  and
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turbidity,  which  indicates  that  a  relationship  exists  between  the  two  variables,  although  of  little
magnitude.

Rainfall  in  the  area  undergoes  considerable  fluctuations,  with  peaks  in  the  spring  and  autumn
months,  whereas turbidity shows a notable increase  in the autumn. Turbidity was more variable in
2018, which was a particularly rainy year.

Although the relationship between rainfall and turbidity is complex, the analysis of the time series
revealed that turbidity can be explained by the rain of the  previous 1-4 days (1 day maximum), as
recorded in 39 meteorological stations of the Llobregat River basin.  

No trend was detected in the number of days with high turbidity per year, perhaps because the series
are not long enough.

The study provides useful  data about the behavior  of the Llobregat river,  which can be used to
optimize the management of water supply and other activities. 
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	Figure 8: Scatterplot depicting the relationship between the daily accumulated rain and turbidity (R= correlation)
	Autocorrelation between turbidity and cross-correlation function (CCF)
	Using a CCF (Figure 9), it was found that the turbidity can be explained by the rainfall in the previous 1-4 days (1 day maximum). An explanation is that recent rain collects in the river before it reaches the point where the turbidity is observed (see Figure 1).
	
	Figure 9: Cross-correlation between daily turbidity (NFU) by year in the time series 1995-2020
	Trend in the number of high turbidity episodes (>500 NTU)
	In the analyzed time series, out of a total of 9,282 days, 451 (4.9 %) had a turbidity greater than 500 NTU (Table 1).
	Table 1: Number of days with turbidity > 500 NTU
	Frequency Percent Cum. percent
	T<=500 8831 95.1 95.1
	T>500 451 4.9 100.0
	Total 9282 100.0 100.0
	A chi-square test revealed that the number of days with exceptionally high turbidity differed by year (p-value <2.2e-16). Thus, 2008, 2014 and 2018 featured about 29-30 episodes of turbidity > 500 NTU, whereas 2001 and 2019 only had 12 days (Table 2 and Figure 10).
	Table 2: Days with turbidity > 500 (T) NTU per year
	YR T<=500 T>500 YR T<=500 T>500
	1999 345 20 2009 345 20
	2000 352 14 2010 346 19
	2012 347 19 2011 336 29
	2013 345 20 2012 347 19
	2001 353 12 2013 345 20
	2002 351 14 2014 336 29
	2003 339 26 2015 351 14
	2004 344 22 2016 345 21
	2005 337 28 2017 354 11
	2006 345 20 2018 336 29
	2007 346 19 2019 353 12
	2008 336 30
	
	Additionally, months 9 and 10 were detected to have significantly more days of high turbidity than the other months (p <0.05).
	To determine if there was a trend in the number of days / year with turbidity > 500 NTU, an analysis based on a time series decomposition method was performed (Figure 11), but no pattern was discerned, perhaps because the series is not long enough.
	
	Figure 10: Days with > 500 NTU (turbidity) by year in the time series 1995-2020
	We can see from the time graph (Figure 11) that this time series could probably be described using an additive model, as the random fluctuations in the data are reasonably constant in size over time. A non-seasonal time series consists of a trend component and an irregular component, which can be separated by estimation. To estimate the trend component of a non-seasonal time series that can be described using an additive model, it is common to apply a smoothing method, such as calculating the simple moving average of the time series. To estimate the trend component more accurately, the data can be smoothed with a simple moving average of a higher order, which requires some trial and error to find the correct amount of smoothing. The result of decomposition using a simple moving average of order 6 can be seen in Figure 11.
	Figure 11: Simple moving average of order 6 for time series of days with > 500 NTU (turbidity) by year (X=years 1995-2020, Y=days with > 500 NTU (turbidity) decomposed)
	In Figure 11, a differential behavior can be detected before and after 2000 (year 10). In the period leading up to 2000, the number of high turbidity episodes seems to increase, whereas they decrease between 2000 and 2020. However, there are too few data to capture a clear trend.
	CONCLUSIONS
	This study represents the first attempt to measure the relationship between rainfall and turbidity in the Llobregat River, which was permitted by the availability of a long time series of data, consisting of more than 200,000 records from 1995 to 2020.
	Turbidity is a variable of great importance, as it is an indicator of the state of the river and can affect the amount of water available for consumption.
	On most days, the turbidity was less than 100 NTU, reaching more than 500 NTU only on exceptional days (approx. 5%). A significant linear correlation was observed between rain and turbidity, which indicates that a relationship exists between the two variables, although of little magnitude.
	Rainfall in the area undergoes considerable fluctuations, with peaks in the spring and autumn months, whereas turbidity shows a notable increase in the autumn. Turbidity was more variable in 2018, which was a particularly rainy year.
	Although the relationship between rainfall and turbidity is complex, the analysis of the time series revealed that turbidity can be explained by the rain of the previous 1-4 days (1 day maximum), as recorded in 39 meteorological stations of the Llobregat River basin.
	No trend was detected in the number of days with high turbidity per year, perhaps because the series are not long enough.
	The study provides useful data about the behavior of the Llobregat river, which can be used to optimize the management of water supply and other activities.
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