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ABSTRACT
Water Quality Assessment for Potential Recreational Use of the Hot Spring Mawira
Sitima, Malawi
Anna Skoglund & Maja Skotte

Mawira Sitima is a thermal spring located in the village Sitima outside of Liwonde,
Malawi. The spring is used by many of the local villagers to take baths, play around
and wash clothes. Washing using detergents in springs may cause harm to the aquatic
ecosystems and worsen the water quality, which might pose a health risk to people swim-
ming in the spring. This study compared physico-chemical properties of Mawira Sitima
and the soil and plants around it with standards, guidelines and other studies to assess the
water quality of the spring. The water quality of another hot spring, Mawira Liwonde, was
also assessed and compared to Mawira Sitima to investigate the potential for recreational
use of Mawira Sitima. The findings were then used to produce recommendations for fu-
ture monitoring of relevant variables in the spring. The results indicate that the current
water quality of Mawira Sitima is of no concern for the local health and has all basis to be
of recreational use. A monitoring system including electrical conductivity, water temper-
ature, pH, total phosphorous, copper, manganese, and iron was recommended based on
correlations and trends. Monitoring of extreme meteorological conditions, such as heavy
rainfall or drought, were also recommended.

Keywords: hot spring, thermal spring, water quality, water quality monitoring, Malawi,
bioindication
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REFERAT
Utvärdering av vattenkvalitet och potential för fritidsbruk av den varma källan
Mawira Sitima, Malawi
Anna Skoglund & Maja Skotte

Mawira Sitima är en varm källa belägen i byn Sitima utanför Liwonde, Malawi. Käl-
lan används av lokalbefolkningen för att bada, leka och tvätta kläder. Att tvätta med
tvättmedel i källor kan skada de akvatiska ekosystemen och försämra vattenkvaliteten
vilken kan leda till hälsorisker för de som använder källan. I denna studie jämfördes
fysikaliska och kemiska parametrar i Mawira Sitima, och jorden och plantor runtom den,
med standarder, riktlinjer och andra studier för att utvärdera vattenkvaliteten i källan. Vat-
tenkvaliteten i en annan källa, Mawira Liwonde, utvärderades också och jämfördes med
Mawira Sitima i syftet att undersöka potenitalen för fritidsbruk av Mawira Sitima. Under-
sökningsresultaten användes sedan för att föreslå ett framtida övervakningssystem av rel-
evanta variabler i källan. Resultaten i studien visar på god vattenkvalitet i Mawira Sitima
och stora möjligheter för fritidsbruk. Övervakningssystemet föreslogs innefatta elektrisk
konduktivitet, vattentemperatur, pH, totalfosfor, koppar, mangan och järn baserat på ko-
rrelationer och trender. Även extremväder såsom stora mängder regn eller extrem torka
rekommenderades ingå i övervakningssytemet.

Nyckelord: varm källa, vattenkvalitet, övervakningssystem, Malawi, bioindikation
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POPULÄRVETENSKAPLIG SAMMANFATTNING
I Malawi, ett av världens fattigaste länder, saknar många landsbyggdsområden tillgång till
vatten. Detta gör att de naturliga vattenresurserna är extra viktiga för dagliga aktiviteter
som bad och tvättning av kläder. I den lilla byn Sitima, kilometer utanför staden Liwonde,
Malawi, ligger den varma källan Mawira Sitima som används just i just detta syfte av runt
7000 människor. Källan utgör en viktig resurs för byn och det är därför viktigt att den
håller god kvalitet.

Syftet med detta projekt har därför varit att undersöka vattenkvaliteten i källan och utvärdera
potentialen att använda källan för fritidsbruk, samt att ta fram ett förslag på ett övervakn-
ingssystem. Detta gjordes genom att vid fem tillfällen och fyra olika platser ta prover från
källan och sedan analysera dessa i labb för att få fram flera olika vattenkvalitetsvariabler.
Dessa värden jämfördes sedan med vattnet från en borrad brunn i närheten, tidigare studier
på andra varma källor och svenska riktlinjer för vattenkvalitet. Extra fokus lades på jäm-
förelse mellan Mawira Sitima och den närliggande varma källan Mawira Liwonde som
enligt uppgifter har planerats att användas för fritidsbruk under flertal tillfällen. Mawira
Sitimas roll i byn skulle ökas ytterligare om detta skulle genomföras då det skulle kunna
bidra med en extra inkomst om turister betalar för att besöka källan. För att ta fram ett
förslag till övervakningssystem beräknades sambanden mellan olika variabler för att be-
gränsa antalet variabler som bör kollas på i ett övervakningssystem.

Resultatet visade att Mawira Sitima höll god status gällande vattenkvaliteten jämfört med
vattnet från den borrade brunnen, de andra källorna och de svenska riktlinjerna. Jäm-
förelsen med Mawira Liwonde visade på en bättre vattenkvalitet i Mawira Sitima vilket
ledde till att slutsatsen att Mawira Sitima är lämplig för fritidsbruk drogs.

Övervakningssystemet, som kan införas för att se till att källan fortsatt håller god vat-
tenkvalitet, bestämdes till att inkludera mätningar av elektrisk konduktivitet, temperatur,
pH, totalfosfor, koppar, mangan och järn. Dessa variabler hade antingen samband med
många andra variabler och kan därför vara bra representationer för dessa, eller anses
de vara hälsofarliga eller ge bra indikationer på förändring av vattenkvalitet. Systemet
bör även inkludera meteorologiska variabler som regn och temperatur då dessa också
påverkade en del variabler.

För att få ännu mer information om Mawira Sitima bör fortsatta studier göras under längre
tid och då även inkludera den period då gödslingsmedel används vid flertal olika grödor
runt källan och kan ha stor påverkan på vattenkvaliteten. Detta kunde tyvärr inte inklud-
eras under detta projekt. Projektet lyckades dock med den viktigaste delen, att avgöra att
källan har potentialen att användas för fritidsbruk och hur den kan fortsättas användas för
det genom att övervaka källan under en längre tid. Mawira Sitima, som har haft en viktig
roll i området i hundratals år, kan förhoppningsvis med hjälp av resultatet i detta projekt
fortsatt ha en viktig roll lika länge till.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world and a lot of the rural areas lack ade-
quate access to clean water (Kadzamira 2021). This leads to the natural resources in the
country being especially valuable as they can be utilised in several different ways. One of
these natural resources are thermal springs, which are common in the country (Atekwana
et al. 2015) and are being used for hygienic purposes (Mwatseteza 2021). Washing using
detergents in the springs may cause harm to the aquatic ecosystems and worsen the water
quality, but it is an highly unexplored area (Gordon et al. 2009). Not only may this affect
the water itself but it may also pose a health risk to the people swimming in the spring
if the water quality is poor (World Health Organization 2003a). Water quality refers to
physical, chemical and biological characteristics of the water in respect to its suitability
for particular purposes such as recreational use (Sanctuary n.d.).

Mawira Sitima is a thermal spring located in the village Sitima outside of Liwonde,
Malawi. The spring is used by many of the local villagers to take baths, play around
and wash clothes (Mwatseteza 2021). The purpose of this project was to investigate
physico-chemical properties of the spring and the plants and soil around it to asses the
water quality of the spring and any potential threats to the public health. Due to lim-
ited time and equipment, biological characteristics were not part of this study. From the
findings a proposal for how a long term monitoring system can be set up was made and
also an investigation to how suitable the spring is for recreational uses. If the spring is
properly characterised, it could hopefully offer ecotourism with involvement of the local
communities and lead to extra income.

1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The research questions to be answered in the study are as follows:

• What is the current water quality in Mawira Sitima?

– What are the values in Mawira Sitima of commonly measured variables in
other hot springs, and how do they compare to values in soil from the area?

– How do the values compare to guidelines, hot springs used for recreational
purposes, and a reference site?

• Can Mawira Sitima be used for recreational purposes?

– How does the water quality in Mawira Sitima compare to Mawira Liwonde,
another spring considered for recreational use?

3



– How do plants and soil in Mawira Sitima compare to Mawira Liwonde and can
the soil explain any potential differences in water quality of the two springs?

• What is the best way to set up a monitoring system for Mawira Sitima?

– How do the measured variables correlate to each other?

– What temporal trends (Nov 2021-Jan 2022) do the measured variables show?

– Does activity and meteorological conditions (precipitation and air tempera-
ture) in the area affect the quality of the hot spring and are therefore relevant
to monitor?

– Can bioindication, water quality assessment based on plants characteristics,
be used to monitor the water quality of the hot spring?

4



2 BACKGROUND

2.1 THERMAL SPRINGS
Hot springs are naturally occurring geological phenomena that are likely to exist where
heat and water meet, most often in volcanic areas (Des Marais et al. 2019). They are
distinguished by their elevated temperature, low levels of dissolved oxygen (DO), and
radioactivity (Dash et al. 2013). Hot spring waters are diverse in their chemical compo-
sition, and the thermal gradients and chemical deposition at their outlets help to sustain
diverse microbial communities. The springs are potent chemical reactors which lead to
geological preservation of these communities due to deposits of minerals. The environ-
ments of thermal springs contain all essential chemical blocks of life. Hence, hot springs
are of interest to both biologists and geologists and are also highly relevant in the search
for present and ancient life on other planets (Des Marais et al. 2019).

Thermal springs are utilised in many different countries for purposes such as aquaculture,
generation of power, industrial processes and direct space heating. Since before 2000
BC they have been used for religious and medicinal purposes and usually develop into
religious and cultural centres (Olivier et al. 2011). The presence of sulphur and sulphate
ions make hot spring water suitable for skin therapy (Ghilamicael et al. 2017). Hence, the
physico-chemical characteristics of a thermal spring largely determines its optimal use
and over the past decades there has been an unprecedented interest in this resource. This
is mainly due to the diversification in application of waters, leading to thermal springs be-
ing increasingly used for power generation, bottled water and extraction of rare elements
(Olivier et al. 2011).

2.2 MALAWI
Malawi is a landlocked country boarded by Zambia, Tanzania and Mozambique and has
a population of approximately 19 million people (The World Bank 2020a). The climate
in Malawi is subtropical which means it is strongly seasonal with 95% of the annual pre-
cipitation occurring during the wet season. The cool, dry season stretches from May to
October with mean temperatures of 17-27 °C and the warm, wet season from November to
April with average temperatures of 25-37 °C (Ministry of Forests and Natural Resources
2021). The country is mainly occupied by forests and woodlands which covers about one
third of the country, and Lake Malawi which covers about one fifth of the country (Kadza-
mira 2021).

Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world with a GDP per capita of 1591.6 US$
in 2020 compared to The United States GDP per capita of 63593.4 US$ in 2020 (The
World Bank 2020b). Agriculture is a big part of the country’s economy where tobacco is
the main contributor but also tea, sugar and cotton. Most of the population works within
agriculture and lives in rural areas (The World Bank 2007). In 2020 Malawi was ranked
174 out of 189 countries on the human development index (UNDP 2020). The water re-
sources in Malawi are large but some rural areas lack access to clean water and only a
fraction of the population have access to electricity in their homes, making them depen-
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dent on firewood for energy supply (Kadzamira 2021).

Malawi is located at the southern end of the Western branch of the East African Rift Sys-
tem, which causes the it to have multiple hot springs spread over the country (Dulanya
et al. 2005). The East African Rift system is made up of three branches, the eastern, the
western and the southeastern branch which can be seen in Figure 1. The rift stretches
from the Afar triangle in the north to Biera, Mozambique in the south and the length of
the whole rift is about 4000 km long (Omenda 2021). The branches are characterised by
thousand kilometres long rift valleys. Divergent movements of the tectonic plates causes
faults in the Earth’s crust as the lithosphere extends and magma production increases
(Chorowicz 2005; Omenda 2021). Geothermal activity in these areas lead to fumaroles
and hot springs (Omenda 2021). Lakes in the East African rift system are often charac-
terised by an anoxic hypolimniom that makes up a large part of the water mass (Talbot
2005). Malawi currently heavily relies on hydroelectricity for power generation but the
hot springs caused by tectonic motion have the potential to be an alternative source of
geothermal energy (Dulanya et al. 2005).

Figure 1: The East African rift system (USGS 1999). Malawi is located by Lake Malawi
which can be seen as the bottom lake in the figure.

2.2.1 Location Description

Liwonde is a city located in the Southern Region of Malawi that serves as a crossroad
between four districts; Balaka, Zomba, Mangochi and Machinga. It is considered to be
the centre of transportation in Malawi but is mostly known for Liwonde National Park
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in close proximity to the city centre (Maps of World 2021). Approximately 5 km from
Liwonde, the village Sitima is located.

In Sitima the local community is pursuing small-scaled agricultural activities, and ani-
mals such as goats and chickens walk freely. Drinking water comes from groundwater
and there are multiple boreholes in the village were the locals can go and get water, the
closest one to the spring being about 500 meters away. The water is untreated when it
comes out of the pump and no treatment is done before consumption 1.

The subject of this study is the hot spring Mawira Sitima and the location of the spring
can be seen in Figure 2. The spring is located in Sitima and has a temperature of approxi-
mately 37 °C (Mwatseteza 2021). Studies have been conducted on the chemistry of other
hot springs in the country, including springs close to Sitima, but Mawira Sitima itself has
been minimally studied (Dulanya et al. 2005; Mwatseteza 2021). Evaluating the spring
will play an important role in making sure the spring can continue being used by the local
community for washing without risking the users health.

1John Moses, Village Chief in Sitima, Interview 2021-11-23
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Figure 2: The location of Mawira Sitima in Malawi.

The water of the spring is thought by the locals to originate from a swamp about 200 me-
ters from the spring 1. The water from the supposed source is directly beneath a thin layer
of vegetation and soil of about one decimetre. In the spring, the water comes up from the
ground in the middle, which is the only known inlet. The spring consists of three to four
pools with decreasing temperature as it moves further from the inlet. The pool where the
inlet is located is used by the men in the village to wash themselves and clothes. The wa-
ter moves from the men’s pool through tall grass before it reaches the second pool which
is used by the women in the village. The women wash themselves and laundry washing
using soap is more frequent than in the men’s pool. The water then moves through more
tall grass before finally reaching the last pool. This pool is only used by grazing animals
to drink and cool down. From this pool the water goes out to the Shire river 2.

The geology of the site consists mostly of sedimentary rocks such as pelite and siliclastics.
2This information is based upon observations by the authors
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It also contains some metamorphic rocks such as gneiss and schist (Dill 2007; Haundi et
al. 2021).

Around 5 km from Mawira Sitima is another hot spring called Mawira Liwonde. The hot
spring is located in central Liwonde and is used much the same way as Mawira Sitima.
Local people come there to wash themselves and do laundry. The hot spring has been con-
sidered for recreational use several times and attempts to build a structure so that tourists
can pay an entrance fee to swim in the spring has been made 3.

2.3 EFFECTS OF ANTHROPOGENIC ACTIVITIES ON WATER
QUALITY IN RURAL AREAS

Waters can be affected by both natural and human factors that can lead to worsened water
quality. As the world’s population increases, water is becoming scarcer. The contam-
inants that frequently affect water quality in rural areas are both inorganic and organic
compounds coming from anthropogenic activities. These activities do not only affect the
water quality, but also the habitat of flora and fauna, leading to loss of ecosystems (Khatri
et al. 2015).

Agriculture activities, including irrigation and application of fertiliser, have a big impact
on water quality. The most common impact is top soil being washed from fields and car-
ried by rainwater to be deposited in lakes and streams nearby. The soil carries fertilisers,
pesticides, heavy metals and other pollutants into the waters as these pollutants stick to
the soil particles. The pollutants can then cause algal blooms and deplete oxygen which
threatens aquatic life (Khatri et al. 2015). The main pollutants from agriculture is nitrate,
phosphorous, pesticides, soil sediment particles, salt and pathogens. This can lead to poor
drinking water as well as damage to ecosystems (Parris 2011).

Grazing animals such as cows, sheep and goats, can have both negative and positive ef-
fects on water quality. The positive effects include minimising soil erosion through good
management of forage crops. The negative effects occur when nutrients from urine and
faeces dropped by the animals lead to erosion and sediment transport into surface waters.
The primary nutrients of concern are phosphorous and nitrogen but pathogens is also of
big concern and have been known to be a larger concern when the animals are not fenced
out from streams and form ponds (Hubbard et al. 2004).

Detergents enter streams and lakes through different anthropogenic activities, one of them
being direct washing of clothes in the water bodies themselves. The consequences of these
detergents are mostly unexplored when it comes to rural areas in low-income countries,
where direct lake and river washing is common (Gordon et al. 2009). A study done in
Balfour River in South Africa found that the concentration levels of detergent were highly
variable. They found high levels near the washing site but low levels downstream the
washing site (Gordon et al. 2009). One of the known consequences of high concentrations
of detergents in water, is that it can cause foam to be created in the surface. This can cause

3Jonas Mwatseteza, Interview 2022-01-19

9



lower levels of DO which will in turn affect aquatic life. The detergents can also change
chemical and physical parameters of the water like turbidity, pH and salinity. Detergents
will increase the pH which can then affect both fish and plants in the water (Chirani et al.
2021).

2.4 WATER QUALITY VARIABLES
2.4.1 Physico-chemical variables

The physico-chemical characteristics of a thermal spring largely determines its optimal
use (Olivier et al. 2011), which makes it relevant for this study as it might conclude that
the water is unsuitable for the current activities.

Electrical conductivity (EC) is used to measure the water’s ability to pass an electrical
current. Dissolved salts and other inorganic chemicals conduct electrical currents which
means that the EC of the water will increase with higher concentrations of these chemi-
cals (US EPA 2013a). Temperature also affect EC with warmer water giving higher EC,
as it makes surrounding rocks more easily dissolved (USGS n.d.). EC is a useful way
to measure changes in water quality and is therefore a good variable to look at when it
comes to monitoring water quality. This is because significant changes in EC can indicate
that some sort of pollution has affected the water (US EPA 2013a).

The temperature of the water does not only influences the EC, but it also has a major influ-
ence on biological activity and growth as well as the water chemistry. All aquatic species
have a preferred temperature range, which leads to water temperature governing the com-
position and diversity of species. The rate of chemical reactions is also largely governed
by the temperature, with higher rates for higher temperatures (USGS n.d.). Measuring the
water temperature might offer explanations to other variables and indicate the quality of
the spring.

Similarly to EC, total dissolved solids (TDS) describes the inorganic salts that is dissolved
in water, but also the small amounts of dissolved organic matter. The solids originate from
natural sources as well as sewage, agricultural and urban run-off. TDS concentrations
from natural sources vary a lot depending on the solubility of geological minerals in the
region (World Health Organization 2003b). Depending on what type of inorganic salts the
water contains it might be harmful with high levels of TDS (World Health Organization
2003b).

Sodium (Na) is the sixth most abundant element on Earth and there are significant de-
posits of sodium-containing minerals in most of the world. It is a normal component of
the body, which main source for human exposure is salt in food, and at some levels it is
required for good health. However, very high oral doses are shown to cause nausea, con-
vulsion, muscular twitching and death. The primary health effect of long-term low level
exposure is hypertension in both humans and animals. Anthropogenic sources of sodium
salts is, among others, chemicals, agriculture, food processing, personal care products and
medications (US EPA 2003).
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Potassium (K) is an essential element to humans which occurs widely in the environment,
including natural waters and all animal and plant tissue. The main source for general in-
take is through food, particularly fruits and vegetables (World Health Organization 2009).
High concentrations of potassium in surface and groundwater is shown to cause both
environmental and health problems within high-risk groups such as people with kidney,
hearth or coronary artery disease and diabetes. Research has also shown that potassium
concentrations in soil solution and runoff are more sensitive to changes in fertilisation and
land use than nitrogen and phosphorous levels. Other than agricultural sources, anthro-
pogenic origins of potassium is municipal and industrial sewage and wastewater discharge
(Skowron et al. 2018).

Calcium (Ca) is the fifth most abundant element occurring naturally. Calcium has only
been found to be toxic in extremely high concentrations but is essential in lower concen-
tration. A diet rich in calcium may prevent certain types of cancer and may also decrease
the blood pressure of pregnant women (Health Canada 1978). High concentrations of
calcium and magnesium (Mg) causes water hardness (Ansell 2005). Harder water makes
it more difficult to clean items as it reduces detergency and decreases the solubility of
detergents and soils (Williams 2007).

Other than affecting the hardness of the water, magnesium might also affect the taste of
the water. It can also have a laxative effect but no other adverse health problems adverse
been linked to it. Magnesium can been found in many different minerals and therefore
occurs naturally in waters. It is also used in many industries which might increase con-
centrations in waters (Health Canada 1997).

Zinc (Zn) occurs in small amounts in almost all igneous rocks and is therefore usually
more present in groundwater than surface water. In naturally occuring surface waters,
zinc concentrations are usually below 10 µg/l. It is an essential element in all living or-
ganisms and is utilised in nearly 200 different enzymes. However, long-term exposure
leads to zinc toxicosis in various mammalian species, including humans, due to copper
deficiency caused by excessive zinc intake. Studies on rats also suggest that zinc has
long-term carcinogenic effects. Acute toxicity arises from ingesting excessive amounts of
zinc salts which leads to vomiting, fever, stomach cramps, and diarrhoea (World Health
Organization 2003c). Most commonly, zinc is used to coat other metals to prevent rust
and corrosion but it is also combined with other elements to form zinc compounds. Zinc
compounds are widely used in industry to make paints, ceramics, rubber, and for preser-
vation of wood. They are also used by the drug industry as ingredients in sun blocks,
deodorants, diaper rash ointments, and anti-dandruff shampoos (ATSDR 2005).

Iron (Fe) is one of most abundant element in the Earth’s crust which means that it will
be found naturally in water bodies. But there can also be anthropological sources of iron
from in industrial and domestic waste. High concentrations of iron has been known to
cause health issues but it can also cause changes in water colour, odour and taste. The
health issues associated with high concentrations of iron include liver cancer, diabetes
and infertility (Kumar et al. 2017). Iron has also been known to cause discolouration of
clothes which can not be removed by soap or detergents. Chloride and alkaline builders
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have been known to intensify the stains (El Azher et al. 2008).

Copper (Cu) occurs in aquatic systems due to both natural and anthropogenic sources
such as geological deposits and volcanic activity or mining activities, agriculture, manu-
facturing, and pesticide use (US EPA 2014a). It is essential for good health but high doses
can cause health problems such as gastrointestinal distress due to short-term, high level
exposure. Long-term exposure can cause anaemia and disrupt kidney and liver functions
(Washington State Department of Health 2016). It can also lead to adverse effects on
growth, brain function, metabolism, enzyme activity and reproduction (US EPA 2014a).

Manganese (Mn) is widely distributed in Earth’s crust and usually occurs with iron. It
exists naturally in many surface waters and the soils that erode into the water. However,
anthropogenic activities, such as traffic emissions, also contribute to manganese contam-
ination of waters. It is essential to the proper functioning of enzymes in both humans
and animals, but high doses can lead to neurological effects due to short-term exposure or
changes in appetite and enzyme levels due to long-term exposure (World Health Organi-
zation 2011).

Chloride (Cl) exists mostly as a dissociated monovalent in water but can form salts with
all major cations. It is an essential ion for a lot of biological processes but can be toxic
at elevated levels. The toxic level is different depending on the harshness of the water
(Elphick et al. 2011). Chloride in surface and groundwater originates from both natural
and anthropogenic sources, such as use of inorganic fertilisers, animal feeds, irrigation
drainage, and seawater intrusion (World Health Organization 2003d).

Sulphate (SO4) is an important part of the aquatic system and sulphate reduction, where
oxidation of sulphate creates hydrogen sulphide under anaerobic conditions, which can be
an indication of stronger anthropogenic impact if it intensifies (leonov_sulphate_2008).
Sulphate can cause dehydration through a laxative effect and hydrogen sulphide can be
toxic to both fish and humans (Skipton et al. 2010). Sulphate reduction can also lead to
pyrite which lowers the sulphate concentration. The oxidation of pyrite can cause sul-
phate levels to increase again, which usually happens in low pH, warm temperatures, and
water with a lot of organic materials (Porowski et al. 2019).

pH is a measure of the concentration of the hydrogen ions which is connected to how
acidic the water is (Trick et al. 2008). If the water becomes to acidic it will cause aquatic
life to die out. Some waters can have a low pH due to natural causes such as bedrock but
some waters become acidic due to acid rains or runoff (US EPA 2013b).

Salinity is measured to study the concentrations of all salts. The ecological effects of
changing salinity are complex with the species diversity generally declining with in-
creased salinity (Schlesinger et al. 2009). Salinity is essential for humans in a moderate
amount but higher amounts can cause serious health effects. Salinity has increased in
many parts of the world due to sea level rise and other contributing factors (Vineis et al.
2011).
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Other elements that are crucial to study when assessing the water quality is macro nu-
trients. Phosphorous and nitrogen are both essential nutrients that are needed for all
life forms (US EPA 2013c). Too much of the two nutrients lead to eutrophication and
cause increased algal and aquatic plant growth, which in turn can lead to decreased lev-
els of dissolved oxygen. High levels of phosphorous and nitrogen can also lead to algal
blooms which can be toxic for aquatic life and humans (US EPA 2013c; US EPA 2013d).
Phosphorous is often considered being the limiting nutrient in aquatic ecosystems, which
means that the availability of phosphorous regulates the rate of which plants and algae
can grow. Increased levels of nitrogen may interfere with the diversity of the ecosystem
and may favour species with high intakes of nitrogen as other species decline. This can in
turn change the functions of the water body (US EPA 2013d). Anthropogenic sources for
phosphorous and nitrogen are mostly from agriculture and sewage (Skowron et al. 2018)

Turbidity is a measurement of the water’s loss of transparency due to suspended particles.
A higher turbidity is a consequence of murkier water. It can be caused by things like
urban runoff, algal growth and soil erosion. Turbid waters lead to warmer waters since
the particles block sunlight which in turn limits photosynthesis and lowers the level of
oxygen in the water (Patel et al. 2015).

Dissolved oxygen (DO) is a measurement of how much oxygen exists in the water. DO
is needed in water to be able to support aquatic life since all aquatic animals need it to
survive. If DO in the water is to low this could lead to a loss of of aquatic life, especially
organisms that live in the sediments (US EPA 2013e).

2.4.2 Other environmental variables

Other variables in addition to the physico-chemical, might indicate the environmental
health of the spring and its ecosystems. Such variables include living organism like phy-
toplankton and macrophytes as bioindicators, as well as the surrounding geology.

The meteorological conditions such as air temperature and precipitation play a big role
when it comes to water quality. Temperature impacts several transformations such as
solubility and evaporation which means that concentrations of dissolved substances will
increase while concentrations of dissolved gases will decrease. The decrease in concentra-
tion of dissolved gases is a vital point when it comes to DO. However, as the temperature
of the spring is regulated by geothermal heat, air temperature might not be of as much
importance as in other waters. Increased precipitation causes more runoff and more trans-
portation of solid material into the stream (Delpla et al. 2009).

As seen in a previous study, the surrounding geology might impact the chemical charac-
teristics of waters in the area. Quartz, sandstone and shale was proved to contribute to
high sodium concentrations whereas basaltic intrusion was associated with magnesium
and calcium. It was also suggested that crystalline rocks lead to less saline waters and
sedimentary rocks were associated with more saline waters (Olivier et al. 2011). Waters
located in areas with both sedimentary and crystalline bedrock have been found to have
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higher pH, electrical conductivity and concentrations of calcium, magnesium and ammo-
nium compared to waters located in areas with only crystalline bedrock (Nelson et al.
2011).

Soil stores both essential nutrients and chemicals used by people. This means that soil
can be used to provide information on wetland conditions and determine if chemicals and
nutrients are available at toxic levels for plants and microorganism. If the soil contains
high levels of trace elements it could be an indication of a potential stressor and pollution
sources (US EPA 2014b).

Chlorophyll is used by plants to photosynthesise and chlorophyll-a is the main type of
chlorophyll found in algae and green plants. Analyses of chlorophyll-a is used to measure
the amount of algae growing in a water body and can be used to give an indication of
the trophic condition. To much algae can cause green scums, bad odors, decreased levels
of dissolved oxygen and some algae produce toxins harmful to humans (US EPA 2013f).
Changes in chlorophyll levels, and hence phytoplankton levels, might also indicate rapid
changes due to pollution and fertilisation (Parmar et al. 2016).

Bioindicators are organisms such as animals, plants, planktons and microbes, that are
utilised to assess the environmental health and biogeographic changes at a location. Each
organic entity within an ecosystem or environment indicates the health of its surround-
ings and for example plankton responds rapidly to changes in water quality and water
pollution. Particularly Cyanophyta, a type of phytoplankton, is a powerful bioindicator
for rapid eutrophication of waters (Parmar et al. 2016).

2.5 PREVIOUSLY CONDUCTED STUDIES
Water quality is important in many regards and one of them is for recreational activities
such as swimming and bathing (World Health Organization 2003a). A study was done
in the Netherlands on disease outbreaks associated with untreated recreational water use.
The study found that untreated water caused over 700 outbreaks during 1991-2007 and
involved at least 5623 patients. The conditions were mainly skin conditions and gas-
troenteritis and the study concluded that it is important to identify sources that might
contaminate these water sources to protect public health (Schets et al. 2011).

Although the characteristics of all hot springs are not entirely the same, the studies pre-
sented below examined largely the same physico-chemical parameters of the waters and
some have investigated biological variables as well. The latest study done on hot springs
in Malawi was conducted in 2013 and investigated the chemical and isotopic character-
istics of 27 springs. It was then suggested that the origin of the water in the hot springs
is meteoric (Atekwana et al. 2015). Meteoric waters come from rainfall or snowfall that
occur near the Earth’s surface. Since they come from rainfall they tend to be acidic from
dissolved humic, carbonic, and nitrous acid but if running through carbonate rocks they
may be neutralised. pH in meteoric water usually remains low in swampy environments
but increases in arid environments (Selley et al. 2015). Previous to the 2013 paper, the
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latest studies done on hot springs in Malawi were published in 1965 and 1975 and have
therefore lost some relevance. In one of the studies it was concluded that the chemistry at
the surface of hot springs and at greater depth may vary a lot and should be investigated
further (Dulanya et al. 2005).

A study conducted in Eritrea, in northeastern Africa, examined the thermal and chemical
features of five hot springs in the eastern escarpment. This was done with the purpose
of determining the recreational and medicinal possibilities of the springs. The study con-
cluded that the water in one of the springs was slightly corrosive, which was considered
to be a public health concern and recreational activities were to be closely monitored. To
further investigate the effect on public health, the concentration of major ions and TDS
were measured and compared to water quality standards provided by the World Health
Organisation (WHO). Water temperature, pH, calcium carbonate, salinity and EC was
also recorded for the hot springs (Ghilamicael et al. 2017).

As in Malawi, thermal springs in South Africa is largely under-researched and under-
utilised. One study, conducted in the Limpopo Province in South Africa, examined the
thermal och chemical features of 8 different hot springs. These springs, like the ones pre-
viously examined in Malawi, were assumed to be of meteoric origin. The study largely
focused on the geographical and geological characteristics of the surroundings as well as
presence of major elements and ions in the springs. From this, conclusions on the influ-
ence of the geology on the chemical characteristics were made. Quartz, sandstone and
shale seemed to contribute to high sodium concentrations and basaltic intrusion could be
associated with magnesium and calcium. It was also suggested that crystalline rocks lead
to less saline waters and sedimentary rocks were associated with saline waters (Olivier
et al. 2011).

Another study conducted in Sri Lanka analysed both water quality and biology in two
hot springs and one well within the same area. Measurements of temperature, pH, salin-
ity, EC and DO were conducted on site and for analysis of nitrate, phosphate and total
hardness water samples were filtered though nitrocellulose filter papers. The samples
were collected from the surface, middle and bottom of each well. The results showed
that there was no significant variation of water quality at different depths or temperatures.
However, pH varied based on oxygen levels and the conductivity depended on geological
background of the spring (Rajapaksha et al. 2014).

Parameters such as temperature, pH, salinity, EC and DO are commonly measured in var-
ious studies studying hot springs, along with turbidity, alkalinity and major ions (Dash
et al. 2013; Haki et al. 2012; Hamzah et al. 2013). In one of the studies, EC was de-
termined to be a good indicator of the water quality and was thought to be affected by
anthropogenic activities (Dash et al. 2013). Among the major ions that are commonly
measured are sodium, sulphate (Haki et al. 2012; Hamzah et al. 2013), calcium, (Dash
et al. 2013; Hamzah et al. 2013), magnesium, iron (Dash et al. 2013), potassium and
chloride (Hamzah et al. 2013).

A study conducted in the north-east France attempted to use plant communities as bioindi-
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cators of eutrophication both in acidic and alkine waters. In each site, information about
the abundance of different plants was gathered using the method defined by Braun-Blanquet
(1964). The method used a coefficient of abundance dominance and from that and from
information about the water chemistry, the study was able to conclude that there was a
significant difference of floristic composition between the alkine and acidic waters. The
study found that plants were distributed according to a trophic gradient for the two water
types. The trophic gradient went from oligotrophic to eutrophic (Robachl et al. 1996).

2.6 WATER QUALITY ASSESSMENT
2.6.1 Surface Water Criteria

Classification of water quality in Sweden is done according to regulation HVMFS 2019:25.
The health of surface waters is ranked from high to poor status depending on the levels
of each variable. A total assessment of the lake’s or stream’s well-being is then done
by combining all statuses (Havs- och Vattenmydigheten 2019). The Swedish regulations
only concern lakes and stream and in this project the classification was done according to
regulations on lakes, based on the stagnant water in Mawira Sitima.

Eutrophication or nutrients in lakes are generally classified by the levels of total phos-
phorous (TP) according to Table 1. However, if there are clear indications of the organic
growth being dependent on nitrogen levels, experts may base their classification on the
levels of nitrate, nitrite and ammonium (Havs- och Vattenmydigheten 2019).

Table 1: Classification of total phosphorus (Havs- och Vattenmydigheten 2019).

Status Limit (EK = reference
value/measured TP)

High 0.7≤EK
Good 0.5≤EK<0.7

Moderate 0.3≤EK<0.5
Not adequate 0.2≤EK<0.3

Poor EK<0.2

As the climate in Malawi is hotter than Swedish climate and the water in the spring is
stagnant, the reference value is calculated using the simplified equation for measurements
in August in Sweden seen in Equation 1 (Havs och Vattenmydigheten 2019).

log10(ref-P) = 2.247+0.530 · log10(AbsF)−0,339 · log10(Alt) (1)

Where ref-P is the refernece value, AbsF is the absorbance at 420 nm in a 5 cm cuvette,
and Alt is the altitude in meters above sea level.

To decide whether to look at total nitrogen (TN) instead of phosphorous for classification
of nutrients, a ratio for nitrogen and phosphorous can be calculated (N

P ). The limits are
seen in Table 2. If the ratio is higher than 30 it usually means that there is a surplus of
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nitrogen and the water is therefore limited by phosphorous. If the ratio is between 15 and
30 it usually means that there is a balance between nitrogen and phosphorous. If the ratio
is below 15 it usually means that there is a surplus of phosphorous and therefore the water
is limited by nitrogen (Instutionen för Miljöanalys 1997).

Table 2: Designations for the total phosphorous and nitrogen quota (Instutionen för Miljö-
analys 1997).

Designation N:P
Nitrogen Surplus > 30

Nitrogen-Phosphorous Balance 15-30
Moderate Nitrogen Deficiency 10-15

Large Nitrogen Deficiency 5-10
Extreme Nitrogen Deficiency < 5

The classification of oxygen levels in Swedish lakes, seen in Table 3, differ according
to types of fish in the water. Salmonids, such as salmon and trout, usually require more
oxygen than other fish. The waters that harbours these types of fish are therefore placed in
their own category for classification (Havs- och Vattenmydigheten 2019). In this project,
classification was done according to other fish than salmonids ("warm water fish").

Table 3: Classification of oxygen levels for warm water fish (Havs- och Vattenmydigheten
2019).

Status Oxygen level (C)
[mg/l]

High C≥7(8)
Good 5≤C<7

Moderate 4≤C<0.5
Not adequate 2≤C<4

Bad C<2

These oxygen levels concern measurements from the deepest part of the lake during sea-
sons of minimal mixing of the water (Havs- och Vattenmydigheten 2019).

This project focused mainly on the levels of chlorophyll-a in determining the trophic sta-
tus of the thermal spring. The different trophic categories are eutrophic, oligotrophic and
mesotrophic. Eutrophic means nutrient rich waters, oligotrophic means nutrient poor and
mesotrophic is a state in between these two (Burkholder 2003). The Swedish regulations
on chlorophyll-a differ depending on region, depth and alkalinity of the lake (Havs- och
Vattenmydigheten 2019), which makes them not applicable on this project since there
is no region in Sweden with similar climate to Malawi. Instead the assessment is done
according to limits suggested by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD), which is the most widely accepted classification of trophic status
(Istvánovics 2009). The classification of chlorophyll-a levels, among others, can be seen
in Table 4.
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Table 4: Classification of trophic status (OECD 1982 see Istánovics 2009).

Trophic
status

Mean TP
[µg/l]

Mean chl-a
[µg/l]

Max. chl-a
[µg/l]

Oligotrophic <10 <2.5 <8
Mesotrophic 10 - 35 2.5 - 8 8 - 25

Eutrophic >35 >8 >25

2.6.2 Interpretation of nutrients and ions in soil

To interpret if the levels of certain nutrients in soil by Mawira Sitima are high or low they
are compared to levels presented by Landon (2014) seen in Table 5. The levels are based
on samples collected in many different countries but an assumption was made that the
levels are applicable for this study.

Table 5: Interpretation of nutrient levels in soil [mg/kg] (Landon 2014).

TP TN Zn Fe Cu Mn K Na Mg Ca
Low level 6.5 2000 1 4.5 2 20 78 - 61 800
High level 22 5000 900 - 250 10000 313 230 488 2000

2.6.3 Hot springs for recreational use

Soaking in hot mineral water baths in healing purposes is called balneotherapy and is an
effective method due to the hot springs richness in salt, sulphur and sulphate. In the view
of this fact, a study was conducted in the State of Selangor, Malaysia, in which the water
in 18 hot springs used for recreation was analysed to determine the quality of the springs.
The study focused mainly on the levels of sodium, potassium, calcium, sulphur, sulphate
and chloride as well as some other commonly measured variables such as EC and turbid-
ity. The results seen in Tables 6 concluded that most concentrations complied with the
requirements of bathing and other recreational activities (Hamzah et al. 2013).
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Table 6: Results of measured water quality parameters in Malaysia (Hamzah et al. 2013).

Hot spring Temp
(°C)

DO
(mg/l)

EC
(µS/cm)

pH TDS
(mg/l)

Salinity
(mg/l)

Turbidity
(NTU)

Hulu Tamu
(A)

51.7 2.93 493 7.60 311 0.23 0.22

Hulu Tamu
(B)

50.6 3.07 485 7.58 307 0.23 0.26

Gombak (A) 56.9 3.00 495 8.50 311 0.23 0.19
Gombak (B) 52.3 3.50 493 7.54 311 0.23 0.65

Batu 16, Hulu
Langat

67.9 2.64 369 7.86 228 0.17 0.22

IKBN, Hulu
Langat

36.1 2.99 595 7.34 373 0.28 6.75

Sg Serai, Hulu
Langat

45.4 2.80 560 7.73 343 0.25 1.34

Semenyih 36.7 4.91 559 7.45 364 0.27 0.83
Kuala Kubu

Baru
40.0 3.94 365 7.33 225 0.16 0.20

Kerling 40.0 3.47 497 7.14 312 0.23 0.24
Setapak (A) 45.9 5.27 567 7.36 376 0.28 0.23
Setapak (B) 55.2 1.97 586 7.27 374 0.28 0.19
Hulu Yam 55.8 4.50 508 7.45 321 0.24 0.18

Selayang (A) 53.5 2.63 508 7.68 313 0.23 0.26
Selayang (B) 49.4 3.58 506 7.98 319 0.23 0.78
Selayang (C) 54.1 2.92 509 8.98 317 0.23 0.14

A similar study was conducted on four different springs (Chutrun thermal springs) in
Shigar Valley, Pakistan, to evaluate their therapeutic potential. The mean value of each
variable for the Chutrun springs was then compared to measured values in some of the
world’s renowned thermal springs, and can be seen in Table 7 (Farhat et al. 2021).
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Table 7: Comparison between Chutrun hot springs and renowned thermal springs (Farhat
et al. 2021).

Parameter Chutrun
Pakistan

Manghopir
Pakistan

(Javed et al.
2008)

Selangor
Malaysia
(Hamzah

et al. 2013)

Kusatsu
Japan

(Kotake
et al. 1999)

Limpopo
South Africa
(Olivier et al.

2011)

Arkansas
USA (Lund

1996)

Ranong
Thailand

(Sudjaroen
et al. 2017)

Temp °C 40–42 47 36.1–67.90 60–67 26–67.5 32–62 61.5–65.3
pH 7.21–7.8 7.2–7.6 7.14–8.98 2 7.35–9.70 4.52–7.70 7.56–7.74

TDS (ppm) 300–310 2180–2188 228-376 s - 104.7–1385 - 210–230
Sodium
(ppm)

12–18 544–555 37–81.91 53.70 10.5–156.3 4 10.2–13.8

Potassium
(ppm)

3.8–4.1 21–25 1.7–56.81 16 0.99–4.25 1.5 150–189

Calcium
(ppm)

80–82 80–84 3.75–19.77 72 1.31–13.73 45 18.7–20.6

Magnesium
(ppm)

20 56 0.2- 0.6 39 0.00–27.6 4.8 0.36–0.51

Chlorides
(ppm)

9.6–12 584–599 7.06–20.66 343 19.4–168.97 1.8 18.3–23.2

Fluorides
(ppm)

3.4–3.9 - 4.0–4.2 12 0.18–6.50 0.2 0.12–0.89

Sulphates
(ppm)

80–85 437–442 0.15–1.51 611 2.98–53.17 8 8.1–12.1

Bicarbonates
(ppm)

260–282 395–494 60–108 - - 165 4.3–5.7

2.6.4 Plant indicators

Plants are sensitive tools for prediction and recognition of environmental stresses, also
called bioindication. Information about the environmental health can be obtained from
the presence or absence of specific plants or vegetation (Parmar et al. 2016), as shown in
Table 8. The life form of plants can be ecologically significant and may suggest where
they are found. For example, floating-leaved, attached plants generally occur in calm and
sheltered areas of lakes in slightly deeper water (0.25-3.5 m), and unattached plants might
be similarly confined to quiet waters. Many eutrophic lake plants have lower root:shoot
biomass ratio and produce elongate leafy stems that grow towards the water’s surface
where light is more available (Titus et al. 2009). This was confirmed during the study
done in north-east France mentioned before where two of the plants that characterised
eutrophic waters were Ranunculus f luitans and Callitriche obtusangula (Robachl et al.
1996). Emergent aquatic plants are usually found in shallow water, near the land-water
interface, while submersed plants may extend all the way from the shore to considerable
depths (Titus et al. 2009).

Factors such as climate change and eutrophication, which are big threats to fresh water,
cause a loss of diversity when it comes to macrophytes. This means that they also threaten
faunal diversity and then instead favours exotic species (Chambers et al. 2007). The di-
versity of species is also affected by nutrients like carbon, nitrogen and phosphorous, with
the highest species richness observed for intermediate nutrient levels. This also govern
the composition, occurrence and diversity of aquatic plant communities. Increasing phos-
phorous concentration leads to floating species or microphytes outcompeting submerged
species. However, in shallow eutrophic lakes, the same phosphorous concentration can
lead to domination by phytoplankton and high turbidity, or macrophytes and clear waters
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(Bornette et al. 2009). Water temperature also plays a big role in plant diversity as only
a limited number of plant species can handle high temperatures with the upper limit for
plant growth being around 45 °C (Brock 1994).

Additionally, the availability of water nutrients governs primary production in ecosys-
tems. Isoetids (small, slow-growing, evergreen plants), like small rosettes, belong to the
group of plants that are restricted to only using carbon dioxide, and occur in oligotrophic
habitats. Submerged species that are able to use bicarbonate tend to have higher growth
rates and grow in alkaline waters. Free-floating macrophytes are usually found in eu-
trophic waters since they absorb nutrients directly from the water, while rooted plants can
use nutrients from both the water column and substrate. Tall species usually occur in eu-
trophic water and small species in oligotrophic waters (Bornette et al. 2009).

The occurrence of macrophytes is strongly related to the water transparency which is de-
termined by the colour of the water, the concentration of suspended solids and plankton.
The transparency of the water affects the light availability which sets the depth limit for
macrophytes, and promotes different forms of aquatic plants. Due to their low growth
rate, rosette growth forms are limited to clear water lakes or shallow zones, while caules-
cent angiosperms, which are able to produce erected stems, colonise deeper waters. In
waters with high turbidity, the plant communities are dominated by floating-leaved plants
(Bornette et al. 2009).

Water movement can cause indirect effects on macrophytes by either resuspending nutri-
ents or particles in moving waters, or diffusion of gas and nutrients through the boundary
layer in stagnant waters. Both water movements lead to limited plant growth due to less
light penetration or lower access to nutrients. Moderate water movement enhances nutri-
ent and gas fluxes which improves plant growth and photosynthesis (Bornette et al. 2009).

A summary of all mentioned bioindicators can be seen in Table 8.

Table 8: Summary of bioindications.

Bioindicator Indication
Floating-leaved plants High turbidity/eutrophic water

Emergent plants Shallow water
Submerged plants Alkaline water

Tall plants Eutrophic water
Small plants Oligotrophic water

Rosette growth form Clear/shallow/Oligotrophic water
Leafy stems and low root:shoot ratio Eutrophic waters

Diversity of species Intermediate nutrient levels
Limited plant growth Moving/stagnant water

Improved plant growth Moderate water movement

Not only does the water affect the aquatic plants located in the water, aquatic plants may
profoundly influence the physico-chemical environment of waters by steepening light at-
tenuation and temperature gradients and reduce turbulence to the extent that promotes
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sedimentation. The uptake and release of toxic metals and the mineral nutrients that drive
primary production may also affect the water quality. Additionally, the metabolic activ-
ity of submersed plants may lead to changes in the profiles of pH, redox potential, carbon
dioxide and oxygen within the water column and into the sediment. Floating-leaved plants
connect aquatic and atmospheric realms by exchanging gases through their stomata and
provide surfaces on which complex biofilm communities develop. Their biological role
and abiotic impacts make aquatic plants interesting in water quality investigations (Titus
et al. 2009).

2.7 Water quality monitoring
Monitoring of water quality can be properly done with less than 20 chemical, physical or
biological variables. The variables that need to be included depends on what the use of the
water will be. One of the simplest monitoring systems is to measure temperature, pH, EC,
TDS and DO. This gives the minimum of information about the water and can be used
to roughly make an assessment of the water quality. Other variables to be looked at can
depend on already known pollution in the water. The time interval for the sampling deeply
depends on the water itself and needs to be adjusted according to the circumstances. In
the beginning it might have to be more frequent and then, if a lot of variables are constant,
it can become less frequent. For issues other than eutrophication, a minimum of one time
per year is recommended for lakes and reservoirs (Bartram et al. 1996).

3 METHODS

3.1 LIMITATIONS
The project had limitations in both time and equipment which led to exclusion of vari-
ables that would have been preferable to include. The time limitation meant that a limited
amount of samples could be taken and only during 2 months of the year. The number of
sampling occasions were also limited by the rain season as the roads to the spring were not
accessible during and after heavy rainfall. Some variables that would have been prefer-
able to measure were not possible to include due to lack of access to certain equipment.
These variables included radioactivity, bacteria and fluoride.

Swedish Surface Water Standards were used in assessing the water quality of the hot
spring. Malwian Drinking Water Standards were considered to be evaluated, but as the
spring water is not currently being used for drinking, comparison to those standards was
considered irrelevant. Malawi does not have any other water standards applicable to this
study.

3.2 WATER QUALITY OF MAWIRA SITIMA
From the previously conducted studies presented above, combined with the available lab-
oratory equipment, an assessment was done of which variables were most relevant to
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study in this project. The variables and sampling source can be seen in Table 9.

Table 9: Variables examined during the study in water, plants and soil.

Variable Water Plants Soil
Total Nitrogen (TN) X X X

Total Phosphorous (TP) X X X
Chlorophyll-a (Chl-a) X

pH X
Water Colour (Col) X

Dissolved Oxygen (DO) X
Sodium (Na) X X X

Potassium (K) X X X
Calcium (Ca) X X X

Magnesium (Mg) X X X
Zinc (Zn) X X X
Iron (Fe) X X X

Copper (Cu) X X X
Manganese (Mn) X X X

Chloride (Cl) X
Sulphate (SO4) X

Turbidity* (Turb) X
Electrical Conductivity* (EC) X

Salinity* X
Total Dissolved Solids* (TDS) X

Temperature* (Temp) X

*Measurements directly in the field.

3.2.1 Interview with chief of village

An interview with the chief of the village, John Moses, was conducted during the second
visit to the hot spring. The questions asked during the interview were:

• How many people utilise the spring?

• Are any detergents and/or soaps used in the spring?

• Are there any agricultural activities near the spring and if so, what is farmed there?

• Are any fertilisers used during farming?

• Have there been any noticeable changes in the hot spring and the surrounding area,
like changes in water colour, smell, vegetation et cetera?

The questions were translated from English to Chichewa and the answers were then con-
densed and translated back from Chichewa to English.
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3.2.2 Land use survey

A land use survey of the area surrounding the spring was conducted to get a better un-
derstanding of how the usage of the area might affect the hot spring and its water quality.
This was done by mapping the area by foot using a GPS and noting what the land use
of the area was. Coordinates were taken for each measuring site around the spring and
at the limits of specific land uses in close proximity of the spring. The coordinates were
then used in QGIS to construct a map of the area. The surface area of the hot springs and
agricultural land was estimated by constructing polygons from the measured coordinates
and satellite pictures. The distance between the springs and the different land uses were
then assessed by creating a line layer and measuring the length of each line. To assess
what direction the runoff from each agricultural field would go, a raster was created using
the elevation data for each coordinate.

3.2.3 Sample preparation and analysis of water quality

When visiting the hot spring the first time it was decided that there would be five sam-
pling occasions and that the sampling of water would take place at six different sampling
sites for each occasion: four samples from the within spring, one from a suggested source
of the spring water, and one sample from a borehole used as a reference site. For each
occasion four 500 ml bottles of water was taken at each site; one for nutrients, sulphate,
and water colour, one for DO and chloride, one for chlorophyll-a and one for the cations.
After doing the chlorophyll analysis the first time it was decided that two bottles were to
be taken for this from each site for this analysis to ensure proper results, making it a total
of five 500 ml bottles. The bottle for the ions were acidified directly in the field using
approximately 1 ml nitric acid while the other samples remained untouched.

Three beakers were filled up with water for in situ measurements of turbidity, tempera-
ture, TDS, salinity and EC. The turbidity was measured using a Oakton T-100 turbidime-
ter. The temperature, TDS, salinity and EC was measured using a S-100 meter. All the
measurements were done 3 times for each site and the mean values were calculated.

The pH of the six different samples sites were measured in the lab using a Biobase 930. It
was first calibrated using a buffer solution of pH 7 and the pH-meter was then put in one
sample and the value was noted when the figures had stabilised. This was repeated for all
samples using deionised water to clean it in between measurements.

To analyse the chlorophyll-a, one sample from each site (six in total) was shaken and
then filtered through a glassfiber filter using a filtration equipment (47 mm) and a vacuum
pump in the lab. The filtration was done until the glassfiber filter was clogged and water
was no longer going through. After that, the filter paper was put in a plastic tube and
filled up with 25 ml ethanol (95%). The samples were then left in the refrigerator over
night. The next day, the samples were filtered through 0.45 µm filters using a disposable
syringe filter. After that, a spectrophotometer (UV/VIS) was used at 750 nm and 665 nm
to measure the absorbance of each sample. Ethanol was used to zero the meter in both
wavelengths. After measuring the absorbance of the sample, 0.1 ml hydrochloric acid was
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added to the sample to react. After waiting a minute, the absorbance was measured again.
The chlorophyll-a concentration was then calculated using Equation 2.

A = A665 −A750

Aa = Aa,665 −Aa,750

Cchlorophyll (µg/l) = (A−Aa) ·K · Ve
Vs

(2)

Where A665 and A750 is the absorbance at 665 nm and 750 nm before adding acid, Aa,665
and Aa,750 is the absorbance at 665 nm and 750 nm after adding acid, K is a constant of
29.6, Ve is the volume of ethanol added to the filter paper (ml), and Vs is the volume of
the filtered sample (l).

The water colour was measured by filtering water from each sample through a 0.45 µm
filter and then putting it in 1 cm cuvettes. The UV/VIS was then used to measure the
absorbance at 420 nm. Deionised water was used to calibrate the meter. All the mea-
surements were done twice for each sample, and the mean values of the absorbance was
calculated. After this the water colour was calculated using Equation 3.

Col (mg Pt/l) = Abs ·540 ·5 (3)

Where Col is the colour and Abs is the measured absorbance. 540 is a constant to convert
into colour, and 5 is to account for the length of the cuvette.

To measure total phosphorous a reagent mixture was prepared using sulfuric acid, ammo-
nium molybdate, ascorbic acid and potassium tartrate. A phosphate stock solutions was
prepared by drying potassium dehydrogen phosphate in 105 °C during 1.5 hours. The
dried chemical was then measured to 4.392 g, then dissolved in 1 ml chloroform and di-
luted in 1000 ml deionised water. To make the calibration solution the phosphate stock
solution was diluted 100 times. This was done by taking 1 ml stock solution and adding
100 ml deionised water. For the sample preparation the samples were shaken well and
then 100 ml were added in a conial flask. After this 20 ml of 5% potassium persulphate
was added in each water sample as well as the calibration and a blank containing deionised
water. The potassium persulphate was done by taking 10 mg of pulverised potassium per-
sulphate dissolving it in 200 ml of deionised water. The samples, the calibration and a
blank were then brought to a boil on hotplates and were kept boiling for 1 hour. They
were then left to cool over night. The next day 6 ml of the samples, the calibration and
the blank were put in separate plastic tubes. 1 ml of the reagent mixture was added. After
30 min the absorbance was measured using a UV/VIS 882 nm. The phosphorous concen-
tration was calculated using Equation 4

CT P (µg P/l) =
Ccalibration ·Vcalibration · (Asample −Ablank)

Vsample · (Acalibration −Ablank)
(4)

Where Ccalibration is the concentration of the calibration solution (µg/l), Vcalibration is the
volume of the calibration solution (ml), Vsample is the volume of the sample (ml), Asample,
Acalibration and Ablank is the absorbance of the sample, calibration and blank respectively.
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For the nitrogen measurements, a calibration using ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA)
was prepared by dissolving 1.329 g in deionised water and then diluting it to 1000 ml.
Four different calibrants were done containing 0.5, 1.0, 1.5 and 2.0 mg EDTA/l. 100 ml
of the blank, the samples and the calibration was then added to separate conical flasks.
After this 15 ml of 6 % potassium persulphate was added in each water sample as well
as the calibration and a blank containing deionised water. The potassium persulphate
was done by taking 12 mg of pulverised potassium persulphate dissolving it in 200 ml of
deionised water. The samples, the calibrations solution and a blank were then brought to
a boil on hotplates and were kept boiling for 30 minutes. The samples where then left to
cool over night. The next day 5.75 ml of the samples, the calibrations and the blank were
put in plastic tubes and 0.12 ml 10 M hydrochloric acid was added to each sample. The
absorbance was then measured using a UV/VIS at 220 and 275 nm. Using the standards,
and plotting against the measured absorbance, an equation for the linear connection be-
tween nitrogen and absorbance was obtained. This equation was then used to calculate
the nitrogen concentration for the samples.

For DO analysis it was made sure in the field that the bottles were properly filled so
that no extra oxygen could dissolve into the water and no oxygen from the water could
escape. In the lab, each water sample was added to three new bottles with 20 ml water
sample in each, and diluted to 250 ml with deionised water. 1 ml manganese sulphate
and 1 ml alkaline iodide-sodium azide solution was then added to all samples which
caused colour change and deposition. 1 ml thiosulfurous acid was then added which
dissolved the deposition. Titration was done using 0.025 M sodium thiosulphate and
starch indicator solution. Sodium thiosulphate was added to 25 ml water sample until the
sample was almost clear, then 2-3 drops of starch was added which caused colour shift
again. Titration continued until the sample was completely clear, and the volume of added
titrant was noted. This was done three times for each sampling site and the mean volume
for the site was then calculated. The DO concentration was calculated using Equation 5.

CDO (mg DO/l) =
Vtitrant ·N ·8 ·1000

Vsample
(5)

Where Vtitrant is the volume of sodium thiosulphate added to the sample (ml), N is the
concentration of sodium thiosulphate (0.025 M) and Vsample is the volume of the water
sample (25 ml). 8 and 1000 are constants.

For analysis of the chloride concentration approximately 50 ml of each water sample was
first filtrated through 125 mm filters. From each of the filtered samples, 10 ml was added
to three different flasks. Titration was done using 2 drops of potassium chromate in each
sample as an indicator and then adding 0.01 M silver nitrate until the colour changed,
and the volume of the silver nitrate added was noted. This was done three times for each
sampling site and the mean volume was calculated for titration. From the results of the
titration, the chloride concentration could be calculated using Equation 6.

CCl (mg/l) =
CAgNO3 ·VAgNO3 ·1000 ·35.5

Vsample
(6)

Where CAgNO3 is the concentration of silver nitrate (0.01 M), VAgNO3 is the volume of the
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added silver nitrate (ml), Vsample is the volume of the water sample (ml).

The concentration of sulphate in the samples were measured using a turbidimetric method.
This method uses the principle that sulphate ions precipitate in a hydrochloric acid and
barium chloride. This creates barium sulphate crystals of uniform size. The absorbance
of the crystals was then measured using a UV/VIS. Colour and suspended matter may
interfere with this method if they are present in large amounts but some of the suspended
matter can be removed through filtration. No other ions than sulphate will form crys-
tals with barium under the strongly acidic conditions. The minimum concentration that
can be detected is approximately 1 mg/l sulphate (American Public Health Association
et al. 1976). Calibration solutions were made by dissolving 147.9 mg natriumsulphate
in dionised water and diluting it to 1000 ml. After that 10, 15, 25, 30 and 40 ml of the
solution was diluted to 100 ml each to make standards with concentrations of 10, 15, 25,
30 and 40 mg/l. A conditioning reagent was made by mixing 50 ml of glycerol with a
solution containing 30 ml of concentrated hydrochloric acid, 300 ml dionised water and
100 ml 95% ethyl. 5 ml of this reagent was added to 100 ml of each sample and was
then mixed with a stirrer. After this barium chloride was added to the sample while it was
being stirred. The stirring went on for exactly one minute and after that the absorbance
of the sample was measured using a UV/VIS at 420 nm. The absorbance was measured
for 4 minutes with 30 second intervalls. Using the standards, an equation for the linear
connection between sulphate and absorbance was obtained. This equation was then used
to calculate the sulphate concentration for the samples.

The analysis of the cations (sodium, potassium, calcium, magnesium, zinc, iron, copper,
and manganese) was done using an Atomic Absorption Spectrophotmeter (AAS). The
acidified water from the field was filtered and then but into plastic tubes of about 20 ml
each. The samples were then put in an autosampler that was connected to the AAS. When
analysing calcium and magnesium, the samples were diluted 10 times with 2000 ppm
strontium solution to make sure only calcium and magnesium was detected in the AAS.
The sodium samples were diluted 10 times with deionised water to get a lower, detectable
concentration. The AAS then used 10 ppm standards of each cation, which was diluted to
different concentrations directly in the autosampler, to create calibration curves and the
concentrations of the cations was calculated from the measured absorbance.

All measured variables (nutrients, ions and physical characteristics) were then compared
to the guidelines and previous studies presented in section 2.5 and 2.6 as well as the ref-
erence site (borehole) in close proximity to Mawira Sitima. This was done in box plots
where the measured values were displayed in boxes and the guidelines and mean value
from the reference site was displayed as a line. The line represented the mean value for
specific variable at the reference site. The values from previous studies were presented
as a span in blue. To make sure the reference site had good water quality and a suitable
comparison, the values from the reference site was compared to the Malawi standards for
borehole water quality (Board 2005).

The ecological status was decided based on total phosphorous and DO. For the total phos-
phorous, the EK-value was calculated for each sampling site using Equation 1 and both
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this and the DO was plotted in boxplots. The boxplots also included the guidelines (Table
1 and 3) for the different statuses. The trophic status was decided using the mean value
of total phosphorous for all sites, mean value for chlorophyll and the maximum value for
chlorophyll for all sites and comparing it to the categories from OECD (Table 4). The
N:P ratio was calculated using the mean values for total phosphorous and nitrogen and
was then compared to the designations for the quota (Table 2).

3.2.4 Sample preparation and analysis of soil

Soil samples in the area around Mawira Sitima were collected and brought back to the lab
to dry. Once dry, the soil was sieved and 2 g of each sample was measured and put in a
furnace to be ashed. This was done at 600 °C for 5 hours. After this the samples were
placed in conical flasks and 2 ml concentrated nitric acid was added. The flasks were then
put on a hot plate to boil until the fumes from the samples were clear. After this, 2 ml
of concentrated hydrochloric acid was added which caused the samples to change colour.
The samples were again put on boil until the liquid was clear. After cooling, the samples
were diluted to 100 ml and filtered. 50 ml was then used for phosphorous analysis and 50
ml for analysis of cations.

For the phosphorous analysis of soils, a reagent was added to all the samples and stan-
dards with concentrations of 0.5, 1, 1.5, 2, and 2.5 ppm phosphorous. The UV/VIS was
then used at 880 nm to measure the absorbance of the samples. The concentrations were
calculated using a standard curve and they were then adjusted from mg/l to mg/kg using
the dilution volume and starting mass.

The analysis of the cations was done using an Atomic Absorption Spectrophotmeter
(AAS). When analysing zinc, manganese, copper, iron and potassium 20 ml of the sam-
ples were poured into plastic tubes. The ashed and diluted samples were then put in an
autosampler that was connected to the AAS. When analysing calcium and magnesium,
the samples were diluted 10 times with 2000 ppm strontium solution to make sure only
magnesium and calcium was detected. The sodium samples were diluted 10 times with
deionised water to get a lower, detectable concentration. The calibration was done as ex-
plained earlier. The given concentrations for calcium, magnesium and sodium were then
multiplied by 10 to account for the dilution. All samples were made into duplicates and
the mean value of the measured concentrations were calculated.

For the analysis of nitrogen 1 g of each soil sample was measured and put into a vol-
umetric flask. 1.5 ml of water and 5 ml of sulphuric acid was then added to the flasks
along with 1.7 g of a mixed catalyst consisting of anhydrous potassium sulphate, cupric
sulphate and selenium powder. The samples were then brought to a boil until the content
of the flasks turned green. After cooling the samples were diluted to 50 ml and distilled.
The distillation was done by pouring 5 ml boric acid and three drops of red indicator
consisting of methyl red, bromcresol green and ethyl alcohol into conical flasks. Using a
nitrogen distillation unit, the flasks were then connected by a tube to one part of the unit
and 10 ml sample, 10 ml sodium hydroxide and approximately 10-20 ml deionised water
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was poured into the other part of the unit. The samples were then distilled for 5 minutes
each which caused liquid to transfer into the conical flask and the colour of the indicator
changed from red to turquoise. After 5 minutes, the distilled samples were titrated with
hydrochloric acid until the colour changed back to pink and the volume of titrant was
noted. The total nitrogen concentration was then calculated using Equation 7.

CN (mg N/kg soil) =
(Vsample −Vblank)∗N ∗14∗1000

msample
(7)

Where CN is the concentration of nitrogen in soil, Vsample and Vblank are the volume of
acid used during titration for the sample and blank respectively (ml), msample is the sample
weight (g) and N is the normality of the acid (M). 14 and 1000 are constants.

The results were then compared to commonly measured levels in other soils, presented by
Landon (2014), to interpret if the levels by Mawira Sitima were within the normal range.

3.3 POTENTIAL FOR RECREATIONAL USE OF MAWIRA SITIMA
To investigate Mawira Sitimas potential for recreational use, the water quality, adjacent
plants and soil and location were compared to the closely located Mawira Liwonde. Wa-
ter samples from Mawira Liwonde were collected two times and the same analyses men-
tioned above (section 3.1.3 and 3.1.4) for Mawira Sitima were used to asses the water
quality. Coordinates were taken by the spring using a portable GPS. Boxplots for the wa-
ter quality variables in Mawira Sitima were then made and compared to the mean values
of the same variables in Mawira Liwonde. The location for each hot spring was investi-
gated and compared using the measured coordinates and satellite images in QGIS. Two
plants of similar origin was collected nearby Mawira Sitima and Mawira Liwonde and
analysed the same way as previously described for soil samples. Soils from the location
where one of these plants grew, were also collected at both hot springs. Instead of soil
being sieved, the plants were cut into small pieces before ashing. After the analyses were
done, they were compared to each other in barplots.

The ecological status was decided based on mean values of total phosphorous and DO.
The EK-value was calculated using Equation 1 and that value and DO was compared to
guidelines (Table 1 and 3) for the different statuses.

The trophic status was decided using the mean value for total phosphorous and compared
to the categories from OECD (Table 4). The N:P ratio was calculated using the mean
values for total phosphorous and nitrogen and was then compared to the designations for
the quota (Table 2).
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3.4 LONG TERM MONITORING SYSTEM
To make a proposal for a potential long term monitoring system, a statistical test was
done to test the correlation between all variables measured at all sampling sites at Mawira
Sitima, called Kendall’s rank correlation. The null-hypothesis was that there is no cor-
relation between the variables (Puth et al. 2015) and the p-value was chosen to be 0.05,
meaning that for p < 0.05 the null-hypothesis is discarded. The test also gave a coefficient
called Kendall’s τ which gives an indication if the correlation is negative or positive (Puth
et al. 2015).

All measurements were then plotted in barplots to detect possible spatial or temporal
trends (November 2021-January 2022) for each variable. Any trends and correlations that
were detected in the barplots were then further investigated in graphs. The variables that
correlated according to Kendall’s test were put in the same graphs.

3.4.1 Meterological data

Meteorological data (daily precipitation and air temperature) for the concerned time pe-
riod (November 2021 - January 2022) was obtained from University of Malawi Chancellor
College. The measurements were done on campus in Zomba, approximately 40 km from
Liwonde. The meteorological data and all variables were plotted together over time to
compare temporal trends and patterns to determine any correlations.

3.4.2 Bioindication

Plants found in and around the hot spring that were less common or did not have a coun-
terpart at Mawira Liwonde grounds were photographed and then identified by comparison
to literature. After being identified, the plants were used as bioindicators for the health
of the hot spring and were compared to the results of the physico-chemical analyses to
assess the possibility to use bioindication as part of a long term monitoring system.

4 RESULTS

4.1 WATER QUALITY OF MAWIRA SITIMA
4.1.1 Interview with chief of village

QUESTION: How many people utilise the spring?
ANSWER: The spring is used by the villagers but also by people from nearby villages.
The chief estimated it to around 7000 people 4.

QUESTION: Are any detergents and/or soaps used in the spring?
ANSWER: Yes, they are used frequently 4.
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QUESTION: Are there any agricultural activities near the spring and if so, what is farmed
there?
ANSWER: Yes, there are multiple farming fields nearby where things like maize, sweet
potato, and sorghum are being farmed 4.

QUESTION: Are any fertilisers used during farming?
ANSWER: Yes, fertilisers containing nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium is used during
farming 4.

QUESTION: Have there been any noticeable changes in the hot spring and the surround-
ing area, like changes in water colour, smell, vegetation etc?
ANSWER: No changes have been noticed during the chiefs lifetime 4.

4.1.2 Land use survey

In Figure 11 the area around Mawira Sitima, including the borehole used for reference,
the adjacent swamp and agricultural land, is shown. The linear distance from the refer-
ence site to the inlet of the hot spring is estimated to be approximately 453 m and the
distance from the spring to closest agricultural field is approximately 44 m. From Mawira
Liwonde to Mawira Sitima the linear distance is approximately 5423 m. The sampling
sites can be seen in Figure 3. The first sampling site was at the only known inlet to the
spring which is located in the men’s pool. The second sampling site was at the middle of
the men’s pool. The third sampling site was at the inlet of the women’s pool, where water
from the men’s pool enters through a big area of tall grass. The fourth sampling site was
at the outlet of the women’s pool to a larger pool that was not used by the community. The
fifth sampling site was the swamp that was suggested by the locals to be the water source
for the spring. This site was excluded from all analyses due to the lack of information
which made it irrelevant for the study. The sixth sampling site was the borehole used as a
reference where the locals got their drinking water.

4John Moses, Village Chief in Sitima, Interview 2021-12-08
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Figure 3: The area around Mawira Sitima.

The elevation of the area around Mawira Sitima can be seen in Figure 4. The lowest point
of the area was at the rice field and the outlet, and the highest point of the area was at the
swamp.
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Figure 4: The elevation of the area around Mawira Sitima in meters above sea level.

4.1.3 Analysis of water quality

All measurements from each sampling occasion can be seen in Appendix A. Figures 5 -
8 show box plots of all measured values in Mawira Sitima compared to the reference site
and, if available, other hot springs that are known to be used in recreational purposes (sec-
tion 2.6.3). The values from the references site were all within acceptable range compared
to the standards for borehole quality (Board 2005). The variables that did not have any
comparisons from other hot springs are presented in Figures 5-6 and were all relatively
close to the levels at the reference site except for iron, colour and temperature. The iron
concentrations were a bit higher in the spring compared to the concentrations in the refer-
ence site (Figure 5). The temperatures and colour in the spring were also higher compared
to the temperature at the reference site (Figure 6).
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Figure 5: Boxplots for iron, zinc, copper and manganese with reference site. The red lines
are the median values for the variables and the red crosses represents outliers.

Figure 6: Boxplots for colour, temperature, total phosphorous and nitrogen with reference
site. The red lines are the median values for the variables and the red crosses represents
outliers.
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The variables from Mawira Sitima that could be compared to the other hot springs are
presented in Figures 7- 8 and were mostly within the range for hot springs except for
turbidity, DO, pH and EC. EC only had one outlier that was not within the range of other
hot springs and the same was true for pH (Figure 8). Turbidity and DO was mostly higher
in Mawira Sitima compared to the other springs (Figures 7 - 8).

Comparing the same variables in Mawira Sitima to the reference site shows that EC, TDS
and chloride were all higher at the reference site compared to the spring (Figure 8). The
values for calcium, magnesium, sodium and DO in the spring were all close to the values
at the reference site (Figure 7), although magnesium and sodium differ slightly from the
reference site. Turbidity, pH and potassium were all lower at the reference site compared
to the spring (Figures 7 - 8).

Figure 7: Boxplots for dissolved oxygen, sodium, potassium, calcium and magnesium
with reference site and range for other hot springs. The red lines are the median values
for the variables and the red crosses represents outliers.
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Figure 8: Boxplots for electrical conductivity, total dissolved solids, pH, chloride and
turbidity with reference site and range for other hot springs. The red lines are the median
values for the variables and the red crosses represents outliers.

The mean value for chlorophyll was calculated to 1.49 mg/l and the maximum value for
chlorophyll was 2.96 mg/l which can be seen in Figure 9. This makes the status according
to the Swedish Surface Water Standards oligotrophic as seen in Table 4. The values for
chlorophyll were all higher or equal to the reference site (Figure 9).

The mean value for total phosphorous was calculated to 19.4 µg/l which makes the status
mesotrophic according to the Swedish surface water standards in Table 1. The EK values
for total phosphorous were dominantly above the lower limit for moderate status accord-
ing to the Swedish Surface Water Standards and the median is considered good status
according to the standards (Figure 9). Most measured values for DO were dominantly
above the lower limit for good status and so was the median (Figure 9).
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Figure 9: Boxplots for chlorophyll with reference site and EK-values for total phospho-
rous and dissolved oxygen including the lower limits according to the Swedish standard.

The N:P ratio was calculated to 218 and that means a designation of nitrogen surplus (Ta-
ble 2) which means that the limiting nutrient is phosphorous.

4.1.4 Analysis of soil

In Table 10 the measured levels of total phosphorous, total nitrogen and different cations
in soil were compared to levels presented by Landon (2014) (Table 5) and interpreted as
normal, high or low. Levels of the same variables in Mawira Sitima were compared to
the reference site and interpreted as high or low. The levels for iron were high in both the
soils and the spring as was the potassium.
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Table 10: Interpretation of levels in soil inside and outside of Mawira Sitima according
to Landon (2014) and levels in the water according to the reference site and other hot
springs.

TP TN Zn Fe Cu Mn K Na Mg Ca
Soil in pool High Low Normal High Normal Normal High High High Normal
Soil outside

pool
High Low Normal High Normal Normal High High High Normal

Mawira
Sitima

Normal Normal Normal High Low High High Low Low Normal

4.2 POTENTIAL FOR RECREATIONAL USE OF MAWIRA SITIMA
As seen in Figure 10, Mawira Liwonde is located close to the city centre of Liwonde
while Mawira Sitima is located approximately 5 km from the centre. The size of Mawira
Sitima is approximately 28 times bigger than Mawira Liwonde with an area of 739 m2

respectively 26 m2. The layout of Mawira Sitima includes several smaller pools which
allows men and women to bathe and wash separately, which is seen in Figure 11, while
Mawira Liwonde consists of a single pool seen in Figure 12.
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Figure 10: The city of Liwonde and the springs Mawira Sitima and Mawira Liwonde.
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(a) Women’s pool. (b) Men’s pool.

Figure 11: Mawira Sitima.

Figure 12: Mawira Liwonde.
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Boxplots of all values in Mawira Sitima compared to the mean values in Mawira Liwonde
are seen in Figures 13 - 15. EC, TDS, chloride, colour and temperature were all higher in
Mawira Liwonde than Mawira Sitima, while pH was lower (Figure 13). Total phospho-
rous, turbidity and potassium were also higher in Mawira Liwonde, while DO, sodium
and total nitrogen were relatively similar in the springs (Figure 14). The same goes for
magnesium and manganese which were very similar, while calcium and iron were higher
in Mawira Sitima and zinc and copper were higher in Mawira Liwonde (Figure 15).

Figure 13: Values for electrical conductivity, total dissolved solids, pH, chloride, colour
and temperature for Mawira Sitima compared to values from Mawira Liwonde. The red
crosses represents outliers and the red line represents the median for the specific variable.
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Figure 14: Values for turbidity, dissolved oxygen, total phosphorous, total nitrogen,
sodium and potassium for Mawira Sitima compared to values from Mawira Liwonde.
The red crosses represents outliers and the red line represents the median for the specific
variable.
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Figure 15: Values for calcium, magnesium, iron, zinc, copper and manganese for Mawira
Sitima compared to values from Mawira Liwonde. The red crosses represents outliers and
the red line represents the median for the specific variable.

The N:P ratio for Mawira Liwonde was calculated to 32.3 which suggests that the limiting
nutrient in the spring is phosphorous. The ecological status based on DO and phospho-
rous seen in Figure 11 was good and poor respectively. The trophic status was decided to
be eutrophic.

Table 11: Designation for N:P ratio, status for DO and EK based on total phosphorous as
well as trophic status for Mawira Liwonde.

Parameter Designation/status/category Value
N:P ratio Nitrogen surplus 32.3

DO Good 5.63 (mg/l)
EK based on TP Poor 0.0598

Trophic status based on TP Eutrophic 140 (µg/l)

In Figures 16 - 18 the comparison between soil and plants by Mawira Liwonde and by
Mawira Sitima can be seen. The levels of manganese, total nitrogen and sodium were
higher in the soil by Mawira Liwonde compared to Mawira Sitima, while the levels of
iron and magnesium were much higher by Mawira Sitima (Figure 16). Similarly, the iron
levels in plant 1 are much higher by Mawira Sitima along with total nitrogen, zinc, copper,
potassium and calcium (Figure 17). The levels of sodium and total phosphorus are higher
by Mawira Liwonde for both plant 1 and 2 (Figures 17 - 18). In plant 2 the levels are also
higher for total nitrogen, potassium, magnesium and calcium by Mawira Liwonde, while
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zinc and manganese are higher for Mawira Sitima (Figure 18).

Figure 16: Nutrients in the soil for plant one for both Sitima and Liwonde.

Figure 17: Nutrients in plant one for both Sitima and Liwonde.
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Figure 18: Nutrients in plant two for both Sitima and Liwonde.

4.3 LONG TERM MONITORING SYSTEM
In Table 12 the correlation between all different variables in Mawira Sitima are shown.
The levels of manganese and copper correlated with seven variables, which is the most
amount of variables to correlate with in this study. Chloride and pH were the only vari-
ables that did not correlate with any other variables.
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In Figures 19 - 24 the variables that were found to correlate in Table 12 and showed a
clear trend when plotted are presented. The variables that did not show clear trends can
be seen in Appendix B. In Figure 19 it is seen that the levels of total phosphorous and
copper clearly increased over time, while the levels of calcium decreased over time. The
trend for DO, EC and TDS is less clear from the figure.
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Figure 19: Total phosphorous, dissolved oxygen, electrical conductivity, total dissolved
solids, calcium and copper between sites and over time.

Figure 20: Colour, turbidity, iron and manganese between sites and over time.
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The trends are shown more clearly in Figures 21 and 22 where the correlated variables
are put in the same graphs. In Figure 21 it is clearer that the TDS increased over time
while it was still hard to detect a clear trend for EC and DO. In this graph sodium is also
included as it correlates to TDS, calcium and copper. It showed a negative trend over time.

Figure 21: Total phosphorous, dissolved oxygen, electrical conductivity, total dissolved
solids, calcium, sodium and copper in Mawira Sitima over time.

It is seen in Figure 22 that the turbidity and iron follow much the same pattern and in-
creased throughout the whole spring while the colour and manganese varied a bit more.
However, all variables had the highest value at the outlet and were shown to increase dras-
tically between the sites called women’s pool and outlet.
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Figure 22: Colour, turbidity, iron and manganese at the different sampling sites. The
distribution is displayed in errorbars.

The ions that correlate to each other are presented in Figures 23 - 24. In Figure 23 it
is seen that magnesium, zinc and manganese were constant throughout most part of the
spring but then increased drastically by the outlet. The same drastic change by the out-
let was displayed by potassium while copper did not show a clear trend between sites.
However, copper seemed to increase over time while potassium decreased. Calcium and
manganese seemed to correlate over time and anti correlate between sites but they showed
no clear increasing or decreasing trend for either.
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Figure 23: Trends and correlation over time and site for correlating ions.

In Figure 24 it can be seen that the concentrations of potassium, iron, zinc and manganese
increased towards the outlet. Sodium, calcium and copper showed clear correlations but
no significant trend over time or space.

Figure 24: Trends and correlation over time and site for correlating ions.
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In Figure 25 the values for TDS, DO, EC, pH, turbidity and temperature from each sam-
pling site is presented. The mean for temperature, electrical conductivity and total dis-
solved solids were relatively constant for all sampling sites. The mean for pH was lower
for the outlet compared to the other sites. The mean for turbidity and DO increased from
the inlet to the outlet.

Figure 25: Plots with errorbars for dissolved oxygen, total dissolved solids, total phos-
phorus, electrical conductivity, temperature and pH at the different measuring sites.

4.3.1 Meteorological data

In Figures 26 - 30 daily meteorological data (precipitation, maximum and minimum air
temperature) are presented with different variables. Only the variables that showed cor-
relation or similar patterns as the meteorological data are presented here, other variables
can be seen in Appendix B.

Turbidity and colour (Figures 26 and 27) are higher after periods without rainfall and
lower after rainy periods.
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Figure 26: Turbidity, precipitation and air temperature over time.

Figure 27: Colour, precipitation and air temperature over time.

Zinc (Figure 28) is generally higher after periods of rain and lower after dry periods.
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Figure 28: Zinc, precipitation and air temperature over time.

Sodium and water temperature (Figures 29 and 30) show slightly decreasing trends over
time. So does the maximum and minimum air temperatures.

Figure 29: Sodium, precipitation and air temperature over time.

53



Figure 30: Water temperature, precipitation and air temperature over time.

4.3.2 Bioindication

Only two major plant species were found growing inside the spring and one surrounding
it. All plants were emerged and no submerged or floating-leaved plants were found. The
plants were of both short and tall character and lacked flowers. The tallest plant was iden-
tified as belonging to the genus Eleocharis using African Plants - A Photo Guide (Dressler
et al. 2014). The smaller plant was identified as belonging to the genus Brachiaria using
the same website.

5 DISCUSSION

5.1 WATER QUALITY OF MAWIRA SITIMA
5.1.1 Land use survey

As determined from Figure 4 the water from the western maize field most likely will flow
towards the rice field, while water from the eastern maize field will flow towards the hot
spring. This could potentially affect the water quality during rains as runoff from the field
could bring nutrients to the spring. As seen in the figure, the lowest point of the hot spring
is located by the outlet which might cause the water to flow directly there. This could lead
to higher levels of nutrients by the outlet than the inlet, which wrongly might lead to the
conclusion that the recreational use causes water quality damage.
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5.1.2 Analysis of water quality

Compared to other hot springs and the reference site, the overall status of Mawira Sitima
is relatively good (Figures 5 - 8). All values were within the range of other hot springs,
except for turbidity and DO (Figures 7 and 8). The levels of DO in Mawira Sitima were
dominantly higher than the levels in renowned hot springs, which is preferable and indi-
cate a good environment for aquatic life. The turbidity was relatively high which might be
due to runoff, algae or erosion. It might also be due to the washing and bathing activities
in the hot spring with detergents being used, which was indicated since the outlet had
the highest turbidity (Figure 22). The activity might also cause suspension of sediment,
which might lead to higher turbidity. High turbidity can be an indicator of poor water
quality especially concerning DO since it blocks sunlight and limits photosynthesis and
therefore lowers DO (Patel et al. 2015), but as mentioned above, this does not seem to
be a problem as Mawira Sitima had high levels of DO. This could be seen in comparison
to the renowned springs but also to the Swedish Surface Water Standards where Mawira
Sitima classify as having good concentrations of DO (Figure 9).

Comparing the variables in the spring to the reference site showed that the median level
for copper, total phosphorous, total nitrogen, DO, and calcium were all very close to the
level of the reference site (Figures 5 -7). This could be an indication that the waters come
from the same source and that the variables that are different are affected by land use and
activities in the water. The reference site is a borehole located at a higher altitude than
the spring (Figure 4). This means that it should be fairly isolated from any activities since
the water is being pumped from several meters below ground while the spring is used for
daily washing and other activities. It also means that the runoff affecting the spring might
not affect the borehole as the water is being naturally purified as it filters through the soil.
Several farming fields are located between the borehole and the spring which means pol-
lutants from these may flow to the lower located spring.

The medians for iron, manganese, colour, temperature, potassium, pH, turbidity and
chlorophyll were all higher in the spring compared to the reference site (Figure 5- 8).
Higher concentrations of iron could potentially come from dust reaching the hot spring.
The dust in the area was noticeably red which can be an indication of high iron concentra-
tions (Reynolds et al. 2011). Colour and turbidity were most likely higher due to activities
and runoff. The higher pH is more difficult to explain as there were no increase along the
spring (Figure 25) and therefore the washing does not seem to affect pH. It could be due
to the spring being meteoric since meteoric waters in arid environments often have a high
pH (Selley et al. 2015).

The medians for zinc, sodium, magnesium, EC, and TDS were all lower in the spring
compared to the reference site (Figures 5,7, and 8). This could possibly be due to the
spring being diluted during rains. Rain causes runoff going into the spring and diluting
the water, but the borehole will not have as much runoff as it is located higher up. As
mentioned in an earlier study (Olivier et al. 2011) sedimentary rocks are associated with
saline waters, meaning higher levels of ions, which makes this theory likely as the area
around Sitima consists mostly of sedimentary rocks (Dill 2007; Haundi et al. 2021). It
should also be stated that the borehole could still be affected by rains as it reaches the
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groundwater, but this might only be the case if there are very heavy rains. Higher con-
centrations of zinc in the borehole is not unexpected as it is common for zinc to be higher
in groundwater compared to surface waters (World Health Organization 2003c). EC and
TDS are heavily connected to ion concentrations (Rusydi 2018) and it therefore makes
sense that they follow the same patterns as the ions.

The N:P ratio was calculated to 218 within the spring which means a surplus of nitrogen
and that the limiting nutrient is phosphorous. This means that it is relevant to calculate
the ecological status based on phosphorous and not nitrogen. The mean value for total
phosphorous was 19.4 µg/l which indicates moderate status for the water quality in the
spring. When looking at the median for total phosphorous it indicates a good status (Fig-
ure 9). The DO concentration of the spring classified as good status (Figure 9). This gives
a good indication that the water quality of the spring is not of concern.

When it comes to the trophic status, the concentration of phosphorous suggested a mesotrophic
classification and chlorophyll-a an oligotrophic classification. The trophic status for Mawira
Sitima was therefore decided to be meso-oligotrophic which means that it is relatively nu-
trient poor and could explain the absence of plants and other aquatic life. However, this
classification is very uncertain as the analysis of chlorophyll-a was only done twice and
the results for both chlorophyll-a and phosphorous were highly variable. The method
used to analyse the levels of chlorophyll-a required filtration using a vacuum pump until
the filter paper was fully clogged. The pump was brought from Sweden and connected
to a water tap in the lab to create vacuum. Due to unidentified issues, the vacuum was
not efficient for the filtration which made the process lengthy and insufficient. During
the first sampling, only 500 ml of water was collected from each site to be used for the
chlorophyll analysis. For some sites where the water was poor i chlorophyll, this volume
was not enough to clog the filter. Hence, during the second sampling, it was decided that
1 litre was to be collected from each site and that the samples were to be filtered until
the paper was clogged or the 1 litre had been filtered. However, due to the equipment
issues, the filtration was not done using vacuum which makes the results highly uncer-
tain. This might also explain the variability between the two different times of measuring
chlorophyll-a.

When analysing the nutrients, the technique that was originally used required sterilisation
through autoclaving, for release of phosphorous and nitrogen bound to microbes. The
technique was then adjusted to fit the available equipment in the lab, using a hot plate
method where the samples were boiled to release the bound nutrients. The boiling caused
evaporation of the samples, which in turn affected the concentration of nutrients. To cor-
rect for this change in concentration the samples were diluted back to the original volume
after boiling, using double distilled water. This method is based on the assumption that
the ions are unaffected by the boiling, which is a fairly accurate assumption. It also as-
sumes that the distilled water does not contain any contaminants that affects the results.
Using Milli-Q water would have made the method more reliable since it is considered to
be purer than distilled water (Wilson 2019) and hence would affect the composition of
ions less. However, Milli-Q water was not available, which made double distilled water
the only option. Using this technique instead of autoclaving might have affected the final
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results by adding ions to the samples. The correction of the volume might also not have
been complete accurate, which might have led to dilution or condensing of the nutrients.

When analysing total phosphorous for the last two samplings (2022-01-07 and 2022-01-
20) the results came out a lot higher than the previous samplings (Appendix A). This
seemed reasonable based on the heavy rains that might have led to nutrients being trans-
ported to the spring by runoff and the drastic change in calcium and copper at the same
time (Figure 19). However, it was also noted that the measured absorbance for the cal-
ibrant was, for unknown reasons, a lot lower than for previous samplings, which might
have affected the results making them unreliable.

Another factor that might have affected the final results is the method used for DO. When
analysing the dissolved oxygen, the method was adjusted according to the available equip-
ment. When collecting the samples, it was made sure that the bottles were filled all the
way to prevent oxygen from entering or escaping. After the first sampling (2021-11-23)
there was a delay which caused the DO to be analysed 3 days after sampling in the field.
However, all other analyses were performed the day after sampling to prevent any change
in the DO concentration. The small variance between the first sampling and the other
samplings (Appendix A) strongly suggests that the wait did not affect the concentration.
What might have caused changes however, was the pouring of the samples which was
done when transferring the water from the sample bottles to glass flasks to be diluted with
distilled water. The samples were first poured into a measuring glass and then into the
glass flask, leaving room for oxygen to escape or enter the samples. When topping up the
samples with distilled water, it was made sure that the bottle was completely full again,
which might have caused different amounts of distilled water to be added to the samples.
This might have led to some samples being more diluted than others, which might have
affected the results. For a more accurate analysis, the DO should have been measured
directly in the field.

Attempts were made to analyse the level of sulphates in the samples. However, most times
the results came out inconclusive which was believed to be due to the blank reacting and
changing colour throughout the analysis. Three different methods were used to perform
the analysis. First the blank was treated as all other samples and the absorbance of each
sample was measured every 30 seconds for 4 minutes. This caused the absorbance of the
samples to increase with time, meaning that the first sample measured the lowest absorp-
tion and the last measured the highest, disregarding the actual concentration of sulphate.
It was then attempted to perform the analysis using deionised water as a blank, which
caused the samples to measure too high absorbances for the spectrophotometer to detect.
Lastly the blank was once again treated as the samples, and the absorbance of the samples
were then measured only once, 1 minute after adding barium chloride. This caused some
of the samples to measure negative concentrations of sulphate. These results were then
determined to be inconclusive. This could be due to the samples having sulphate concen-
trations lower then 1 mg/l which is the minimum detection limit. As most measurements
were inconclusive, sulphates were excluded from the study.

Another variable that was exclude from the study is salinity as the instrument returned the
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same values for salinity as TDS. This might be due to a faulty instrument or the levels
being too similar for the instrument to detect the difference, but after comparing the mea-
sured results to other studies it was decided that salinity was to be excluded from the study
as they did not seem reasonable. The measured results for both salinity and sulphates can
be seen in Append ix A.

Overall, the analysis of water quality variables in Mawira Sitima indicated relatively good
water quality and the spring is determined to be suitable for the current use by the local
population. Only DO and turbidity were out of range of other hot springs and there were
no indications of this being a threat to the public health.

5.1.3 Analysis of soil

As seen in Table 10 the levels of total phosphorus were very high in the soil by the spring,
while the levels of nitrogen were extremely low. This suggests that nitrogen is removed
from the soil by some process. The levels of both nitrogen and phosphorous were consid-
ered to be normal (Table 10) in the spring, which suggests that phosphorous stays in the
soil while nitrogen is removed by leaching. This could depend on in which form phos-
phorous and nitrogen are present in the soil. The low levels of nitrogen in soil could also
be explained by the sources of nitrogen. The main source other than fertilisers are from
breakdown and humification of organic matter. That means that if there is a low content
of organic matter in the soil, it could mean that the levels of nitrogen are also low (Landon
2014).

Elevated levels of iron, potassium, sodium and magnesium were measured in the soil
both in and around the spring (Table 10). These are all elements that are abundant in the
Earth’s crust and hence might be coming from the bed rock. This suggests that the levels
measured in the spring might come from weathering bedrock and suspended sediment.
Sodium and magnesium in the water are low compared to the reference site (Figure 7). If
the bedrock is rich in sodium and magnesium it seems reasonable that the levels are high
in the groundwater. If the soil is used for agriculture, the elevated levels could potentially
cause long term health effects among the population such as hypertension (US EPA 2003).
Plant uptake of iron can be inhibited by high phosphate levels, due to the insoluble com-
pound iron phosphate (Landon 2014). The levels of phosphorous in the soil were high
(Table 10) which indicates high levels of phosphates, which also could mean higher lev-
els of iron. The levels of iron in the soil were very high which indicates that the iron
uptake has been inhibited. All elements availability is usually dependent on pH (Landon
2014) and this could also explain why the levels of sodium and magnesium were so high
in the soil.

The high sodium levels in the soil (Table 10) could come from bedrock or it might be
another source like water table level (Flynn et al. 2011). Sodium, potassium and mag-
nesium, which all had high levels in the soil (Table 10) are also all connected to salinity
as they are elements that are regularly found in soils. High salinity is frequently linked
to arid areas or semi arid areas were rainfall is low. This means that there is not enough
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water that can dissolve the salts which makes the salinity high. Malawi has a drought
season and a wet season and the samples were taken right in the beginning of the wet sea-
son which could mean that a lot of the salts had not yet been dissolved (Provin et al. 2018).

Zinc, copper, manganese, and calcium were all within the range of soil standards and are
of no concern for the public health or any future agricultural use of the land (Table 10).
However, the levels of manganese were considered to be high in the spring compared to
the reference site (Figure 5), which indicates impact from runoff or activity.

There is a high variability when it comes to soil analytical results. This means that the
values that were gotten in this analysis may not be entirely correct and it would be good
to redo it multiple times and take an average to get more correct results. There is also a
high variability in the soil itself and concentration levels can vary at different times if the
year (Landon 2014).

Overall, the soil analysis indicated that the soil around the spring should not be used for
future crop production due to elevated levels potassium, sodium and magnesium. It also
suggested that the high levels of nitrogen in the spring comes from leaching and that the
main source of iron, potassium, sodium and magnesium is weathering bedrock.

5.2 POTENTIAL FOR RECREATIONAL USE OF MAWIRA SITIMA
Mawira Liwonde is located within the area of central Liwonde (Figure 10) while Mawira
Sitima is less accessible, located 5 km from the city centre with dirt roads most of the
way outside of Liwonde. This makes Mawira Liwonde more attractive for tourists as it
easily accessed from any residence in town. However, Mawira Liwonde consist of one
shallow pool intended for females only (Figure 12) while Mawira Sitima consists of two
main pools intended for men and women (Figure 11). This might attract more tourists as
both sexes have the possibility to use the spring.

The median for EC, TDS, chloride, colour, temperature, turbidity, total phosphorous,
potassium, magnesium, zinc and copper were all lower in Mawira Sitima compared to
Mawira Liwonde (Figure 13-15). This might be an indication that the water quality in
Mawira Sitima is actually better than Mawira Liwonde, making it more suitable for recre-
ational use. The median for manganese in Mawria Sitima was almost exactly the same
as the concentration in Mawira Liwonde (Figure 15) but pH, DO, total nitrogen, sodium,
calcium and iron were all higher in Mawira Sitima compared to Mawira Liwonde (Figure
13- 15). Higher levels of DO is preferred and further proves the suitability for recreational
use of Mawira Sitima. pH, sodium, calcium and iron were all within range compared to
the other renowned springs (Table 6 7) which means that they are probably not any cause
of concern when it comes to the potential for recreational use of Mawira Sitima.

The trophic status for Mawira Liwonde was decided to be eutrophic (Table 11). Eutroph-
ication can lead to toxic algal blooms which is why a mesotrophic or oligotrophic state
should be preferred (US EPA 2013c; US EPA 2013d). Since Mawira Sitima was decided
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to be meso-oligotrophic, Mawira Sitima should be considered to have better water quality
in this regard. The ecological status based on DO was good in both springs but based
on phosphorous Mawira Liwonde was poor (Table 11) which means the water quality
is better in Mawira Sitima where it was moderate or good. Both lakes were decided to
be limited by phosphorous but Mawira Liwonde had a much lower N:P ratio (Table 11)
which possibly means that it is more balanced in phosphorous and nitrogen with not as
much nitrogen surplus.

No chlorophyll measurements were done in Mawira Liwonde due to problems with the
equipment, which means that the trophic status was only based on the mean value for
phosphorous. As mentioned above, there were problems with the phosphorous analysis
during the last two tries which was when the sampling and analysis for Mawira Liwonde
was done. This means that it is possible the values for phosphorous are incorrect and
therefore the trophic status incorrect as well.

Concentrations in Mawira Sitima and Mawira Liwonde follow the same pattern if com-
paring plant one and the soil for plant one in the two springs (Figure 16 17), but a few
results deviate. Total phosphorous was higher in Mawira Liwonde when looking at the
soil but higher in Sitima when looking at the plant. The opposite was true for manganese
and calcium. The iron concentration was noticeably higher in Mawira Sitima in both the
soil and plants which could be explained by the fact that Mawira Liwonde is closer to the
town of Liwonde and do not have as much iron rich soil nearby as most land is covered
by concrete roads or buildings. The second plant had noticeably lower levels of nitro-
gen and potassium in Mawira Sitima than Mawira Liwonde (Figure 18). Both of these
nutrients are used during farming nearby Mawira Sitima which makes these results unex-
pected. The high levels could be explained by more sewage and manure reaching Mawira
Liwonde compared to Mawira Sitima but this has not been investigated further.

Overall, the concentrations differed a lot for the two different sites both in the plants and
the soils. This could be an explanation to why the water quality variables also differed for
the two springs. Of the variables that were mostly higher in the Mawira Sitima compared
to Mawira Liwonde and that also were measured in the soil at the two sites - iron, calcium,
sodium and total nitrogen - it was only iron that was higher in the soil by Mawira Sitima.
This could possibly mean that the other variables are mainly coming from another source
than the soil while iron is coming mainly from the soil. The total assessment indicates
that Mawira Sitima is generally more suitable for recreational use than Mawira Liwonde.
The location is remote from town, but the water quality is better in Sitima and the pool is
suitable for all sexes.

The analysis of soil and plants around Mawira Sitima and Mawira Liwonde was only
done once due to time constraints, meaning that any error in the method highly affects the
results. The procedure was done with little care for accuracy concerning measurements
of volume and mass, which might have affected the final concentrations.
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5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES AND MON-
ITORING SYSTEM

When it comes to water quality there are numerous variables that are relevant to investi-
gate and it is difficult to narrow down to just a few. This study has attempted to determine
what variables are most relevant to monitor in a spring to assure good water quality and
to detect any changes. This has been done by analysing trends and correlations between
different variables.

TDS, EC, DO, total phosphorus, and copper all showed increasing trends over time (Fig-
ure 21) which could be an indication of meteorological impact. However, none of the
variables showed any similar patterns to the air temperature or precipitation (Appendix
B). EC correlated positively with DO, TDS, total phosphorous, and copper (Table 12)
which means that increased EC indicates increased levels of DO, TDS, total phosphorus,
and copper. EC was also highly variable in the women’s pool (Figure 25) which means
it might be good to track in the future. EC is also considered by the US EPA to be a
useful variable when monitoring water quality (US EPA 2013a), and hence this variable
is highly relevant for a future monitoring system in Mawira Sitima.

Total phosphorous also varied within the spring and a drastic increase could be seen in
the women’s pool (Figure 25). As shown in the land use survey, the lowest point by the
spring is by the outlet (Figure 4), which could cause runoff to go that direction. Therefore,
the increased levels of phosphorus in the women’s pool might be due to runoff containing
fertiliser from the maize field close to the spring. It could also be due to the washing using
detergents that is predominant in the women’s pool, which might cause phosphorous in
sediment to dissolve into the water column. This should be further investigated in the
long term monitoring system which should include measurements of the total phosphorus
to track and avoid any negative effects such as eutrophication.

Colour, turbidity, iron and manganese also showed increased levels throughout the spring
(Figure 22) which indicates effects of human activity or runoff further into the spring.
The high turbidity combined with increase levels of ions suggests that particles contain-
ing iron and manganese are added to or suspended in the pool. Manganese and iron are
both abundant elements in the Earth’s crust and from observation it is known that the area
around the spring contains a lot of dust. A possible source for the particles might there-
fore be dust that is transported to the spring. As the highest measurements are seen in the
women’s pool where most of the laundry is done, the particles are believed to be trans-
ported by dust on clothes and bodies that are washed in the spring. The washing might
also cause sediment to suspend into the water column and contribute to the increased lev-
els of particles. As iron is known to cause discolouration in clothes (El Azher et al. 2008)
this might be relevant to monitor in the future to avoid clothes from being spoiled.

Monitoring the levels of manganese might also be relevant as it is correlated to most
other ions included in this study (Table 12), and also causes discolouration in laundry
(Nordström 2019). Manganese could be used to give an indication of the levels of potas-
sium, calcium, magnesium, iron, and zinc which all showed an increasing trend in the
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spring with drastically increasing levels in the women’s pool (Figures 23 and 24). This
suggests that the levels of these ions are influenced by activities occurring in or nearby
the women’s pool. Potassium is naturally occurring and is also used in fertiliser which
might cause it to be transported into the spring by runoff. However, the decrease of potas-
sium as the rains started (Figure 23) suggests that the source is within the spring and the
runoff causes dilution. The same trend was seen for calcium (Figures 23 and 24) although
neither potassium nor calcium was confirmed to correlate with meteorological data (Ap-
pendix B). Potassium and calcium might be present in the bedrock within the spring and
brought to the water column by erosion. The increased levels of potassium and calcium
in the women’s pool might be due to washing causing soil particles to suspend. The same
process might also cause the increase of magnesium seen in the women’s pool (Figure
23). However, as magnesium varies a lot more over time there might be another source,
such as the soap used for washing. Some soap bars contain magnesium for soothing pur-
poses (Natural Healthy Concepts 2022). Other bars contain zinc for antibacterial purposes
(ubuy 2022; Schwartz 2016), which could explain the elevated zinc levels in the women’s
pool (Figure 24). However, it is not confirmed that any of these soaps are being used in
the spring. Zinc is also used in products such as sun block and deodorant (ATSDR 2005)
which might end up in the spring if they are used by the locals. Monitoring the levels
of manganese throughout the spring could help in indicating if the current activities are
sustainable or not. It might also be relevant to include copper in the monitoring system
as it is a toxic ion that correlates to sodium, potassium and calcium and therefore can be
used for further indication of these ions. Copper show no clear trend either spatially or
temporally but is highly variable and therefore should be monitored.

Other variables that might be relevant to include in a long term monitoring system is pH,
DO and temperature. These variables showed no clear spacial or temporal trend and cor-
related to few or no other variables (Table 12). However, they are easily measured and,
since they are relatively constant throughout the spring and over time, drastic changes
of these variables could indicate effects of external or internal activities that might affect
other variables too. DO can also give an indication of the bacterial levels in the spring
since bacteria consume oxygen for decomposition of organic matter (Fondriest Environ-
mental 2013). In total, a minimum of eight variables are recommended for the monitoring
system: EC, temperature, pH, total phosphorus, copper, manganese, DO and iron. To
investigate if the temporal changes observed for some variables are constant or tempo-
rary, measurements of all the variables just mentioned should be done frequently as the
monitoring system is implemented in the spring. If the variables are relatively constant,
sampling can become less frequent but never less than once per year (Bartram et al. 1996).
This study recommends sampling every three months the first year and then reassessment
can be done based on the variability of the variables. Sampling during periods when fer-
tiliser is used would also be preferable since it could not be a part of this study but could
have a huge impact on the water quality.

To further investigate the spring and improve the monitoring system, variables that were
not included in this study might be analysed. Fluoride concentrations is a common prob-
lem that causes teeth problem for a lot of people living in Malawi (Addison et al. 2021)
and could therefore be important to look at. This is based on the assumption that some of
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the water is consumed while swimming in the spring, and therefore could affect the health
of people’s teeth. This also makes pathogens relevant for investigation. Grazing animals
walk freely in the area around Mawira Sitima, which makes it very likely that manure end
up in the spring through runoff. This is a health concern as it might be ingested by the
people swimming in the spring and can cause illness. Measurements of faecal bacteria
should be done to further analyse this.

Further improvements that can done is to measure the actual temperature that comes out
through the inlet. One way to do this is to find the inlet and place a thermometer far into
the soil. This would help in determining any other inlets or heat sources in the spring.
Deciding the actual temperature of the water might also help in analysing the plants and
species in the spring as temperature affects the distribution of species.

To determine the origin of the water, and hence get a better sense of the processes af-
fecting the water quality, attempts can be made to confirm or discard the theory of the
swamp. According to the chief of the village, site number 5 (Figure 3) is the origin of the
water that goes into the hot spring. To test this theory, stable isotope analysis (SIA) can be
performed. Stable isotopes (SI) are temporally stable and are therefore useful as tracers to
study several aquatic processes (Sánchez-Carrillo et al. 2018). By adding SI to the swamp
and then measuring the levels of that SI at the inlet, it may be determined whether the two
sites are connected or not. During the first visit to the spring, the supposed origin had
a detectable smell of rotten eggs, indicating presence of hydrogen sulphide. If analysis
show that the spring is connected to this site, monitoring of hydrogen sulphides might be
relevant for the spring.

The SI analysis can also be used to investigate if the reference site (borehole) is connected
to the same groundwater as the hot spring. No attempts of this were made due to time
limitations.

5.3.1 Meteorological impact

Turbidity and colour both showed clear correlation to precipitation (Figures 26 and 27)
with higher values after dry spells and lower values after periods of rainfall. This indi-
cates that the particles causing high turbidity and colour comes from within the spring,
and that runoff after rainfall dilutes the water rather than brings a lot of additional parti-
cles that could contribute to higher turbidity and water colour. The particles originating
from within the spring might be suspended from sediments due to the activity of the local
population or come from erosion of bedrock due to water movement.

Zinc showed the reverse correlation to precipitation with higher levels after rainfall and
lower during dry spells. This suggests that there is an external source of zinc that causes
runoff to be rich in zinc. This is confirmed by the levels measured in the soil outside of
the spring compared to inside the spring (Table 18). The cause for higher levels of zinc
outside could be different composition of the bedrock. If the bedrock outside the spring
contains more zinc it would lead to higher levels of zinc in the soil, which would then be
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transported with runoff. Zinc is also recommended in fertiliser programs for corn produc-
tion (University of Minnesota Extension 2016), and might therefore be present in fertiliser
applied to the soil. However, this has not been confirmed by the chief of the village.

Sodium and water temperature both showed slightly decreasing trends over time (Figures
29 and 30). As did the maximum and minimum air temperatures. This might suggest cor-
relation between air temperature and water temperature and sodium. As the water samples
were collected by the surface it seems reasonable that this temperature is affected by the
air temperature. For sodium, the correlation with temperature could be due to the pop-
ulation’s bathing habits. During warmer periods people are more likely to sweat which
produces more salt (NaCl). They might also be more likely to cool themselves in the
spring, and hence might cause higher levels of salt. However, it should be noted that the
meteorological data was measured approximately 40 km from the hot spring and as the
hot spring is located in a valley where temperature is generally higher than outside, these
correlations might not be completely reliable.

Precipitation in the area might also vary from the obtained data, and hence the compar-
isons between variables and rainfall might be unreliable. For future studies local data
should be used.

Since there are variables that seem to be affected by temperature and rainfall, like sodium,
water temperature, zinc, colour and turbidity, variations in weather should also be con-
sidered in the monitoring program by setting up a weather station that monitors rainfall
and temperature. This is even more important when taking climate change effects on both
temperature and rainfall into account, with temperature increasing and rainfalls becom-
ing more intense and frequent (Pauleit et al. 2015). Measurements of turbidity, colour,
sodium and zinc should be done after periods of very heavy rainfall or extreme heat and
drought to investigate any impact on these variables.

5.3.2 Bioindication

The presence of exclusively emergent plants indicates that the water is shallow in the
spring which conforms with the observed depth. The low root:shoot ratio of the Brachiaria
also indicates that conditions are eutrophic, which cannot be confirmed by the other grow-
ing plants and does not agree with the measured levels of chlorophyll and phosphorous.
The different lengths of the plants give no indication of the nutrient conditions as it could
mean either nutrient-rich or nutrient-poor water. The same applies for the lack of diversity
of species.

The lack of floating-leaved plants in the spring could indicate either nutrient-poor water or
low turbidity since floating-leaved plants are common in nutrient-rich and high turbidity
waters. However, there are no other indications, such as rosette growth forms or lack of
tall plants, for the water to be nutrient-poor. Looking at the measured levels of turbidity,
it is also unlikely that the lack of floating-leaved plants is due to low turbidity. However,
the lack could be explained by the frequent activity of the local community in the spring
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leading to disruption of growth or removal of existing plants.

The lack of submerged plants could indicate non-alkaline water, which might cause the
spring to be sensitive to changes in pH. As the alkalinity of the water was not measured,
this cannot be confirmed.

The general lack of plants in Mawira Sitima could be due to the temperature being rel-
atively high. As stated before, the upper limit for plant growth is around 45 °C (Brock
1994), which is not far from the temperature by the inlet. Overall, the lack of plants in
Mawira Sitima makes it difficult to use bioindication to assess the water quality and help
in a long term monitoring system of the spring. However, keeping track of any losses or
additions among the species around the spring might help in indicating changes of other
variables in the spring. More studies on if bioindication can be used when it comes to
hot springs should be done as this study is not enough to draw a conclusion about all hot
springs.

6 CONCLUSIONS
• The results of this study indicate that current water quality in Mawira Sitima is sim-

ilar to other hot springs and there are no variables in water or soil that should cause
major concern as threats to the water quality. According to the Swedish Surface
Water Standards the spring is meso-oligotrophic and has dominantly good water
quality based on phosphorous and DO concentrations.

• The springs water quality is mostly preferable to Mawira Liwonde and it is there-
fore concluded that Mawira Sitima has all basis to be of recreational use. The plants
and soil differed a lot for the two different sites and it did not seem to be a big con-
nection between the soil and the water quality except for iron.

• A monitoring system made up of measurements of EC, temperature, pH, total phos-
phorous, copper, manganese, DO and iron is recommended based on correlation and
trends. Meteorological conditions should also be monitored since they seem to have
an impact on some variables. Activities like washing was determined to not have
a major impact on the water quality, but no conclusion about agriculture could be
drawn since there was no active use of fertilisers during the sampling period. The
study also concluded that bioindication is not suitable for determining the water
quality in Mawira Sitima and can not be used for future monitoring of the spring.
This does not mean that it could not be used to determine water quality in other hot
springs and should therefore be further investigated.
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A APPENDIX
Table 12: Measurements first day in the field (23 Nov).

Variable Outlet Women’s
pool

Inlet Men’s
pool

Swamp Reference
site

Nitrogen [mg/l] 0.462 0.301 0.378 0.353 0.383 0.547
Phosphorous

[µg/l]
chlorophyll-a

[µg/ l]
1.90 2.85 0.00 2.72 29.6 0

Dissolved
Oxygen [mg

DO/l]

6.13 6.40 6.40 5.33 6.40 6.13

pH* 9.00 8.83 8.98 9.03 7.97 8.07
pH 9.00 9.36 9.38 9.45 8.48 8.63

Water Colour
[mg Pt/l]

244 17.6 0.00 137.7 353.7 0.00

Sodium [mg/l] 196 197 193 241 250 269
Potassium [mg/l] 2.90 2.27 1.80 1.76 7.56 0.626
Calcium [mg/l] 2.37 5.75 5.96 7.21 9.41 7.93

Magnesium
[mg/l]

0.114 0.0526 0.0403 0.0571 0.113 0.0894

zinc [mg/l] 0.00460 <0.00220 <0.00100 <0.00100 0.0105 <0.00100
Iron [mg/l] 0.807 0.337 0.122 0.250 1.03 0.0290

Copper [mg/l] 0.00967 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00400 <0.00300
Manganese

[mg/l]
0.00500 <0.00300 <0.00200 <0.00200 0.0140 <0.00200

Chloride [mg/l] 50.8 45.0 45.3 42.1 60.2 85.8
Sulphate 34.9 63.5 48.7 82.7 46.2 76.3

Turbidity*
[NTU]

29.8 10.13 3.82 9.36 54.0 1.50

Electrical
Conductivity*

[µS/cm]

550 620 507 501 604 580

Salinity* [ppm] 261 259 251 254 298 296
Total Dissolved
Solids* [ppm]

261 259 251 254 294 296

Temperature*
[°C]

38.5 40.0 43.0 42.0 39.7 37.6



Table 13: Measurements second day in the field (8 Dec).

Variable Outlet Women’s
pool

Inlet Men’s
pool

Swamp Reference
site

Nitrogen [mg/l] 0.150 0.161 0.149 0.142 0.151 0.152
Phosphorous

[µg/l]
7.16 4.42 0.842 2.74 4.63 1.89

chlorophyll-a
[µg/ l]

0 1.48 0 2.96 0 0

Dissolved
Oxygen [mg

DO/l]

5.07 4.80 4.80 4.80 5.33 5.07

pH 9.87 9.36 9.36 9.18 9.182 8.62
Water Colour

[mg Pt/l]
33.8 23.0 2.70 27.0 71.6 0.00

Sodium [mg/l] 121 116 117 103 116 141
Potassium [mg/l] 2.89 2.65 4.08 3.27 3.70 1.16
Calcium [mg/l] 6.91 5.66 5.65 5.53 5.76 6.54

Magnesium
[mg/l]

1.24 0.998 0.866 0.997 1.03 1.52

zinc [mg/l] 0.0436 0.0149 0.0163 0.0175 0.0218 <0.00100
Iron [mg/l] 0.772 0.500 0.303 0.342 0.163 <0.00600

Copper [mg/l] <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300
Manganese

[mg/l]
0.0613 0.0353 0.0243 0.0237 0.0183 <0.00200

Chloride [mg/l] 45.4 45.5 45.3 45.1 47.9 87.1
Sulphate 10.7 12.6 20.4 15.9 13.2 22.5

Turbidity*
[NTU]

16.6 14.2 4.93 9.45 9.83 1.48

Electrical
Conductivity*

[µS/cm]

517 509 517 509 506 634

Salinity* [ppm] 256 253 258 255 257 319
Total Dissolved
Solids* [ppm]

256 253 258 255 257 319

Temperature*
[°C]

38.3 36.4 37.3 37.9 34.2 33.3



Table 14: Measurements third day in the field (13 Dec).

Variable Outlet Women’s
pool

Inlet Men’s
pool

Swamp Reference
site

Nitrogen [mg/l] 2.023 1.96 1.85 2.16 2.12 2.13
Phosphorous

[µg/l]
10.3 4.40 6.60 5.38 10.5 1.22

Dissolved
Oxygen [mg

DO/l]

5.60 6.11 6.43 6.23 6.22 5.69

pH 9.13 9.25 9.28 9.28 9.07 8.53
Water Colour

[mg Pt/l]
60.8 41.9 40.5 32.4 103 0

Sodium [mg/l] 108 104 121 110 119 154
Potassium [mg/l] 3.35 2.67 3.16 3.02 4.40 1.34
Calcium [mg/l] 6.46 5.89 6.16 5.70 6.28 6.58

Magnesium
[mg/l]

1.03 1.03 0.967 0.745 0.773 1.20

zinc [mg/l] 0.0184 <0.00100 0.00670 <0.00100 0.031 <0.00100
Iron [mg/l] 0.591 0.247 0.562 0.353 0.411 <0.00600

Copper [mg/l] <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300 <0.00300
Manganese

[mg/l]
0.0543 0.0270 0.0557 0.0287 0.0477 <0.00200

Chloride [mg/l] 46.5 43.9 42.7 44.7 45.4 87.9
Sulphate 10.7 12.6 20.4 15.9 13.2 22.5

Turbidity*
[NTU]

31.3 9.05 13.2 10.9 24.9 1.34

Electrical
Conductivity*

[µS/cm]

505 499 516 525 526 624

Salinity* [ppm] 246 244 259 261 261 314
Total Dissolved
Solids* [ppm]

246 244 259 261 261 314

Temperature*
[°C]

36.1 36.3 36.4 36.5 34.5 30.2



Table 15: Measurements fourth day in the field (7 Jan).

Variable Outlet Women’s
pool

Inlet Men’s
pool

Swamp Reference
site

Mawira
Liwonde

Nitrogen
[mg/l]

5.04 4.83 5.17 4.94 5.51 5.78 5.85

Phosphorous
[µg/l]

70.2 34.8 23.1 32.7 63.1 18.7 133

Dissolved
Oxygen

[mg DO/l]

6.26 6.45 4.99 6.61 5.96 6.42 6.02

pH 9.09 9.17 9.21 9.18 9.95 8.02
Water

Colour [mg
Pt/l]

63.5 32.4 0 18.9 62.1 0 71.6

Sodium
[mg/l]

104 89.3 85.2 84.1 80.9 92.8 98.6

Potassium
[mg/l]

2.42 2.05 2.08 2.11 2.19 0.865 4.90

Calcium
[mg/l]

1.79 1.52 1.45 1.49 1.47 2.82 2.25

Magnesium
[mg/l]

0.948 0.604 0.0527 0.591 0.534 1.85 0.936

zinc [mg/l] 0.0411 0.0367 0.00513 0.0176 0.0680 0.0239 0.00717
Iron [mg/l] 0.623 0.302 0.127 0.273 0.203 0.0510 0.252

Copper
[mg/l]

0.0177 0.0227 0.0243 0.0230 0.0227 0.0263 0.0253

Manganese
[mg/l]

0.0297 <0.00330 <0.00200 <0.00200 <0.00200 <0.00200 <0.00113

Chloride
[mg/l]

45.9 45.1 44.8 43.6 45.6 90.3 65.5

Sulphate 0 0 49.8 32.9 55.4 117 118
Turbidity*

[NTU]
16.8 6.49 2.29 5.53 3.21 1.20 11.2

Electrical
Conductiv-

ity*
[µS/cm]

532 532 541 535 558 643 824

Salinity*
[ppm]

266 268 270 269 281 330 412

Total
Dissolved
Solids*
[ppm]

266 268 270 269 281 330 412

Temperature*
[°C]

36.9 36.6 36.3 36.5 33.7 30.0 39.2



Table 16: Measurements fifth day in the field (20 Jan).

Variable Outlet Women’s
pool

Inlet Men’s
pool

Swamp Reference
site

Mawira
Liwonde

Nitrogen
[mg/l]

2.84 2.95 2.94 2.86 3.22 3.39 3.18

Phosphorous
[µg/l]

56.4 25.6 7.69 17.9 71.8 20.5 146

Dissolved
Oxygen

[mg DO/l]

6.52 5.71 5.67 5.83 5.65 6.58 5.24

pH 9.32 9.39 9.37 9.34 9.13 8.55 8.77
Water

Colour [mg
Pt/l]

52.7 27.0 18.9 33.8 63.5 10.8 103

Sodium
[mg/l]

75.2 94.6 83.3 78.3 86.6 74.8 88.1

Potassium
[mg/l]

1.978 1.68 1.53 1.80 1.82 0.764 3.31

Calcium
[mg/l]

3.49 3.13 2.99 4.57 3.19 4.42 4.83

Magnesium
[mg/l]

1.19 0.711 0.654 1.12 0.654 1.30 0.951

zinc [mg/l] 0.0344 0.0130 0.0103 0.0140 0.0200 0.0577 0.0583
Iron [mg/l] 0.383 0.268 0.119 0.205 0.232 0.242 0.237

Copper
[mg/l]

0.0197 0.0163 0,0190 0.0223 0.0243 0.0287 0.0303

Manganese
[mg/l]

0.0370 0.0153 0.0123 0.0253 0.0297 0.0333 0.0373

Chloride
[mg/l]

45.4 46.7 46.7 46.9 49.0 93.0 62.5

Sulphate 0 0 10.9 20.0 0 44.7 0
Turbidity*

[NTU]
12.0 5.49 3.58 6.14 26.3 2.44 17.5

Electrical
Conductiv-

ity*
[µS/cm]

543 531 529 532 535 675 789

Salinity*
[ppm]

274 267 266 267 266 327 416

Total
Dissolved
Solids*
[ppm]

274 267 266 267 266 327 416

Temperature*
[°C]

36.0 36.1 36.1 36.0 32.3 29.7 39.4



Table 17: Measurements of soil and plants.

Variable Soil fr.
plant 1.1

Plant
1.1

Soil fr.
plant 2.1

Plant
2.1

Plant
1.2

Plant
2.2

Soil
Spring

Soil
Swamp

Nitrogen
[mg/l]

0.534 1.26 0.806 0.187 0.236 0.943 9.81 12.8

Phosphorous
[µg/l]

106 133 89.6 135 79.6 103 98.1 138

Sodium
[mg/l]

1536 16858 3686 12300 357 718 283 3381

Potassium
[mg/l]

10410 9767 31550 10315 4806 49369 8818 11280

Calcium
[mg/l]

836 966 8016 2453 979 1972 1858 1100

Magnesium
[mg/l]

13780 1980 5502 5414 1640 3240 792 522

zinc [mg/l] 1.95 1.79 7.17 1.81 0.963 0.600 1.15 1.75
Iron [mg/l] 8524 222 7700 116 114 109 3230 1992

Copper
[mg/l]

7.90 7.03 19.8 10.6 2.25 2.20 3.73 14.2

Manganese
[mg/l]

106 309 473 375 175 72.6 121 39.9

Table 18: Measurements of samples compared to indications for levels in soil [mg/kg].

TP TN Zn Fe Cu Mn K Na Mg Ca
Soil in pool 98 9.8 1.1 3230 3.7 121 8818 283 792 1858
Soil outside

pool
106 0.53 2.0 8524 7.9 106 10410 1536 3780 836

Low level 6.5 2000 1 4.5 2 20 78 - 61 800
High level 22 5000 900 - 250 10000 313 230 488 2000



B APPENDIX

Figure 31: Chlorophyll, chloride and pH between sites and over time.



Figure 32: Zinc, potassium and magnesium between sites and over time.

Figure 33: Temperature, sodium and total nitrogen between sites and over time.



Figure 34: Total dissolved solids, calcium, air temperature and precipitation over time.

Figure 35: Chloride, pH, air temperature and precipitation over time.



Figure 36: Dissolved oxygen, copper, air temperature and precipitation over time.

Figure 37: Iron, manganese, air temperature and precipitation over time.



Figure 38: Potassium, magnesium, air temperature and precipitation over time.

Figure 39: Total phosphorous, electrical conductivity, air temperature and precipitation
over time.



Figure 40: Total nitrogen, air temperature and precipitation over time.
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