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Abstract: Water quality index (WQI) is the primary method applied to characterize water quality
in the world. The current study employed the statistical analysis and multilayer perceptron (MLP)
approaches for predicting groundwater quality in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer, northeast of Al Hoceima,
Morocco. Fifty sampled groundwater were identified and analyzed for major anions and cations
throughout May 2019. Several physicochemical parameters of all the samples were identified in
this investigation, such as TDS, pH, EC, Na, K, Ca, Mg, HCOj3, NOj3, Br, SO4, and Cl. The entropy-
weighted groundwater quality index (EWQI) was calculated from these parameters. The WQI
procedure determined the suitability of groundwater for consumption. The WQI value varied
from 90.98 to 337.28. The EC, TDS, WQ), and CI~ spatial distribution showed that EC and C1~ are
associated with poor groundwater quality. A single sample (W16) represented unsuitable water for
drinking purposes and offered a WQI value of 337.28, indicating poor drinking quality due to seawater
intrusion, overexploitation, and harsh weather conditions. The majority of the values obtained for the
parameters exceeded the recommended limit of the World Health Organization (WHO)'s guidelines
for consumption. The findings show that using parameters is a straightforward method for predicting
water quality indexes with sufficient and suitable precision. The MLP model shows good predictive
performances in terms of the coefficient of determination R?, mean absolute error (MAE), and root-
mean-square error (RMSE) with values of 0.9885, 5.8031, and 4.7211, respectively. The ANN approach
was applied to develop a model that can accurately predict WQI utilizing mineralization, TH, NO3,
and NO2 as inputs. The MAE for the model’s performance was calculated to be 4.72. A Bland-Altman
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test was used to validate that the model is suitable. Following the test, it was determined that the
model is appropriate for predicting WQI, with an error of just 0.1%.

Keywords: groundwater quality; prediction; water quality index; Ghiss-Nekkor; WHO; artificial
neural network

1. Introduction

Groundwater is a significant source of drinking water for the benefit of people around
the world; it also meets a substantial portion of agricultural and domestic demand [1].
Water quality is determined by biological and physico-chemical parameters [2]. These
variables are essential to evaluate water quality, including for potable water, before using it,
for numerous reasons. Although human influences exist in many nations, water quality
is a sensitive and critical issue. Water quality is intimately tied to human health; thus,
water is exposed to gradual and severe contamination, so it is also necessary to investi-
gate wastewater quality before discharge and to establish a cost-effective technology of
controlling and preventing groundwater pollution [3-5]. Consequently, monitoring water
characteristics to maintain water quality is critical [6]. In addition, pollution is caused by
human activities, leading to a decrease in the quality of groundwater and its use as well
as the water quality and water quantity of groundwater in recent decades [7-11]. For the
efficient management and planning of groundwater resources, groundwater vulnerability
assessment is critical [12].

Across many circumstances, using this approach enables the appropriate identification
of contaminated sites and may be required for legal-compliance checks. At present, water
quality management is highlighted as a significant and significant challenge, particularly
the identification of point and non-point contaminant sources in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer.
Consequently, water quality management does not readily provide an accurate overall
perspective of the temporal and spatial trends in the global quality of water in an aquifer,
except for several attempts to generate a comprehensive methodology that significantly
combines data sources and renders them into practical information. As a result, it is critical
to provide innovative ways to analyze and, if feasible, forecast water quality (WQ).

The water quality index (WQI) proposed by [13] is a subjective method for assessing
the consumption appropriateness of surface water and groundwater quality that has been
frequently utilized in research [14-16]. We employed the groundwater quality index
(GWQI), firstly applied by [17], to evaluate groundwater quality.

ANN s provide an attractive solution for simulating the water resources system [18,19].
Multiple investigations have been carried out on applying neural networks to the forecasting
of groundwater [20,21]. The multilayer perceptron (MLP) model is the most famous tool used
in environment forecasting due to its high predictive capability and handling of nonlinear
relationships. Therefore, the WQI is an effective instrument for assessing water quality, and it
has been used in numerous studies by academics and researchers [22-26]. The objective of this
paper was to study and identify the WQI level in 50 groundwater wells in the Ghiss-Nekkor
aquifer, assessing the quality of groundwater for drinking water by using Schuler and Wilcox
diagrams, and, by determining the WQI, develop the MLP model for WQI prediction. A neural
network was used to predict the WQI before and after the monsoon in India’s Shivganga
River basin. The network had 13 parameters, six hidden neurons, and one output, WQL From
this point, we innovated the work approach by establishing a distinct model for pre- and
post-monsoon, adding temporal WQI variation, and lowering inputs. ANN has not been
used to create the WQI temporal and spatial prediction method for the Ghiss-Nekkor. The
current research aimed to determine the performance of groundwater suitable for drinking by
computing WQI with 13 parameters, then reduce the number of variables involved in WQI
prediction using PCA, and develop an ANN model capable of predicting WQI temporal and
spatial variation with the fewest possible inputs.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 402

30f19

3888000 3892000 3896000 3900000

3884000

420000
1

The principal objectives of this paper were to identify and evaluate the suitability of
groundwater in the Ghiss-Nekkor plain, potentially for drinking and irrigation, by calculat-
ing the WQI in 50 wells with specific importance weights and to validate the relevance of
the indices by comparing them with other approaches to quality assessment. Additionally,
the purpose of this work was to identify areas with sufficient water quality for irrigation
and drinking for efficient management of groundwater supplies in the survey area.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area Description

The study area is situated between 35°3.53' to 35°15.05' N latitude and 3°55.11’ to
3°45.42' W longitude in Al Hoceima Province (Figure 1), which is located in northeastern
Morocco. The covered area of the study plain is approximately 100 km? [27]. Due to
the variable precipitation and high potential evapotranspiration in the Ghiss-Nekkor
aquifer’s climate, even if there is a slight surplus [28], it is inadequate to make up for
the hydric shortage.
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Figure 1. Study area and location of wells for drinking water in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer.

2.2. Geology Setting

The aquifer of Ghiss-Nekkor belongs to the structural domain of the Rif. It constitutes
the transition zone between the central and eastern Rif, with main geological terrains
that present distinct units often separated by thrust faults. The Ghiss-Nekkor plain is
bound by the Trougout and Bousekkor-Aghbal onshore fault, covering the offshore of
the Mediterranean Sea [29]). To the west of the coastal fringe of Al Hoceima, the internal
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zones are represented by the Bokkoya massif. The Bokkoya fault is a significant easterly
dipping fault, which bounds the western side of Al Hoceima Bay [30]. The flysch zones
are represented by the Tisiréne unit, and the intrarif (external metamorphosed zones) is
marked by the Ketama unit. To the east of the bay, on the other side of the Nekkor plain, the
E-W extension of the units is affected by the Nekkor major accident. This accident marks
the transition between the external Rif units, Ketama and Temsamane [31]. In addition,
there is the Neogene volcanic massif of Ras Tarf, constituting the Temsamane borders
of the Boudinar basin. Toward the north, the region of Al Hoceima is delimited by the
Alboran marine domain, and the main geological and tectonic structure in this zone is the
Alboran wrinkle.

The current study includes a diversity of alluvial geological formations consisting
mainly of recent and present middle quaternary age (sands, gravels, silts, clays, and
pebbles) [32], supported by a substratum of primary quartzites, blue schistose marls, and
silts of middle and ancient quaternary age [33]. Therefore, the stratigraphy of the Ghiss-
Nekkor Plain covers a depression filled by sediments ranging from Plio-Villafranchian to
recent Quaternary. Nekkor river plain silts, on the other hand, are responsible for the recent
Quaternary sediments. The thickness of the Quaternary formations generally exceeds
100 m deep and reaches 450 m east of Imzourene [34].

2.3. Methodology

The samples of water in this study were taken in clean polyethylene bottles. At each
sampling time, the bottles were rinsed thoroughly two to three times with the groundwa-
ter to be sampled, and water samples were collected after pumping for 10 min. At the
time of sampling, there were some in situ measures that included temperature, electrical
conductivity (EC), TDS, and pH, which were measured using a multiparameter device
(HANA HI 98194) that has an accuracy of +0.01 units for pH and +1% (or £1 uS/cm) for
electrical conductivity [34]. For analysis of major cations and anions, groundwater was
filtered in the field using a syringe and 0.45 Im membrane filters. Sampling was conducted
according to Rodier’s protocol [35]. Potassium K+ and Sodium Na+ were measured with a
CL 361 flame photometer at the LSA-GE2 laboratory of ENSA, Al Hoceima. Nitrate NO3 ™~
was measured with a HACH LANGE DR 1900, and Sulfate SO42~ was measured with
a Shimadzu UV-1800 spectrophotometer. Chloride Cl- was determined by the titration
method 0.05N AgNOs. Magnesium concentration Mg?* was calculated using the following
method: Magnesium hardness = total hardness—Calcium hardness Mg?* (mg/L) = MgH
x Mg?* equivalent weight x EDTA normality. Calcium hardness Ca2+ and total hardness
(TH as CaCOs3) were determined by the EDTA titration method. Using a standard 0.01N
sulfuric acid solution (H,SO4) and a methyl orange indicator, the bicarbonate concentration
was determined for HCO3; ™. Using ion-selective electrodes, the Br- concentration of the
groundwater was analyzed (Orion Bromide 9635BNWP electrode), which was investigated
by the Technical and Scientific Services of the University of Barcelona [36]. Standard solu-
tions were used to confirm the accuracy of the approaches. The estimated analytical errors
were between 5% and 10% [36].

The results obtained were presented in the form of thematic maps prepared with
ArcGIS software. The methods used for the analysis of the different physico-chemical
parameters used in this study are essentially those described in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Methodology performed in the study.

2.4. Sampling and Analysis Protocol of Groundwater

A total of 50 samples of groundwater were collected from domestic, irrigation, and
industrial wells in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer during May 2019 (Supplementary Table S3).
The same survey dataset included 13 groundwater quality variables (pH, T, TDS, EC,
Ca, Mg, Na, K, NO3;, HCO3, Cl, Br, and SO4) (Table 1). Groundwater samples were
collected in high-density polyethylene bottles (HDPE) after double rinsing with distilled
water. Groundwater samples were conserved in an icebox and brought to the laboratory
for chemical analysis; the pieces were refrigerated at a temperature of 4 °C until the
subsequent analysis of parameters. The pH was measured on site with a pH meter. Global
positioning was also recorded for each sampling location. All the sampling, transport,
and storage procedures followed the standard method recommended by the World Health
Organization [2]. Statistical analyses and data processing were performed using software
(Surfer 13, ArcGis 10.5, and Grapher 14) (Figure 3).

Table 1. Statistical description of groundwater quality variables for Ghiss-Nekkor sampling wells.

Groundwater Quality Variables Min Max Average Median St. Dev.
TDS (mg/L) 1130 5035 2323.92 2136.5 885.66
pH 6.59 8.01 7.33 7.36 0.34
T (°C) 791 25.27 18.52 20.54 4.49
EC (uS/cm) 2280 10,070 4646.14 4273.5 1778.42
Na (mg/L) 214.5 954 404.53 397.75 160.05
K (mg/L) 1.7 45.3 7.54 45 7.55
NO; (mg/L) 0.9 79.9 10.16 7.15 11.83
HCOj3 (mg/L) 256.2 744.2 390.34 382.78 83.62
Ca (mg/L) 124.25 400.8 232.87 216.43 68.11
Mg (mg/L) 53.76 254 140.37 130.56 46.25
Cl (mg/L) 213 2698 907.03 834.25 472.67
SOy4 (mg/L) 64.62 1514.34 597.09 544.93 327.04
Br (mg/L) 1.94 5.33 3.17 3.11 0.71
SAR 3.14 11.6 522 4.82 1.91
RSC -30.74 —4.61 —16.78 —16.00 6.29

Salinity

1.18 5.35 2.47 2.34 0.96
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Figure 3. Distribution of major element concentrations in groundwater in the study area (Ca?*, Mg?*
EC, TDS, salinity, HCO3~, Na*, K*, NO;~, CI~, Br~, and SO*").

The statistical methodology is mainly based on principal component analysis (PCA)
to investigate the phenomena responsible for the water mineralization. Statistical analyses
were performed with SPSS and XLSTAT software. The parameter values are compared to
the World Health Organization (WHO).

2.5. Water Quality Index Method

A water quality index is a simple tool for determining water quality [37-41]. Itis a
value-based approach for representing the total quality of groundwater. The quality of
groundwater is essential because it determines the appropriateness of water for drink-
ing [42]. It provides an efficient method of interpreting water quality by combining different
parameters into a single number [43,44]. The WQI in this study is defined using chemical
analyses of groundwater in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer. In most cases, four steps are taken to
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generate WQI by considering many parameters. The weightage (wi) of the 13 parameters
(Na+, T, K+, EC, pH, TDS, SO, —, HCO; ™, Ca?*, Mg2+, Br~, C1~, and NO; ™) was provided
in the first step by evaluating its rank in investigating the quality of water for human
consumption. Used to determine WQ)I, the [45] drinking utility ranges must be considered.

Wi=wi/ Y wi M
i=1

Each parameter has a unit weight of Wi, and n is the number of parameters. The
quality rating scale (qi) for each parameter is computed by dividing the concentration in
each water sample by the attention in the applicable WHO guidelines [45]. Finally, the
result is multiplied by 100 by using the formula.

q = (g) x 100 2)

Initially, the WQI is calculated by giving each of the measured parameters a value
between 1 and 5 on a scale of significance (wi) (Table 2).

Table 2. Weight and relative weight of each parameter [46,47].

Drinking Water Irrigation Water

Symbol Si (WHO 2011) (wi) (Rwi) Si (Ayers and Westcot 1985) (wi) (Rwi)
EC (uS/cm) 1500 5 0.135 2500 5 0.109
TDS (mg/L) 1000 5 0.135 1000 5 0.109
pH 6.5-9.5 3 0.081 8.5 4 0.087
HCO3™ (mg/L) 300 1 0.027 400 2 0.043
SO4%~ (mg/L) 250 4 0.108 250 5 0.109
Cl~ (mg/L) 250 4 0.108 350 5 0.109
Na* (mg/L) 200 3 0.081 200 5 0.109
K* (mg/L) 12 3 0.081 10 3 0.064
NO; ™ (mg/L) 50 5 0.135 50 2 0.043
Ca%* (mg/L) 200 2 0.054 200 5 0.109
Mg?* (mg/L) 150 2 0.054 100 5 0.109
Total 37 1.00 46 1.00

Qi is the quality rating, Ci refers to the concentration of each chemical parameter
in each sample (mg/L), and Si refers to the standard limit for each chemical parameter
(mg/L) given by guidelines of the WHO for each chemical parameter in milligrams per
liter. To generate the water quality indeXx, calculate the Si value for each parameter using
the following equation.

SIi = Wi X q; (3)
WQI =) S[ 4)
i=1

Sli indicates the subindex of the parameter, where gi means the rating depending on
the concentration of its parameter, and n is the number of parameters [16]. Furthermore,
the WQI was calculated using the following formula.

The WQI is determined using GIS by interpolation. The map that results may be
classified as having excellent water when lower than 50, good water in the range of 50-100,
poor water in the range of 100200, inferior water in the range of 200-300, and unsuitable
water for drinking purposes when more than 300 [48,49].

2.6. Multilayer Perceptron (MLP)

MLP model is a kind of feedforward artificial neural network (Figure 4), with a design
that has been inspired by the functioning of a biological neuron. The structure of an MLP
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network consists of an input layer that distributes the input attributes to the first hidden
layer, one or several hidden layers, and an output layer that receives the signal from the
last hidden layer. Figure 4 depicts the structure of an MLP model with one hidden layer.

Bias Bias

o Ohe O

TDS O -

pH O An;

T O

EC Of

Na O

a X O wQI
g O -
mco, (O ‘ o

vo, O rd

cl O o=

Input Layer Hidden Layer Output Layer

Figure 4. A multi-layer feed-forward artificial neural network model’s structure.

The MLP model is a data-driven algorithm that seeks to find the relationship between
the input vector x and the output vector y based on a dataset {x;, yi}il, where N is the
number of observations. In this paper, the input vector x is a matrix with 13 variables,
namely: Br, TDS, pH, T, EC, Na, K, Ca, Mg, HCO3 NO3, SO4, and Cl. However, the output
vector y is the water quality index WQL.

The MLP model first moves the input data from the input layer via the hidden layer
to the output layer. Then, the error is calculated and returned to the input layer. This
strategy is repeated by adjusting the parameters of the model (weights and bias) by a
learning algorithm until the mean squared error (MSE) reaches an acceptable level. MSE is

defined by:
N

e 2
MSE = =} (9; — i) ©)
NS
where ¥, is the estimated output by the MLP model. More details about the MLP model
can be found in [50,51].

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Water Quality Index

The findings of a WQI are consistently related to the water-quality-language categories,
and the assignment of a water quality rating for numerous reasons is fraught with ambiguity.
The computed WQI concentration ranges from 90.98 to 337.28 (Figure 5). The samples’
water quality indexes are shown in Table 3. There were 6% “good water” samples, 72%
“poor water” samples, 20% “inferior water” samples, and 2% “water unfit for drinking
purposes” samples in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer (Table 3).

This could be due to ion discharge, coastal zone development, seawater intrusion,
agricultural input contamination, human waste, or sewage from homes and septic tanks,
among other things (Table 3) [27]. This process is also associated with rock salt, since
gypsum-containing rock formations are effectively infiltrated and resolved [52-54].
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Figure 5. Water quality classification ranges.

Table 3. WQI-based water quality categorization ranges and water types in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer.

Range Type of Water No. of Samples Values in %
<560 Excellent water - -
50-100 Good water 36 6%
100-200 Poor water 72%
200-300 Very poor water 10 20%
>300 Water unsuitable for drinking purposes 1 2%

Furthermore, based on Supplemental Table 1, the spatial classification of WQI for
groundwater of the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer is presented in Figure 5, showing associations
with high restrictions and low restrictions.

3.2. Groundwater Quality for Irrigation

The risks related to salinity and sodium are used to determine the appropriateness of
water quality for irrigation. The sodium adsorption ratio (SAR) is also used as an index
of seawater intrusion. Only the electrical conductivity, sodium percentage (Na%), and
sodium adsorption ratio are also used to determine the appropriateness of surface water
and groundwater for irrigation use [55].
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The SAR is a popular measure of water’s suitability to satisfy irrigation requirements.
It is calculated using the concentrations of the primary alkaline and alkaline earth cations
contained in the water [56,57].

In developing plant growth, the sodium adsorption ratio serves an important role. It
estimates the sodium replacement level with other ions” content in the soil, resulting in
sodium danger.

These variables form a basis for USSL [58,59] classification charts to assess water
quality. Equation (6) is used to determine it; all concentrations are given in milliequiva-

lents/liter:

+
SAR = _ Na© ®)

/ Ca2+ _|_ Mg2+

This represents the SAR values as a function of the electrical conductivity EC in
(uS/cm). Thus, the water quality can be classified into 16 classes. Primarily, this can be
categorized into four subzones based on the salinity risk.

Low (EC < 250), medium (250 < EC < 750), high (750 < EC < 2250), and very high
(EC >2250) values of salinity are assigned to Class 1 (low salinity hazard), Class 2 (medium
salinity hazard), Class 3 (high salinity hazard), and Class 4 (very high salinity hazard),
regarded as good, moderate, poor, and very poor water classifications, respectively; sec-
ondly, the sodium hazard (vertical axis) is partitioned according to four classes: water that
is excellent (S1 <10), good (S2: 10-18), doubtful (53: 18-26), and unsuitable for utilization
(54: >26), in which the SAR levels are less than 10, between 10 and 18, between 18 and 26,
and more than 26, respectively (USSL, 1954).

The plot of electrical conductivity and SAR infers that 4.11% of samples fall in the
C3-S1 class, which is generally considered not suitable for irrigation and reveals high-
salinity (C3) with low sodium hazard water (S1) (Figure 6). Approximately 9.59% of the
samples fall into the high salinity class (C4-5S1), corresponding to a very high SAR that is
regarded as not eligible for irrigation. About 79.45% of the sample results fall within the
alkali risk category with very high salinity and alkali (C4-52), and the rest of the samples,
which represents a percentage of 6.85%, fall into the zones of C45S3 to C454, such as inferior
water quality for irrigating plants through high tolerance to salt alone.

— 32
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Figure 6. USSL salinity diagram for SAR and EC classification of irrigation waters as defined by
Richards (1968) [58].
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In addition, the Wilcox classification [59] graph is based on the percentage of soluble
sodium (Na%). It is also applied to assess the quality of groundwater and its suitability
for use in irrigation [60,61]. Groundwater in the study area is doubtful and unsuitable
for irrigation (Figure 7). This figure divides water quality appropriateness into five zones:
excellent to good, good to permissible, permissible to questionable, doubtful to unsuitable,
and unsuitable for irrigation. A Na% content of more than 60% in water causes an accu-
mulation of sodium and, thus, leads to a deterioration of the physical properties of the
soil [62,63]. The following formula is used to determine sodium percentages (Singh and
Kumar 2015), where all concentrations are expressed in milliequivalents:

% Na Na* % 100 @)
(0} p—
Na® +K*' +Ca?t + Mg?"

Unsuitable
704 Permissible to
doubtful Doubtful to
unsuitable a 3
= 60 Y
2 s &
S . s
A ad
R §
A
A plh
| Excellent Good 10 A Aa
30 to good permissible
20
10 1
0 T T T T 1
500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000 3500
EC (pS/cm)

Figure 7. Wilcox diagram indicating groundwater suitability for irrigation [59].

Na% varied from 31.06% to 63.18%, with an average value of 42.37%. Some of the
samples (18%) have Na% values ranging from 32.93% to 49.48%, which fall into the doubtful
to unsuitable class. Therefore, around 82% of the samples are classified as unfit for irrigation
water use, as shown in Figure 7 (Supplementary Table S4) This results from seawater
intrusion, especially near the coastal fringe, causing an excessive sodium percentage.
Therefore, it can be associated with pollution from urban and industrial activities [33].
Also, irrigation water use and the significant result of high electrical conductivity (Figure 3)
decrease plant osmotic activity, interfering with overall nutrient and water absorption from
the soil. In addition, according to a Moroccan water quality report, groundwater quality in
the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer was categorized as poor to very poor based on the conductivity
problem [64].

SC = (Cog— + Hco_;) - ( Ca®t + Mg2—) ®)

Residual Sodium Carbonate (RSC) is an important criteria for identifying the im-
pact of HCO3- and CO2 on irrigation quality [65,66]. RSC is applied as an indicator of
the soil alkalinity risk [67]. The residual sodium carbonate index (RSC) is obtained by
Equation (8) [68]. Groundwater in the study area presents RSC values varying from —30.74
to —4.61 meq-dm 3, with an average of —16.78 meq-dm 3 (Table 1).

Pl — (Na+ /HCO3) 100 ©)
(Ca+ Mg+ Na)

Furthermore, the permeability index (PI) is another indicator used to assess water
suitability for irrigation, which evaluates the efficiency of water flux (permeability) in the
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soil system and assesses the quality of groundwater for irrigation using ions in units of
milliequivalents per liter [69].

3.3. Groundwater Quality for Drinking

To assess the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer’s drinking water quality, we plotted the chemical
analysis results of the water samples on a Schuler graph (Figure 8), which brought in the
high sulfate ion. According to this diagram, the quality parameters change throughout
different years; electrical conductivity, TDS, chlorate, and bicarbonate water richness reveal
the total hardness. Based on this diagram, the amounts of chloride, sodium, total hardness,
and sulfate have increased, which is unsuitable for consumption by humans.
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Figure 8. Groundwater category of the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer (Schuler diagram), (a) Samples from
well number 1 to 14, (b) Samples from well number 15 to 28, (c) Samples from well member 29 to 42,
(d) Samples from well member 43 to 50.
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3.4. Statistical Analysis

Principal component analysis (PCA) is used to obtain correlations and complete
information of variables and observation sites in hydrochemistry investigations.

Moreover, Supplemental Table S2 shows a positive correlation between TDS and
Na+, which are significantly correlated. This indicates the involvement of this ion in the
mineralization acquisition of groundwater [70,71]. The combination of TDS and Na+ ion is
beneficial in explaining hydrochemical processes. Groundwater samples with increased
TDS values (Figure 3) indicate the existence of leaching and dissolution processes from
marine source deposits and mixing with seawater [72]; in addition, the salinity of the Ghiss-
Nekkor aquifer samples is probably attributed to seawater intrusion [34]. These high values
are generally not allowed for human consumption (WHO, 2011), as TDS >2000 mg/L values
are deleterious to many crops and plants [73]. Bromide generally increases in concentration
from upstream to the sea. This parameter’s ions show a majority decrease from the mixing
line, suggesting that this component is provided by the evaporation process via the mixing
of seawater and freshwater.

The calcium element (Ca2+) at concentrations ranging from 124.25 to 400.80 mg/L
(Figure 3) has very low values from the southwest (Beni Bouayach) to the northeast (Azrar)
and high values from the northwest (Imzouren) to the north (Ait Youssef Ou Ali). Magnesium
contents vary from 53.76 to 254.00 mg/L, with an average of 140.37 mg/L (Figure 3), and the
highest concentrations are in the Sfiha, Ait Youssef Ou Ali, Azrar, and Trougout areas.

Sodium, sulfate, magnesium, potassium, and calcium values mean the strong influence
of all these ions in mineralization processes (Supplementary Table S2).

A correlation coefficient is a popular tool for determining and measuring the relation-
ship between two variables. It is an essential statistical tool that indicates the degree of
dependence of one variable on another. PCA was applied to the 50 samples.

Based on two factors (F1 and F2), we reinforced the perceived trends and classified the
variables as four distinct groups (Figure 9a). Na*, Mg2+, Cl—, EC, WQI, and total dissolved
solids (TDS) composed the first correlation group, while SO42~ and Ca?* formed the second
group. The third correlation group included HCO3~, and the fourth correlation group
contained K*, NO3~, and Br™.

The diagram of factors (Figure 9a) shows the mineralization processes. In the first
case, the groundwater is enriched with Na and Cl ions [74]. Secondly, a dissolution effect
of carbonates and evaporites coupled with a production of HCO3 occurs (Figure 3). This
assemblage indicates the mineralization associated with water-rock contact and anthro-
pogenic activity (household and agriculture). Eventually, chlorides in the Ghiss-Nekkor
plain may have various sources, including leaching from sedimentary soils, saltwater
intrusion, domestic and industrial waste discharges, rock alteration, etc. [75].

The results suggest that the first component (Axis 1) accounts for 42.50% (Figure 9b)
of the total variance. This percentage shows the highly mineralized character of the
groundwater. A high value is observed in the wells (10, 13, 16, 20, and 29). This percentage
shows the highly mineralized character of the groundwater and is strongly related to
electrical conductance. In general, this percentage is explained within this axis. This
percentage is explained by this axis having a dominant positive charge for Na*, CI~, and
EC; thus, it could probably denote the dissolution of the sedimentary and evaporite rocks
present in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer [74]. Therefore, this component is indicative of the
signature of a natural recharge and the water—rock interaction process.

The second factor (Axis 2) accounts for only 12.92% of the total variance, containing
a majority of K+, NO;~, Br™, S0,4%~, and Ca?*, which provides an indication of anthro-
pogenic activities and their influence on the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer, mainly related to organic
matter and chemical fertilizers. Thus, the lack of collection, evacuation, and treatment of
wastewater and household waste, as well as defecation in natural areas and the infiltra-
tion of organic matter into soil, are, therefore, the factors that can explain why water is
polluted. Other contributing factors include the infiltration of organic matter into soil. Also,
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the generation of NO3; ™ from nitrification processes is related to releasing H+ ions into

the solution.
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Figure 9. PCA loadings of the 50 experimental (a) variables of the F1/F2 factorial plan and (b) graph-
ical illustration of the groundwater and hydrochemical parameters of the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer in
the space of the axes (F1—F2).

3.5. Analysis of Artificial Neural Network

In this study, we used the Broyden—Fletcher-Goldfarb—Shannolbgfs (BFGS) training
algorithm to obtain the weights of the MLP model and the hyperbolic tangent linear
as activation functions for the hidden and output layers, respectively. The number of
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hidden neurons was determined by trying different values between 2 and 50. With 20
buried neurons, the most significant results were achieved. Python 3.8 and the sci-kit-learn
module were used to create all the simulations. The outcomes from both training and
testing are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Statistical regression parameters for the preferred result (MLPgrgs WQI).

R? RMSE MAE

Training Test Training Test Training Test

MLP 0.9903 0.9885 5.1746 5.8031 4.0804 47211

This reveals the RMSE and MAE values increased during the testing phase by 12.14%
and 15.7%, respectively. However, the R? decreased slightly by 1.8%. Figure 10 illustrates
the regression plots between the measured and the predicted WQI values per the MLP
model. As can be seen from this figure, the MLP model showed a high correlation between
observed and estimated values, with values of R = 0.9903 and R? = 0.9885 for the training
and testing processes, respectively (Figure 10). These findings show the robustness of the
MLP approach for predicting WQIL
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Figure 10. Plot of prediction versus ANN test data.

Water demand is considerably increasing, while the groundwater of Ghiss-Nakker
supplies much of the rural population. For this reason, it is necessary to apply monitoring
and control its quality, in order to detect the sources of pollution and to look for adequate
solutions to minimize the effect of pollution on the groundwater.

The advantages of this study are to apply the statistical and descriptive analyses to
the physico-chemical data for the management and control of water quality at the Ghiss-
Nekkor aquifer and to visualize and analyze the existing correlations between the different
variables through their structuring and their orientations, to identify the main factors
responsible for the quality of the water found during the sampling season [76].

According to the results obtained, the high degree of mineralization is probably linked
to the substrate types crossed by the groundwater and reinforced by the infiltration of
rainfall and surface water [73]. In addition, the hypothesis of this study focused only
on groundwater quality analyses. Consequently, the government’s 200 water managers
should look for new technologies, models, and methods to monitor water quality. To
put efficient measures for the protection of the environment into place, first a method for
the ongoing monitoring of the groundwater must be set up to reduce the amounts of the
contaminating factors, such as salinity. Consequently, the salinity reflects that the majority
of wells currently have a total of more than 2 g/L [34]

Previously, [74] studied the assessment of the impact of Imzouren’s WWTP on the
quality of the surrounding groundwater, in the central Rif (northern Morocco). Their
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results showed that the pollution of the wells studied were characterized by salinization
phenomena and very mineralized. The results of a study conducted by [77] in regions of
the Rif found that the water from the wells in the Ben Taib region did not significantly
exceed Moroccan or world standards.

Our study provides a good example for the treatment of data from a groundwater
highly loaded with organic and mineral pollutants. For most of the parameters measured
in the samples, the recorded values were very high.

4. Conclusions

According to several physicochemical parameters, the results reveal significant varia-
tions in the groundwater’s major ions and salinity in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer, Al Hoceima,
Morocco. More than half of the samples exceeded the statistically allowable potability limits
for EC, Na+, and Cl-. Based on statistical analysis, the variables affecting the groundwater
chemistry in the Ghiss-Nekkor aquifer included soil and rock alteration and evaporation,
revealing the dissolution of evaporated minerals in the groundwater flow path. The conclu-
sion can be derived from the result of the sodium adsorption ratio (SAR), Schuler diagram,
Wilcox plot, and the percentage of sodium (Na%), in which the majority of the samples
were unsuitable for irrigation purposes, and the salinity of these samples can probably be
assigned to seawater intrusion. Additionally, the RSC reported a medium-to-high risk of
alkalinity caused by an elevated HCO3- concentration.

Also, this study forecasted water quality by lowering the parameters without losing
any information. For the prediction of the WQI, the MLR approach was used. The input
variable in the ANN showed 12 parameters, which had the highest prediction performance
among others. The results showed that the MLP model could predict WQI with high
accuracy. Furthermore, the WQI revealed that groundwater resources in the Ghiss-Nekkor
aquifer are inadequately managed, with more than 80% referred to as “poor water”. This is
due to various reasons, including overexploitation, harsh weather conditions, saltwater
intrusion, and an insufficient regeneration capacity of groundwater. A Bland—-Altman test
confirmed the model’s appropriateness. The findings revealed that 50 samples (98.85%) fell
inside the confidential threshold, indicating that the ANN-generated model may be used
as an alternate option if physical and chemical analyses cannot be conducted with 99.0%
accuracy. This is the first study to construct an ANN prediction model for the WQI of the
Ghiss-Nekkor. Future research could focus on other factors that influence ANNs’ predictive
output to find the most accurate model. Comparative studies of prediction models might
also be helpful.
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