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Abstract: Understanding natural variations of Rn (222Rn) concentrations is the fundamental
prerequisite of using this radioactive gas as a tracer, or even precursor, of natural processes, including
earthquakes. In this work, Rn concentrations in groundwater were continuously measured over
a seven-month period, during 2017, in the Giardino Spring, Italy, together with groundwater levels
in a nearby well installed into a fractured regional aquifer. Data were processed to reduce noise,
and then analyzed to produce the Fourier spectra of Rn concentrations and groundwater levels.
These spectra were compared with the spectrum of tidal forces. Results showed that diurnal and
semidiurnal cycles of Rn concentrations, and filtered oscillations of groundwater levels, in the nearby
well, are correlated with solar and luni-solar components of tidal forces, and suggested no correlation
with the principal lunar components. Therefore, influencing factors linked to solar cycles, such as
daily oscillations of temperature and atmospheric pressure, and related rock deformations, may have
played a role in Rn concentrations and groundwater levels. An open question remains regarding the
correlation, which is documented elsewhere, of Rn concentrations and groundwater levels with the
lunar components of the solid Earth tides.

Keywords: radon concentration; groundwater; water table; Earth tide; central Apennines

1. Introduction

Radon (222Rn) is an endogenous natural radioactive noble gas, and is a product of the decay
chain of Uranium (238U). 222Rn (half-life of 3.82 days) is the most commonly occurring radon isotope
in nature, produced by α-decay from Radium (226Ra), it is soluble in water, and its behavior and
concentration in groundwater is strongly influenced by the geological nature of substratum, and by the
occurrence of Rn parent elements [1,2]. Moreover, the concentration of Rn in soil depends on chemical,
physical, and geological factors, such as geochemical mobility of Rn precursors, grain size, distribution
of sediments, porosity, permeability, and seasonal variations, including temperature and atmospheric
pressure [3–5]. In particular, the migration of Rn is driven by rock permeability, that increases with the
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presence of fractures, structural discontinuities, and karst cavities [6]. The most important processes
for Rn transport in groundwater are diffusion and convection. Also, the presence of microbubbles in
groundwater can favor Rn migration [7]. Radon is a heavy element and preferentially moves upward
by way of a fluid carrier. Moreover, when a nucleus of 226Ra decays, the nucleus of neoformed 222Rn
undergoes the so-called alpha-recoil effect, and is pushed in the opposite direction to that of the particle
α (equivalent to a nucleus of 4He), with an energy equal to 85 keV. This energy is sufficient for the
Radon nucleus to move distances between 20 and 70 nm in rock, about 100 nm in water, and about
6300 nm in air [8]. According to the model proposed in [6] only a fraction of the gas produced inside
the solid matrix can abandon the rock. The radio nuclei must decay at a certain distance from the
surface of the rock particles, so as to undergo convective transport by the fluids (gas or water) that
permeate the rock.

Several previous studies focused on Rn flow from the subsoil to surface, and on its use as
a hydrogeochemical tracer, thus finding various applications in different fields of the geosciences,
particularly as a potential precursor of seismic events [9–13], or as a by-product of earthquakes [14].
Radon is also commonly used as a tracer of submarine groundwater discharge [15,16]. In addition,
attention has been focused on the influence of solid Earth tides on Rn concentrations. These long-wave
crustal deformations may cause significant responses in the emanation of subsoil gases, due to
changes in permeability or in rock media, following the contraction and decompaction cycle of rock
material during tidal waves. Hence, solid Earth tides may be responsible for the periodic liberation
of Rn, principally via the movement of groundwater in response to the opposing effects of aquifer
compression and dilation during tidal crustal displacements [17]. Solid Earth tides have vertical
and horizontal components. They uplift the ground up to 30–40 cm, and swing it horizontally up to
10–20 cm, at the passage of the waves [18]. Therefore, particularly due to the horizontal component,
the crust is daily undergoing contractional and dilational cycles during the tide travel, determining
expulsion and recall of fluids, respectively. The observation of Earth tide cycles on Rn time series are
rarely evidenced by experimental data, and are restricted to very particular natural environments.
Data acquired in a gypsum mine near Walferdange (Luxembourg) [19], and in a subglacial laboratory
in the French Alps [20], both show evidences of gravitational Earth tide signatures in airborne
Rn concentrations.

Diurnal and subdiurnal cycles of Rn time series have been observed in different monitoring
sites [4,21–23]. Although predictive models, based on gas transport in soils, have been formerly
proposed, a definitive driving mechanism for the high frequency Rn variations has not yet been
identified [24,25]. Moreover, surprisingly, daily and sub-daily signals have also been measured in
confined Rn systems [26,27].

To measure possible cyclic and noncyclic variations of Rn content in groundwater, and to infer
the related causes, since April 2017, we installed and operated a Rn probe in the Giardino Spring
(Central Apennines, Italy, Figure 1a). The area is strongly hazardous, from a seismic point of view [28],
and is presently characterized by a GPS-measured low-strain rate. This latter characterisation has been
interpreted as a potential indicator of future and large earthquakes [29]. Furthermore, hydrogeological
and hydrogeochemical monitoring stations operate in the area to study the relationship between
seismicity and hydrogeology [30,31].

In this study, we used Rn and groundwater table data from the Sulmona plain (i.e., the Giardino
Spring for Rn monitoring and the PF 60.3 well for hydrogeological monitoring; see Figure 1a) to
examine their cyclic and noncyclic variations. Determining the complete set of possible natural
variations of Rn in groundwater is the fundamental prerequisite of using Rn as a tracer, or even
precursor, of natural processes, including the seismic cycle and strong earthquakes [32–35]. Indeed,
as the study area is strongly seismic [28], we have installed a Rn monitoring station in the attempt of
identifying the long-term behavior of Rn in relation to the seismic cycle.
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Figure 1. (a) Map of Central Apennines (see location in upper right inset). Active faults (all extensional)
are from the Ithaca database [36]). Base digital elevation model is from the ISPRA (Istituto
Superiore per la Protezione e la Ricerca Ambientale) database SINAnet [37]). Location of the well
(PF 60.3) and Giardino Spring, monitored in this work, are displayed with blue and green symbols,
respectively. The blue arrow indicates the principal groundwater flow path of the Mt. Morrone aquifer;
(b) AlphaGUARD (Model PQ2000PRO) instrument, for professional radon monitoring; (c) OTT ecoLog
800 multiparametric probe, for continuous acquisition and remote transmission of data, including
groundwater level, temperature, and electrical conductivity.

2. Geological and Hydrogeological Settings

The Central Apennines fold-thrust belt (Figure 1a) was formed during Oligocene-Quaternary
times, with a main eastward vergence and a classical foreland-ward propagation of thrust sheets,
followed by the Tyrrhenian back-arc extension [38–41]. Since at least Oligocene times, the central
Apennines has migrated eastward, relative to the European plate, due to the slab retreat of the
westerly-directed subduction of the Adriatic plate. This geodynamic setting generated a tectonic wave,
with a growing accretionary wedge, on the slab hinge, and the contemporaneous extension to the west
along the Apennines belt. At present, the extensional regime is particularly seismogenic along the axis
of the central Apennines, while the compressional regime is active along the eastern margin of the
Apennines and the Western Adriatic Sea. The current rates of extension measured by the GPS network
is within 3–4 mm/y [42].

Therefore, due to extensional tectonics, the accretionary prism has been progressively dissected
and down-faulted by a system of NW-striking extensional faults (Figure 1a), that bind several
intra-mountain basins, which are mostly filled by Pliocene-Quaternary continental deposits [43].
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One of these active extensional structures is the Mt. Morrone Fault, striking NW-SE by approximately
25 km and dipping toward SW by about 50–60◦ (Figure 1a). This fault is considered responsible for
historical and pre-historical earthquakes up to Mw 6.5 or stronger. Its last activation likely occurred
during the 2nd century AD [44–47].

The central Apennines belt is characterized by large fractured aquifers, hosted by thick
Meso-Cenozoic carbonate sequences. The aquifers are often compartmentalized and sealed by
clay-rich, low-permeability layers (aquicludes), such as foredeep siliciclastic marine deposits [48,49].
The study area is located between the Gran Sasso range and the Mt. Morrone carbonate aquifers.
Regional groundwater flow paths converge to feed a few base-flow springs in the Sulmona plain.
The Mt. Morrone carbonate aquifer is confined by low permeability layers: (1) The thrust zone between
the Gran Sasso carbonate unit (top) and the Mt. Morrone carbonate unit (bottom), in the northern
sector; (2) the thrust zone between the Mt. Morrone unit (top) and the Laga siliciclastic unit (bottom), in
the eastern sector [50]; and (3) the Mt. Morrone active extensional fault, in the western sector, isolating
the carbonate deep aquifer from local shallow aquifers in the Sulmona plain [51,52]. The Giardino
Spring (Figure 1a) is a main discharge conduit of the regional Mt. Morrone aquifer. In detail, this
spring is located in the north-western portion of the aquifer, at the intersection with the Mt. Morrone
normal fault. The spring is characterized by steady flow and chemical regimes, and a high discharge
rate of approximately 1 m3/s [30,31,53]. Its waters are predominantly taken (passively) for drinking
purposes by Azienda Comprensoriale Acquedottistica S.p.A. (ACA Pescara).

The PF 60.3 hydrogeological monitoring station consists of a 100 m deep well, into which we
installed a multiparametric probe (OTT ecoLog800). The well is instated, presumably, in the same
regional aquifer that feeds the Giardino Spring (Mt. Morrone aquifer, [53]). No active abstractions
influencing the groundwater level and spring discharge are ongoing in this aquifer, as documented by
previous [53] and present (this work) monitoring. Moreover, previous monitoring [53] showed that
precipitations have negligible effects on the groundwater level and spring discharge.

3. Materials and Methods

We performed continuous monitoring of Rn gas in groundwater levels from April 2017 to
October 2017. In particular, we measured 222Rn water concentrations using an AlphaGUARD (Model
PQ2000PRO; see Figure 1b) probe, with high storage capacity, integrated with a RAM 7 module for
stripping gas from the water. Through a low-flow pump, the gas was subsequently sent to the detector
for measurements. Thanks to additional sensors, in addition to Rn water concentrations, the device
simultaneously measured ambient temperature, relative humidity, and atmospheric pressure.

The AlphaGUARD detector consists of a pulse ionization chamber associated with an alpha
spectrometer that identifies the specific pulses caused by Rn. The probe ensures a fast and precise
response to different concentrations, and maintenance-free operations because of long-term, stable
calibration (sensitivity 1 CPM at 20 Bq/m3; error 3%). The probe is suitable for continuous monitoring
of Rn concentrations between 2 and 2,000,000 Bq/m3 [54]. Measurements were automatically repeated
and stored every ten minutes.

We measured the groundwater levels in the PF 60.3 well using the OTT ecoLog 800
multiparametric probe (Figure 1c), aided by an automatic system for continuous acquisition and remote
data transmission, including groundwater level, temperature, and electrical conductivity (groundwater
level: resolution 0.001 m, error ±0.05%; temperature: resolution 0.001 ◦C, error 0.1 ◦C; electrical
conductivity: resolution 0.001 mS/cm, error ±0.5%). The frequency of data measurements were
every five minutes. The barometric pressure of groundwater level measurements were automatically
compensated for.

As the monitoring stations are within a continental mountain range (Central Apennines, Figure 1a),
we also considered solid Earth tides. In particular, for the same period of the Rn and hydrogeological
time series, we calculated the solid Earth tides of the study area using the CalSky—Solid Earth Tides
free resource [55].
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4. Results

The Rn concentrations in groundwater recorded in the Giardino Spring are shown in Figure 2a,
together with contemporaneous solid Earth tides (Figure 2b) and groundwater level variations
(Figure 2c; see all data in Supplementary Materials). The Rn time series (Figure 2a) presents a regular
and steady trend, with an average value of 21606 Bq/m3 and an average standard deviation of
835 Bq/m3. The time series of solid Earth tides (Figure 2b) shows evident periodic variations in the
amplitude coinciding with different moon phases [56]. The groundwater levels are characterized by
a typical seasonal variation of about 80 cm (i.e., change between minimum and maximum values),
which is a very limited oscillation, that is in agreement with the role of the base-flow discharge in
the area.

Figure 2. (a) Time series (1 April 2017–15 October 2017) of Rn activity in the Giardino Spring (Figure 1a);
(b) time series (1 April 2017–15 October 2017) of calculated solid Earth tides in the study area using the
CalSky [55] with different moon phases (c) time series (1 April 2017–15 October 2017) of groundwater
levels recorded in the PF 60.3 well (100 m deep; Figure 1a).

5. Data Processing and Discussion

With the aim of reducing the high frequency noise in the recorded Rn and groundwater,
we filtered the time series using a moving average with a three-hour sliding window (see all data
in Supplementary Materials). Figure 3 shows two subsamples of averaged data, in which periodic
fluctuations can be observed.

To verify the relationship between our time series (Rn and groundwater levels), with respect to
solid Earth tides, we carried out a spectral and coherence analysis, evaluating the correlation in the
frequency space. In particular, we processed the recorded time series using a filter that provided the
normalization of both signals, and filtered the high frequency noise using moving averages.

To make an effective comparison between time series of quantities of different natures, it is
convenient to normalize the data to make them dimensionless. The normalization of a series Y(t) is
usually made by defining the following equation:

Ynorm (t) = (Y(t) − Ymin)/(Ymax − Ymin)
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where Ymax and Ymin are, respectively, the maximum and minimum values assumed by Y(t) in the
considered time interval. Therefore, the quantities in Figure 3 are dimensionless and easily usable for
a correlation analysis.

We obtained the coherence analysis using the ‘mscohere’ function (in MatlabR2017b; [57]) that
computes a correlation estimate between 0 and 1, as a function of the signal frequencies. Coherence
values are approximately 0.75 and 0.89 for the diurnal fluctuations, and 0.79 and 0.94 for the
semidiurnal fluctuations, for the Rn groundwater concentrations and groundwater levels, respectively.
The coherence analysis (Supplementary Materials) shows the highest coefficient values in the diurnal
periodicity (24 h: one cycle per day) and in the semidiurnal periodicity (12 h: two cycles per day),
for both analyzed parameters.

Figure 3. (a) Time series (10 August 2017–22 August 2017) of normalized (see text for normalization)
Radon activity in the Giardino Spring (Figure 1a); (b) time series (10 August 2017–22 August 2017) of
normalized groundwater levels recorded in the PF 60.3 well (100 m deep; Figure 1a). The black line
indicates the three-hours moving average of signals.

Generally, tidal signals consist of different ‘harmonics’, meaning a sum of periodic sinusoidal
functions [58]. Principal periodic components of solid Earth tides represent the complex gravitational
interaction between the Earth, Moon, and Sun. These components are characterized by different
amplitudes and frequencies [59]. The necessary condition for establishing a correlation between solid
Earth tides and other temporal series (e.g., Figure 2), is that the spectra of these temporal series coincide
entirely with the spectrum of solid Earth tides [60], or at least that the major characteristic “lunar”
components are observed (e.g., O1 and M2 components). To estimate the spectral content of our data
(Supplementary Materials), and because the observations were not rigorously evenly sampled, we used
the appropriate ‘plomb’ function (MatlabR2017b) based on the Lomb-Scargle algorithms [61,62].

The data analysis indicates a coincidence of diurnal and semi-diurnal periodicities, of Rn
groundwater concentrations, groundwater levels, and tidal forces, reflecting the principal solar peaks
S2 and S1, at 12 h, 24 h and 4 min, respectively (Figure 4a,b). Due to the limited data sampling period,
the luni-solar semidiurnal component K2, and the luni-solar diurnal component K1, are not separable
from the main solar tides (S1 and S2). To properly separate these components, we would need at
least a few years of continuous observations. Hence, the 12 h and 24 h peaks should be considered as
the sum of tidal harmonics (possibly lunar and solar), with approximate periods of 12 h ± 4 min and
24 h ± 8 min, respectively. The spectra of the Rn groundwater concentrations and groundwater levels
miss the O1, M2, Q1, and N2 principal Fourier components of the solid Earth tide spectrum (Figure 4a,b).
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O1, M2, Q1, and N2 are the principal lunar diurnal, principal lunar semidiurnal, larger lunar elliptic
diurnal, and large lunar elliptic semidiurnal components, respectively [63]. These components should
have been figured out over our data span.

Figure 4. (a) Fourier spectral analysis of solid Earth tides and Rn activity time series; (b) Fourier
spectral analysis of solid Earth tides and groundwater levels time series; (c) long-term Fourier spectral
analysis of groundwater levels and Rn activity.

The long-term Fourier spectrum of the time series of both Rn groundwater concentrations and
groundwater levels are shown in Figure 4c. This spectrum reveals an identifiable component at
14.5 days for Rn concentrations. This component is close to the half lunar month (lunar fortnightly Mf
13.7 days), but it is not significantly different because of the limited period of time of our observations.
However, the Mf component is not evident in groundwater levels time series. In synthesis, our recorded
data does not show a clear correlation with solid Earth tides (i.e., the principal lunar components are
missing or are hidden below the noise level, see Figure 4). In comparison, the diurnal and semidiurnal
cyclicity of both Rn groundwater concentrations and groundwater levels are clearly correlated with
the mean solar day, at diurnal (S1) and semidiurnal (S2) periods (Figure 4a,b). It is noteworthy
that a similar cyclicity of Rn concentrations were measured in the Sopronbánfalva Geodynamic
Observatory, Hungary [23]. In this latter study, Rn concentrations were measured in parallel with rock
deformation, temperature, and barometric pressure. It was found that Rn concentration variations bore
considerable similarity and relation to the solar S1 and S2 components, inducing rock deformation,
temperature, and barometric variations, whereas the principal lunar semidiurnal M2 and diurnal O1

tidal waves did not correlate with Rn concentrations. In many further studies, environmental factors,
such as atmospheric pressure, humidity, and temperature, have been proposed as the main factors
influencing the periodicities observed in Rn time series [4,21,64,65]. Therefore, similarly to results
obtained from the Sopronbánfalva Observatory, we infer that the lack of O1 and M2 constituents, in
the Rn concentrations of the Giardino Spring, may confirm the fact that the detected S1 and S2 tidal
components appear because of the daily variations of temperature and barometric pressure. It is
also true; however, that though the Rn concentration and groundwater level changes are correlated
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(Figure 3), the measured groundwater level changes have compensated for the barometric pressure,
by use of the probe. Hence, we infer that the detected S1 and S2 tidal components should be correlated
with daily thermoelastic deformations or barometric pressures on rocks, rather than barometric cycles
on fluid media [66,67].

An open question remains regarding the correlation between Rn concentrations and solid Earth
tides (specifically the lunar components). This correlation has been suggested by many previous
studies [19,20,24,68–72]. The lack of this correlation in our data is unexplained in this work and
deserves future investigation.

6. Conclusions

Radon in groundwater from the Giardino Spring (Central Italy) and groundwater levels in the
Sulmona plain (Central Apennines, Italy) show diurnal and semidiurnal cycles. The substantial
absence of the principal lunar components, in the Rn groundwater concentration and groundwater
level spectra, reveals no correlations with gravitational (lunar) components of the solid Earth tide
spectrum. In contrast, the diurnal and semidiurnal cyclicity, of both Rn groundwater concentrations
and groundwater levels, cannot exclude the effects of gravity on tides, indicating other environmental
factors are prevailing. Therefore, influencing factors linked to solar cycles, such as daily cycles of
temperature, pressure, and related rock deformation, may have played a role in the Rn groundwater
concentrations and groundwater levels.

Determining the complete set of possible natural variations of Rn concentrations in groundwater
is the fundamental prerequisite of using Rn as a tracer, or even precursor, of natural processes,
including the seismic cycle and strong earthquakes [32]. For these reasons, the preliminary results
presented in this work bear new insights into the study and understanding of Rn in nature. The next
step is to establish a new integrated monitoring system that should measure—continuously and
over large regions—gas activity, pore–pressure changes, and cyclical crustal deformation processes
(e.g., Reference [67]). To this purpose, two other multiparametric stations are being installed in
Central Apennines.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/link, Tables.
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