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Direct Injection of Aluminum–Organic Matter Flocs to
Reduce Soil Permeability and Create a

Vertical Flow Barrier In Situ
J. Zhou1; S. Laumann2; and T. J. Heimovaara3

Abstract: This study presents a novel geotechnical engineering approach that utilizes naturally occurring processes to reduce soil permeabil-
ity in-situ. This approach is inspired by a soil stratification process (Podzolization), where a low permeability layer is formed by metal-organic
matter precipitates. In a field experiment, a direct aluminum-organic matter (Al-OM) floc injection was applied to create a continuous vertical
flow barrier in a dike. Direct injection uses the shear-dependent size of Al-OM flocs. High-shear conditions (i.e., during injection) lead to
the breakage of Al-OM flocs and thus allow their transportation in soils. When the injection stops and low-shear conditions prevail, the
Al-OM flocs re-grow in size and block the pores, which ultimately reduces soil permeability. Two different Al-OM floc concentrations were
applied in the field. Results show that a continuous flow barrier is only formed at lower concentrations; at higher concentrations a scattered
permeability reduction was achieved. This demonstrates the viability of this approach in reducing soil permeability in-situ and shows that the
spatial distribution of the flocs depends on input concentration. DOI: 10.1061/(ASCE)GT.1943-5606.0002886. This work is made available
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Introduction

The permeability of a soil is a crucial property that controls ground-
water flow in the subsurface. Highly permeable soil layers often lead
to high seepage flow and can cause a variety of problems, from the
spreading of contaminants (Bayer et al. 2004) to excessive uplift
pressure underneath dikes (Yihdego 2016), or slope instability
(Papagianakis and Fredlund 1984). A solution to these problems lies
in the reduction of the soil permeability. Techniques like jet grouting,
colloidal-silica injection, and the installation of sheet-pile walls have
been successfully applied to reduce soil permeability in many cases
(Mulligan et al. 2001; Shen et al. 2004; Nikbakhtan and Osanloo
2009). Many of these traditional approaches, however, face chal-
lenges with respect to their environmental impact, as well as high
energy and labor costs (Suer et al. 2009). So there is a demand
for alternative engineering solutions that are both economically ef-
fective and have a minimal environmental impact. We developed a
nature-based geo-engineering technique to reduce soil permeability
that was inspired by the soil stratification process called Podzoli-
zation. During Podzolization, precipitation and accumulation of
organo-metallic precipitates result in a distinct soil horizon that
can have a significantly reduced permeability (Sauer et al. 2007).

One of the challenges for innovative nature-based geo-
engineering techniques is upscaling the process from the labo-
ratory to the field scale (DeJong et al. 2013; Proto et al. 2016). Doing
experiments at the field scale is essential (van Paassen 2011).
A bio-based geo-engineering solution based on microbially induced
calcite precipitation (MICP) to modify soil properties, such as reduc-
ing soil permeability (Blauw et al. 2009), was developed about a
decade ago. Although the MICP concept has been studied exten-
sively in laboratory experiments at the bench scale and with numeri-
cal models (DeJong et al. 2010, 2013; van Wijngaarden et al. 2016),
to our knowledge only a few field-scale applications of this bioseal-
ing technique have been reported (Ivanov and Chu 2008; DeJong
et al. 2010). A pilot project using the biosealing principle was carried
out in 2009 in order to construct a flow barrier to stop seepage under-
neath a dam along the River Danube in Austria (Blauw et al. 2009;
van Paassen 2011). Although it was reported that the seepage was
reduced by a factor of 10 four to five months after the field injection
practice, little information on the experimental set-up, field data ac-
quisition system, and data processing method can be found. This
makes it hard for other researchers to benefit from this project. In
addition to soil permeability reduction, the MICP concept can also
be applied to strengthen soil mechanical properties. More field
experiments that use MICP for ground improvement have been re-
ported (Haouzi and Courcelles 2018). However, many of these ap-
plications are surficial applications [i.e., mitigation of surface erosion
of loose sand (Gomez et al. 2015), or reinforcement of an above-
ground soil retaining wall structure (Haouzi and Courcelles 2018)]
at relatively small scales, i.e., the treatment zone in the soil retaining
wall is 3 m height and 6 m length. In-situ large-scale application of
nature-based geo-engineering techniques for soil permeability reduc-
tion, particularly at depth, are hard to find.

Organo-metallic precipitates occur as floc-like structures
(Scheel et al. 2008) and consist in our case of aluminum (Al) and
organic matter (OM). Al-OM flocs are several hundred microme-
ters in size (Wang et al. 2009; Yu et al. 2010), which is significantly
larger than the pore size in many soils (DeJong et al. 2010). Due
to their large size, these flocs are filtered from the system after
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formation and as a consequence, reduce the permeability (Ryan and
Elimelech 1996). This newly developed technique was applied in a
field experiment for the first time by Zhou et al. (2019). In that case
study, the in-situ precipitation of Al-OM flocs was induced by sep-
arate injection of Al and OM solutions into the subsurface. The
results show that the in-situ production of Al-OM flocs can reduce
soil permeability up to a factor of about 50 (Zhou et al. 2019). It
was, however, also concluded that in-situ mixing and reaction of Al
and OM is not very efficient, because not all material injected in to
the soil led to the formation of flocs. In addition, the reliance on in-
situ mixing and reaction required a relatively long field injection
duration in order to maintain the production of Al-OM flocs in-situ.
Field installation for injection wells, in which case are needed for
both components, had to be carried out, as well. As a result, this
makes this solution less economically attractive, particularly for
large-scale applications.

In this study we present an alternative approach that originated
from detailed analysis of the Zhou et al. (2019) field test, and is based
on ex-situ production of Al-OM flocs, followed by the injection of a
floc suspension. This has a significant engineering advantage, be-
cause in-situ mixing and reaction is no longer required. The direct
injection of Al-OM flocs makes use of the fact that the size of the
flocs is shear-dependent, which is well established in the water treat-
ment literature (Li et al. 2006; Jarvis et al. 2006; Yu et al. 2010).
Under high shear conditions, flocs break into colloids that are in
the low μm range (Wang et al. 2009). Flocs of this size can be trans-
ported through a porous medium (Wiesner et al. 1996; DeJong et al.
2010; Syngouna and Chrysikopoulos 2012). Floc size and transport
can be controlled by manipulating the flow field, because the shear is
linearly correlated to the Darcy flow velocity (Tosco and Sethi 2010).
Injection usually creates a radial flow field, where the flow velocity
deceases significantly with radial distance from the injection point
(Tosco et al. 2014). This means that the Al-OM flocs are mobile
in the close vicinity of the injection point, where a sufficiently high
flow velocity is achieved. As soon as low-shear conditions prevail,
i.e., at larger radial distances from the injection point or after injec-
tion has ceased, the Al-OM flocs re-grow in size and subsequently
deposit in the porous medium.

We applied this direct Al-OM floc injection technique for
the first time in a full-scale field experiment at a dike that sur-
rounds a water reservoir in the Netherlands. During the experiment,
Al-OM flocs were prepared on site and injected into the dike body
using direct-push injection. The aim of this field was to create a
70 m long vertical flow barrier with a height of 7 m in the dike
body by reducing the local soil permeability. The flow barrier is
expected to reduce the groundwater flow, which leads to a head
drop at its location. According to Darcy’s law the magnitude of
this head drop is linear to the permeability of the flow barrier if the
background flow rate stays constant. The effectiveness of the flow
barrier in reducing groundwater flow, however, is not only depen-
dent on its permeability but also on its continuity (Yihdego 2016).
As stated in our previous study (Zhou et al. 2019), gaps within
the flow barrier will lead to the occurrence of preferential flow
and diminish the effectiveness of the barrier. This has a large con-
sequence on the quantification of the permeability reduction, as a
discontinuity may result in unchanged hydraulic signals despite the
locally reduced soil permeability.

This experiment was part of a research program aiming to assess
the feasibility of direct injection of Al-OM flocs to reduce soil per-
meability and to quantify the achieved reduction in permeability.
Doing the experiment at full-scale also gave the opportunity to
study the spatial distribution of the reduction in permeability. In this
paper we compare the results obtained from two different injection
scenarios, where the recipe to produce the Al-OM flocs was varied.

In order to determine the hydraulic characteristics of the site before,
during and after the experiment, monitoring wells were installed
and used to perform field hydraulic tests. Monitoring data are
analyzed together with simulation results that re generated by a
site-specific groundwater flow model.

Materials and Methods

Site Description

The field site is part of an 8 km long dike that surrounds the de
Gijster water reservoir in the Biesbosch (Fig. S3), of which the con-
struction was finalized in 1979. The dike was built on top of the
former ground surface [1 m NAP (Dutch reference system)] up to a
height of 9.5 m NAP using medium to coarse sand that was avail-
able during the reservoir construction. Information on the grain size
distribution of the sand can be found in the Supplemental Materials
(i.e., Fig. S4). Site investigation revealed that the soil layer under-
neath the dike consists of fine to medium sand that reaches a depth
of approximately −3.5 m NAP, and which is underlain by a peat
layer of varying thickness (up to 1.5 m) [illustrated in Fig. 1(a)].
Soil profiles, recorded from the field installation, are provided in
Fig. S1. The pilot site covers a surface area of 1,260 m2 and is lo-
cated at the east side of the water reservoir. At this point excessive
seepage flow occurs, which leads to fully saturated soil conditions
at the toe of the dike. The high water content does not raise any
concerns regarding dike stability, but does result in high mainte-
nance costs due to muddy conditions and a limited bearing capacity
of the top soil.

The water level in the reservoir is usually maintained at 6.50 m
NAP, while the water level in the adjacent ditch, at a distance of
about 50 m from the reservoir, fluctuates around 0.40 m NAP.
At the reservoir side, the dike is sealed under the former ground
surface by asphalt and clay. Due to this surface sealing, the hy-
draulic head measured in the middle of the dike ranges between
2.20 and 2.80 m NAP. During the field experiment (in the summer
of 2018) the hydraulic boundary conditions changed, due to dredg-
ing activities in the reservoir basin, which started in the same period
as our field experiment. During the dredging work, parts of the
former top soil that were still present in the basin were removed in
order to adapt the profile of the water reservoir so that it meets the
original design criteria, which was to excavate a water reservoir
with a smooth slope [Fig. 1(a)].

Design and Implementation of the Field Experiment

A site-specific groundwater flow model (described in later text)
was developed in order to determine the reason for the high water
content at the toe of the dike. This analysis confirmed that the
excessive seepage originates from the water reservoir where water
infiltrates the sand layers above the peat layer and is transported
towards the ditch [Fig. 1(a)]. A measure to reduce the water content
of the soil at the toe of the dike is to create an up-gradient vertical
flow barrier that covers the entire transport path of the seepage. The
flow barrier lowers the groundwater table in its downstream direc-
tion and also reduces the groundwater discharge rate (Anderson and
Mesa 2006). As a consequence, the top soil will become drier,
which reduces the maintenance effort at the site.

The design of the flow barrier is based on a scenario analysis
using a site-specific flow model. The permeability reduction that is
induced by the Al-OM flocs is set to 50 times, based on previous
experiments (Zhou et al. 2019). According to the simulation results,
a sufficiently lowered groundwater table at the toe of the dike re-
quires the flow barrier to be at least 1 m thick. In order to prevent
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Fig. 1. (Color) Illustration of the site: (a) profile view (only a section of this figure is plotted to scale); and (b) top view. An example of the injection
sequence is illustrated in (b).

© ASCE 04022095-3 J. Geotech. Geoenviron. Eng.

 J. Geotech. Geoenviron. Eng., 2022, 148(11): 04022095 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
sc

el
ib

ra
ry

.o
rg

 b
y 

T
ec

hn
is

ch
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
it 

D
el

ft
 o

n 
09

/2
6/

22
. C

op
yr

ig
ht

 A
SC

E
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y;

 a
ll 

ri
gh

ts
 r

es
er

ve
d.



vertical overflow, the barrier needs to be higher than the current
groundwater table. We designed the height of the flow barrier to
be 7 m [5–12 m below ground surface (bgs)], where 1.5 m extends
above the original water table in the dike [Fig. 1(a)]. The pilot area
is 70 m long and the implementation was carried out parallel to the
dike structure at 10 m distance from the top of the dike (Fig. 1).
According to the simulation results and existing literature (Hudak
2001; Anderson and Mesa 2006), the dewatering effect of a finite
flow barrier decreases as the down-gradient distance increases,
which would make a location closer to the toe of the dike the pre-
ferred option. However, this is not feasible due to the limitations of
the machine used to inject the flocs, and the slope of the dike.

The machine (MDEDrive, Heijmans bv, Rosmalen, Netherlands)
is equipped with a direct-push system and uses an injection rod
(33 mm diameter and 20 cm long) with four annular distributed in-
jection ports for the injection of the Al-OM floc suspension. A pic-
ture of the machine and the setup of the equipment is given in
Fig. S5. The injection location, depth, rate, and duration were pro-
grammed beforehand and recorded continuously. The radius of
influence (ROI) of the Al-OM flocs was targeted at 0.5 m.
Assuming full displacement of groundwater [expressed in Eq. (1);
(Payne et al. 2008; Luna et al. 2015)] and a safety margin of
10%, the injection volume for the 7 m high barrier at each injection
point should be 1.82 m3 (1.1 pore volume). With a ROI of 0.5 m, 70
injections are needed to complete the 70 m long flow barrier

PV ¼ εp · π · ROI2 · Ls ð1Þ
where PV is the pore volume of the aquifer ½L3�; εp is the porosity
½L3=L3� (assumed to be 0.3, based on the characteristics of the sand);
and Ls is the length of the well screen ½L�, which in this study is
equivalent to the height of the flow barrier.

In order to create a 7 m high flow barrier with the direct-push
system, the injection at each injection point was divided into 14
intervals of 0.5 m. This execution routine is considered favorable
for a uniform distribution of Al-OM flocs (Luna et al. 2015). The
injection rod was first pushed down to 11.75 m bgs, followed by
the first injection interval [illustrated in Fig. 1(a)]. After injecting
0.13 m3 of Al-OM floc suspension at a rate of 60 m3=d, the injec-
tion rod was lifted by 0.5 m for the following interval. A target
volume of 1.82 m3 was injected throughout the 14 intervals at each
injection point. The injection sequence was designed to minimize
the impact of ongoing injection on the earlier-injected Al-OM flocs.
In order to guarantee that the injected Al-OM flocs have sufficient
time to re-grow and deposit [which takes not longer than a few
minutes, according to the literature (Wang et al. 2002, 2009; Zhao
et al. 2011)], a back and forth injection pattern was implemented
[illustrated in Fig. 1(b)], ensuring that no neighboring injections
were implemented sequentially in time.

In order to test two injection scenarios, the field site was sub-
divided in two zones, where different Al-OM floc concentrations
were applied. An OM input concentration of 3 g=l was applied in
Zone A (30 m long), and a 5 g=l OM input was used in Zone B
(40 m long). The Al-OM floc suspension was prepared daily on
site, by mixing aluminum chloride (AlCl3 · 6H2O, Alfa Aesar,
Germany) with OM (HUMIN P775, Humintech, Germany) in a
continuously stirred reactor (volume of 9 m3). Water for prepar-
ing the suspension was taken from the reservoir, and its pH was
around 7.5, with an electrical conductivity (EC) of approximately
0.5 ms=cm. Jansen et al. (2002) demonstrated that insoluble
Al-OM flocs are formed when the molar metal to carbon (M/C)
ratio is above certain threshold. In this experiment, Al-OM flocs
were formed as soon as the molar M/C ratio was above 0.05, using
the water extracted from the reservoir. The appearance of flocs
was inspected daily by taking a small sample before the injection

started. The sample was left still for a short period of time, after
which visual inspection was performed to check whether segrega-
tion of the sample occurred; i.e., whether the flocs settled to the
bottom if they formed. During a period of 10 working days, 54.6
and 72.8 m3 of the Al-OM floc suspension was injected in Zones A
and B, respectively. This corresponds to a total injected mass of
around 49.2 kg aluminum salt and 163.8 kg OM in Zone A, and
116.4 and 354 kg of the two components in Zone B. The injection
went smoothly and without any major difficulties.

Laboratory Observations

Batch Experiment
To characterize the Al-OM flocs as a function of applied shear rate,
100 mg=l OM solution was mixed with an Al solution to create a
Al-OM floc suspension, and the size of the flocs was analyzed by
laser diffraction (Malvern Mastersizer 2000, Malvern Instruments,
UK) at three stirring speeds: 150, 300, and 450 rpm. For determin-
ing the floc size using laser diffraction, no higher OM input con-
centration was possible. The variability of the Al-OM floc size is
depicted in Fig. S6, together with the size of the original OM. Size
characterization of the OM by laser diffraction revealed a bimodal
distribution with two distinct peaks around 0.17 and 19.35 μm
(d10=d50=d90 ¼ 0.09=0.17=14.12 μm). The Al-OM flocs have
a monomodal distribution and the size decreases with increas-
ing steering speed, from 606 μm (150 rpm; d10=d90 ¼ 220=
1,204 μm), to 221 μm (300 rpm; d10=d50=d90 ¼ 89=221=
447 μm), and 104 μm (450 rpm; d10=d90 ¼ 44=210 μm). This is
in line with previous research showing that the floc size distribution
and the associated growth and breakage of flocs is depending on the
applied shear rate (Jarvis et al. 2006).

1D Column Experiments
Prior to the field experiment, 1D column experiments were carried
out in the lab to study the effectiveness of injected Al-OM floc sus-
pension in reducing soil permeability. In these column experiments,
an Al-OM floc suspension was injected into the sand column at a
constant flow velocity, where injection flow velocity (ranging from
12.6 to 66.7 m=d) or input OM concentration (ranging from 0.1
to 5 g=l) varied. Because the shear is linearly correlated to the
Darcy flow velocity (Tosco and Sethi 2010), the varied injection
flow velocity was designed to simulate different shear conditions.
Details about the experimental set-up and testing procedure are pro-
vided in the Supplemental Materials.

The column was equipped with five pressure sensors installed
at different levels [Fig. 2(a)] in order to quantify the distribution of
reduction in permeability over time. This is essential because,
under the 1D column condition, the flow velocity throughout the
entire sand column stayed constant, while the field injection would
create a radial flow field in which the flow velocity decays at larger
radial distances. The 1D column experiments showed that Al-OM
flocs deposit in high amounts close to the inlet and in decreasing
amounts further downstream. The experiments also demonstrated
that at a higher flow velocity the transport distance of Al-OM flocs
in sand increases [Fig. 2(b)]. This can be attributed to the shear-
dependency of the floc size, where high flow velocity creates high
shear conditions that break injected flocs into smaller sizes. Smaller
flocs can be transported for longer distances in porous media (Ryan
and Elimelech 1996). Apart from the flow velocity, another set of
column tests with varying input OM concentrations revealed that
the input concentration also has an impact on the transport distance
of the Al-OM flocs. The volume of soil impacted by flocs at an OM
input concentration of 5 g=l is 68% of the volume impacted at a
concentration of 3 g=l, and 47% of that at 1 g=l. This is again
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in line with particle/colloid transport theory, where the deposition
rate of particles correlates with particle concentration: A higher
concentration leads to more profound deposition, which limits the
transport distance of flocs in porous media (Tosco and Sethi 2010;
Syngouna and Chrysikopoulos 2012).

Regarding permeability reduction, the hydraulic conductivity
reduction (HCR) derived from the pressure sensors data (Fig. 3)
showed that permeability reduction is correlated with the mass of
deposited Al-OM flocs, which was qualitatively determined based
on the color of the sand: Greater darkness corresponds to a larger
amount of deposited Al-OM flocs [Fig. 2(b)]. Because the rheo-
logical properties of the Al-OM floc suspension are nearly identical
to that of water, the reduction in hydraulic conductivity is caused
by a reduction in the soil’s permeability. Significant reduction in
permeability (i.e., more than 500 times) was measured close to the
injection inlet, while in the top of the sample (far from the inlet) the
presence of Al-OM flocs was negligible, with little to no reduction
in permeability.

Fig. 3 gives the results for an experiment carried out at a flow
velocity of 31.4 m=d, where flocs were injected at a concentra-
tion of 1 g=l. After injecting 10 pore volume of floc suspension
(approximately 2 l), the flow was stopped for 1 h. After this resting
period the flow was restarted at 3.2 m=d to measure the final per-
meability state of the sample. In the Supplemental Materials we
present results for the experiments carried out at the higher flow
rates of 50.3 and 66.7 m=d.

The results in Fig. 3(a) clearly show the decrease in HCR with
height along the column. Fig. 3(b) shows the HCR of the bottom
section of the column, and of the total column, related to the total
mass of flocs injected into the column. The HCR initially increases
in an exponential fashion until it slowly reaches a plateau value.
This fits well with filtration theory (Ryan and Elimelech 1996;
Syngouna and Chrysikopoulos 2012), where Al-OM flocs initially
cover the pore throats, which is an effective permeability reduction
mechanism. In time, further deposition fills the pore space, and this

is a less effective mechanism for reducing permeability. Because
the majority of flocs was filtered in the bottom section, the mass
as well as the size of the flocs were decreasing in the further
downstream sections. As a result, the HCR of other sections
[i.e., Sections 2 and 3 in Fig. 3(a)] shows a gradual increase rather
than the exponential increase observed in the bottom section.
Clearly, the injection led to a layered system with varying per-
meability along the direction of the injection flow. Therefore, the
average permeability of the entire column is the harmonic mean of
all layers, and is more sensitive to the lowest permeability among
these layers. This is why the trend of average HCR trails that of
section 1, though with a reduced magnitude [Fig. 3(b)].

After the resting period the permeability of the sand column
clearly shows that the permeability has further reduced because of
the increase in floc size due to regrowth [Fig. 3(a)].

Monitoring and Data Analysis

In total, 21 monitoring wells (50 mm outer diameter) were installed
(illustrated in Fig. 1) in the middle of both Zones A (10 wells)
and B (11 wells). The spatial distribution of each monitoring sys-
tem consists of two triangles that are mirrored with respect to
the injection line. This was intended to enable understanding the
effect of the background flow on the field injection, as the back-
ground flow direction is perpendicular to the orientation of the in-
jection line [Fig. 1(b)]. At the down-gradient side of the injection
line, additional wells were installed to monitor the hydraulic head
on-site. The filter screen of each well (2 m long) was placed at
approximately −3 to −1 m NAP, which is 0.5 m above the peat
layer [Fig. 1(a)].

Monitoring at the site was carried out using 17 pressure, EC, and
temperature sensors (CTD sensors; Van Essen Instruments, Delft,
Netherlands). These were used to monitor the changes in hydraulic
head and EC on site. The time interval for measurement and the
location of the divers were varied depending on the field activities:

Fig. 2. (Color) Schematic illustration of (a) the experiment set-up; and (b) a graphical comparison of the transport distance of flocs as a function of
injection velocity.
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When monitoring the natural hydraulic gradient, the time interval
was set to 10 mins, and the locations of the divers were switched bi-
weekly to ensure complete coverage of all wells; during injection
and pumping tests, the time interval was shortened to 10 s and full
coverage of all wells was ensured in the monitored zone.

In order to characterize the hydraulic properties of the site and
understand the impact of the injection, constant-rate pumping tests,
with a pumping rate of around 30 m3=d, were performed in Wells
A9 and B9 before, immediately after, and three months after the
injection. We applied Dupuit-Thiem’s solution [Eq. (2); (Pinder and
Celia 2006)] in order to estimate the hydraulic conductivity of the
site from the pumping test data

h22 − h21 ¼
Q
πK

ln

�
r2
r1

�
ð2Þ

where h is the hydraulic head in the piezometer ½L�; Q is the pump-
ing rate ½L3=T�; K is the hydraulic conductivity ½L=T�; and r is the
radial distance from the pumping well ½L�.

Dupuit-Thiem’s solution is based on the radial distribution of
the drawdown and can therefore be applied to determine the spatial
distribution of the reduction in hydraulic conductivity. The change
in hydraulic conductivity is closely related to the reduction in per-
meability, due to the similarity in density and viscosity between the
injected suspension and the groundwater (Zhou et al. 2019).

Due to the depth of the groundwater table and the narrow filter
tubes [Fig. 1(a)], no pumping tests were performed in the upper
wells. Instead, in selected upper wells (A/B 3, A7, and B10)
constant-rate infiltration tests (infiltration rate around 25 m3=d)
were performed before and after the injection. As reported by
Payne et al. (2008), hydraulic equations used for pumping tests
cannot provide accurate hydraulic characteristics under infiltration
conditions. In this study, the results from the infiltration test are
therefore only used qualitatively, to verify the results obtained from
other data sets.

Groundwater sampling and analysis were performed at prede-
fined well locations (A/B 2, 4, 5, 8, 9, and 10, and B11) on selected
dates. Baseline measurements were performed in June, 2018. After
the injection phase, groundwater sampling was performed on
weekly basis for a month and continued with monthly monitoring
for an additional six months. The samples were analyzed for total

organic carbon (TOC), Al (after filtration), chloride, and potassium
(after filtration).

Site-Specific Flow Model

A site-specific flow model was implemented in COMSOL Multi-
physics (v5.3) in order to design the installation of the flow barrier
and to understand the impact of the changing hydraulic boundary
conditions that are related to the dredging activities. Groundwater
flow in the model is described by Darcy’s law, and the governing
equations are Richards’ equation, combined with the extended
version of Darcy’s law:

∂
∂t ðεpρSwÞ þ∇ · ðρuÞ ¼ ρQm ð3Þ

in which

u ¼ KkrðSeÞ
μ

ð∇pþ ρg∇zÞ ð4Þ

where t is time ½T�; ρ is the fluid density ½M=L3�; Sw is the satu-
ration degree ½L3=L3�; u is the Darcy velocity ½L=T�; Qm is
the volumetric source/sink term ½L3=L3T�; kr is the relative
permeability ½−�, which is a function of the effective saturation
degree Se, ½L3=L3�; p is the pressure head ½L�; μ is the dynamic
viscosity of the fluid ½M=LT�; g is the gravity acceleration con-
stant ½L=T2�; and z is the vertical direction, assumed positive
upwards ½L�.

The model was used to simulate the hydraulic conditions in
the profile shown in Fig. 1(a). The soil layering and corresponding
transport properties were derived from site investigations and base-
line pumping tests (before the injection of the Al-OM flocs). Input
parameters used in the model are summarized in Table S1. The hy-
draulic boundaries (the water reservoir and the ditch) were imple-
mented as Robin-type boundary conditions [Eq. (5)]:

u ¼ RcðHext −HÞ ð5Þ

where Hext is the known external hydraulic head ½L�; H is the head
at the boundary ½L�; and Rc is the conductance term ½1=T�.

Fig. 3. (Color) Hydraulic conductivity reduction (a) at different sections over PVat the injection velocity of 31.4 m=d; and (b) the correlation between
mass of injected Al-OM flocs versus the achieved reduction in hydraulic conductivity at the lowest section (marked in red) and averaged over the
entire column (in blue).
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In this way, the entry resistance at the boundary can be denoted
as the conductance term Rc. The conductance term was determined
done by fitting against field monitoring data. The geometry, loca-
tion, and permeability of the flow barrier were specified in the
domain in the respective scenario analysis.

Results

Effect of the Direct Floc Injection on the
Hydraulic Gradient

The presence of a continuous flow barrier can be identified by look-
ing at changes in the hydraulic gradient before and after the direct
Al-OM floc injection. The hydraulic gradient before the injection
was determined by averaging the hydraulic head data that are moni-
tored at all wells over a period of three months. The averaged
hydraulic heads in Zones A and B are presented in Fig. 4. A nearly
straight phreatic line is observed in both zones. The hydraulic gra-
dients measured are relatively high, namely 0.05 and 0.028 m=m
in Zones A and B, respectively. This is a consequence of the large
difference between water levels in the water reservoir (6.5 m NAP)
and the ditch (0.4 m NAP).

One month after the injection, the hydraulic gradient was again
determined (over a period of three months) and distinct changes
were observed. The one month waiting period was intended to min-
imize any lingering effect that the injected volume could have on
the hydraulic field. The hydraulic head measured at all wells in
Zone B increased by approximately 30 cm. The only exception
is Well B7, where the measured head after the injection was abnor-
mally high [Fig. 4(b)]. However, the evenly distributed increase in
hydraulic head shows that the injection did not result in any change
in the hydraulic gradient. It should be noted that the evenly distrib-
uted rise in the hydraulic head was also monitored at locations out-
side the testing area after the injection (data not shown).

A similar increase in the hydraulic head was measured in
Zone A, but with variations in its magnitude depending on the lo-
cation of the monitoring well. The increase in the hydraulic head at
the wells which are the furthest downstream from the injection line
(A8 and A9) is 20 cm less than at all other wells in Zone A [shown
in Fig. 4(a)], where the increase in hydraulic head is around 35 cm.
This result demonstrates that the hydraulic gradient between mon-
itoring wells A6/7 and A8 became steeper after the injection, while
it is comparable to the gradients measured before the injection

in the rest of the domain. This change in hydraulic gradient was
consistently observed throughout the entire year after the injection
(latest data was collected in the summer of 2019).

Hydraulic Characterization by Pumping and
Infiltration Tests

In order to quantify the effect of the direct floc injection on the soil
permeability, the spatial drawdown distributions during a pump-
ing test performed before and after the injection were compared.
Results from the pumping tests in Zones A and B before the injec-
tion (shown in Figs. 5 and 6) show a well shaped cone of depres-
sion, where the drawdown decreases with increasing radial distance
from the pumping well. This indicates that the initial permeability
of the two zones is rather homogeneous. The background hydrau-
lic conductivity of Zones A and B was determined to be 6.3 and
7.6 m=d, respectively, using Dupuit-Thiem’s solution [Eq. (2)].
As shown in Figs. 5 and 6, the calculated drawdown distribution
using the background hydraulic conductivity matches the measured
data very well.

After the injection the most profound difference in drawdown
in Zone B was measured at Monitoring Wells B7 and B8. At these
two locations the drawdown was significantly lower than at the
other wells (Fig. 6). If Monitoring Points B7 and B8 are, however,
excluded, the cone of depression after the injection is comparable to
that measured before the injection in Zone B. Data obtained from
Well B5 were considered as outliers because data monitored at this
particular well location showed consistent discrepancies in tests
performed before and after the injection.

The results from the pumping test in Well A9 show that the cone
of depression in Zone A changed after the direct floc injection
(Fig. 5): It is no longer uniformly distributed over the entire do-
main, but shows a distinct pattern change between Monitoring
Wells A6/7 and A8. At Monitoring Wells A1-7 and A10, the pump-
ing test performed after the injection led to a drawdown that is 6 cm
less than before the injection. At Well A8, on the other hand, the
drawdown increased by 4 cm. The change of measured drawdown
across Wells A6/7 and A8 is consistent with the hydraulic gradient
in this area [Fig. 4(a)].

The results from infiltration tests at various well locations before
the injection (presented in Figs. S8 and S9) show that the magni-
tude of the head change primarily depends on the radial distance
from the infiltration well. This corroborates the results from the
pumping tests before the injection in Zone A and B. The same

Fig. 4. (Color) Comparison of hydraulic gradient measured before and after the injection in (a) Zone A; and (b) Zone B.

© ASCE 04022095-7 J. Geotech. Geoenviron. Eng.

 J. Geotech. Geoenviron. Eng., 2022, 148(11): 04022095 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
sc

el
ib

ra
ry

.o
rg

 b
y 

T
ec

hn
is

ch
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
it 

D
el

ft
 o

n 
09

/2
6/

22
. C

op
yr

ig
ht

 A
SC

E
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y;

 a
ll 

ri
gh

ts
 r

es
er

ve
d.

http://ascelibrary.org/doi/10.1061/%28ASCE%29GT.1943-5606.0002886#supplMaterial
http://ascelibrary.org/doi/10.1061/%28ASCE%29GT.1943-5606.0002886#supplMaterial


consistency when comparing infiltration and pumping tests is also
found after the injection: In Zone A, the difference of measured
head change between Wells A6/7 and A8 increased noticeably
during the infiltration tests performed in Well A3 and A7 after
the injection (Fig. S8). The difference between infiltration tests
before and after the injection in Zone B is mainly identified at
Monitoring Wells B7 and B8. The head change at these locations
was considerably less than that measured in the test before the
injection (Fig. S9).

Transport of the Injection Fluid

Continuous EC measurement in the monitoring wells allowed us
to monitor the propagation of the injection fluid in the subsurface.
It should be noted that the EC is mainly influenced by the concen-
trations of ions (Cl− and Kþ) in the injected suspension. The trans-
port of Al-OM flocs is not necessarily the same due to filtration and
deposition.

In order to get an insight into the development of the injection
[i.e., EC and change in head (dH)] in 2D space, interpolation was
applied on scattered data monitored at well locations using Matlab
(function scatteredInterpolant.m) and the interpolated results were
used to generate topographies (Figs. 7 and S8–S10). Areas with
limited confidence level, caused by the limited availability of scat-
tered data, were shadowed. As shown in Figs. 7(a and b), the trans-
port of the injection fluid in Zone B was subjected to preferential
flow. Shortly after the start of the injection at Point I44, the EC
value measured at Wells B7 and B8 significantly increased, to
about 2.75 mS=cm. This corresponds with the EC of the injection
fluid applied in this zone. At well locations in closer proximity to
Injection Point I44 (Wells B5, B6, and B10) the increase in EC was
much less pronounced, or even unnoticeable (Well B6). The change
in hydraulic head is in line with the EC data [Figs. 7(c and d)]. The
change in head measured at Wells B7 and B8 was so prominent that
the linear interpolation (Fig. 7) suggests a large area with a signifi-
cant increase in head. This cannot reflect the actual head in this
area, because the injected volume is not enough to result in such
a rise in water table over a large area. The EC data also revealed a
down-gradient transport of the injection suspension. At Well B9,
which is located approximately 10 m away from the injection line,
the EC peaked at 2 mS=cm, while in the opposite direction (against
the natural groundwater flow) only a gentle rise in EC was detected
(the highest EC measured at Well B3 is 0.7 mS=cm). In Zone A
(results presented in Fig. S10) a similar trend was observed: a pref-
erential flow led first to a sharp rise of EC and dH at Well A8,
followed by an increase at A6 and A7. In contrast to Zone B,
no increase in EC at Well A9 was observed during the entire mon-
itoring period.

Results from the chemical analysis of groundwater samples cor-
roborate the field-measured EC data. Samples taken from Wells A8
and B8 on July 6, 2018 contained, respectively, 0.42 and 0.7 g=l of
Cl−, and 0.25 and 0.44 g=l of Kþ. Both are comparable to that of
the injection suspension used in the respective zones. The measured
Al and TOC concentrations, however, were far lower. TOC concen-
trations of 19 and 60 mg=l were measured at Wells A8 and B8,
which are higher than the background (around 5 mg=l) but not
even close to the TOC concentrations in the injection suspension.
Measured Al concentrations were consistently below 50 μg=l (de-
tection limit), expect for one measurement in Well B8 directly after
the injection, where a concentration of 400 μg=l was measured.
This is again much lower than the Al concentration in the injection
suspension.

Discussion

Permeability of the Flow Barrier in Zone A

The foregoing results all indicate that a flow barrier has been cre-
ated in Zone A between Wells A6/7 and A8. The hydraulic gradient
is noticeably steeper between Wells A6/7 and A8 even under am-
bient flow conditions. The head difference between those points
increased from 10 cm before the injection to 37 cm after the injec-
tion (Fig. 4). This shows that the barrier is continuous throughout a
relevant part of Zone A, because otherwise the measured signal
would be less pronounced due to water bypassing the barrier, es-
pecially under steady state conditions (Cunningham and Reinhard
2002; Bayer et al. 2004; Anderson and Mesa 2006). The presence
of the flow barrier is further confirmed by the results obtained from
the pumping and infiltration tests. Literature shows that the pres-
ence of a flow barrier leads to distinct effects on either sides of
the barrier during a pumping event (Bayer et al. 2004; Payne

Fig. 6. (Color) Measured and calculated drawdown distribution from
the pumping test performed in well B9 before and after the injection
(pumping rate of 30 m3=d).

Fig. 5. (Color) Measured and calculated drawdown distribution from
the pumping test performed in well A9 before and after the injection
(pumping rate of 30 m3=d).
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et al. 2008; USEPA 2008). The low permeability of the flow barrier
widens the capture zone of the pumping at the well. As a conse-
quence a reduced discharge is observed at the side across the flow
barrier, while at the side of the pumping well the discharge is locally
enhanced (illustrated in Fig. S11). This is exactly what was ob-
served during the pumping and infiltration tests in Zone A (de-
scribed in the section “Hydraulic Characterization by Pumping
and Infiltration Tests,” and shown in Figs. 5 and S8).

We applied a hydraulic conductivity analysis to quantify the
reduction in permeability of the flow barrier in Zone A. An equiv-
alent hydraulic conductivity (Keq) was derived from the pump-
ing test results after the injection using Dupuit-Thiem’s solution.
The derivation of the equivalent hydraulic conductivity is based on
measured drawdowns from two monitoring points at both sides of

the flow barrier (A8 and any other well downstream). The equiv-
alent hydraulic conductivity is therefore an integrated hydraulic
conductivity over (1) the area that is not affected by the injection
of Al-OM flocs (with a background hydraulic conductivity Ko);
and (2) the flow barrier itself (with a reduced hydraulic conduc-
tivity Kr). We assumed that the geometry of the flow barrier is lin-
ear with a sufficient lateral extension and that it extends over the
entire saturated height of the aquifer. Consequently we calculated
eight equivalent hydraulic conductivities in Zone A, which are pre-
sented in Fig. 5. It can be found that a larger distance between the
two data points coincides with a larger Keq. This is because a
greater distance means that a larger proportion of unreduced hy-
draulic conductivity is integrated in the calculation of the respective
Keq (because the flow barrier is present between A6/7 and A8).

Fig. 7. (Color) Measured (a and b) EC; and (c and d) dH during the injection of the Al-OM flocs suspension. Figures (a) and (c) show the results at the
end of the first injection in a day (I44); and (b) and (d) show the results at the end of the last injection of the day (I47).
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The hydraulic conductivity of the flow barrier (Kr) is deter-
mined based on the assumption that the flow direction is perpen-
dicular to the orientation of the flow barrier. Thus, the equivalent
hydraulic conductivity is the harmonic mean (Renard and de
Marsily 1997):

Keq ¼
P

n
i¼1 LiP

n
i¼1ðLi=KiÞ

ð6Þ

where Li is the thickness of layer i½L�; and Ki is the hydraulic
conductivity of layer i½L=T�.

The average of all eight calculations was taken as the final
hydraulic conductivity. One important variable that needs to be
considered in this calculation is the thickness of the various layers.
The flow barrier is located between Wells A6/7 and A8, which
means that it is not thicker than 2 m. We therefore conducted a
series of calculations assuming the thickness of the flow barrier to
vary from 0.1 to 2 m. The corresponding hydraulic conductivity of
the flow barrier is shown in Fig. S12. Based on the results, the ef-
fectiveness of the flow barrier is controlled by its thickness and its
hydraulic conductivity. For example, a flow barrier with hydraulic
conductivity of 0.6 m=d and a thickness of 1 m is as efficient in
reducing groundwater flow as a barrier with a hydraulic conduc-
tivity of 0.15 m=d and a thickness of 0.2 m.

It should be noted that the hydraulic conductivity is vertically
lumped over the saturated thickness of the treated dike body. As
stated earlier, continuity, both planar and vertical, is essential to
create an effective flow barrier. Based on available data, which
came from sensors installed in the wells at a fixed depth, we cannot
judge the vertical variability of the permeability in the flow barrier.
For this reason, we assume that the Al-OM floc injection decreased
the soil permeability homogeneously in the vertical direction. This
implies that the factor of reduction calculated using the hydraulic
conductivity is identical to that of the factor of permeability reduc-
tion (section “Monitoring and Data Analysis”). By assuming the
thickness of the flow barrier created in Zone A matches the design
(1 m), it can be concluded the direct floc injection reduced the per-
meability of the soil by 11 times. However, it should be noted that
this quantification might considerably underestimate the true im-
pact of the injected Al-OM flocs on soil permeability, because
(a) the actual thickness of the flow barrier is highly uncertain,
and (b) the Zone B (Fig. 6) and lab (Fig. 3) results clearly indicate
that a significant reduction in soil permeability can be locally
achieved. Results from our previous study (Zhou et al. 2019),
on the other hand, showed that the flow barrier created by in-situ
production of Al-OM flocs reduces soil permeability by a factor of
50. As a result, if the same reduction in permeability (i.e., by a
factor of 50) is assumed, the flow barrier formed in Zone Awould
have a thickness of approximately 0.15 m, which is thinner than
designed. This is also less effective than what is suggested by re-
sults from laboratory column experiments (Fig. 3).

Verification of the Quantification and the Impact of
Dredging

The dredging activities had a significant impact on the field mon-
itoring data. As indicated above, the hydraulic head measured at all
well locations in the testing area (Zones A and B), as well as in
neighboring areas, showed a noticeable increase after the field in-
jection. This global elevation in hydraulic head was therefore not a
consequence of the field injection (although the changed hydraulic
gradient can be attributed to the injection); rather, it was the direct
result of the dredging. The removal of the top soil reduced the re-
sistance to water entering the soil body, and subsequently enhanced
the discharge. Based on Darcy’s law, the increased discharge rate in

the soil body resulted in the observed rise in the hydraulic head on
site. As such, the impact of the dreading activities can be consid-
ered as a change in hydraulic boundary condition. Verification of
the analysis presented in the section “Permeability of the Flow
Barrier in Zone A” was carried out with the site-specific flow
model, which also takes into account the change in the hydraulic
boundary condition after the injection, due to the dredging activ-
ities (detailed in the section “Site Description”).

The initial conductance terms on both boundaries, i.e., the water
reservoir and the ditch, were determined in the baseline scenario
(before the injection) by calibrating against the phreatic line mea-
sured before the injection (Fig. 8). The conductance term assigned
to the water reservoir boundary was increased for the analysis after
the injection in order to account for the dredging. In addition,
the flow barrier (assumed to be 0.15 m thick, with a permeability
reduced 50 times, and located between Wells A6/7 and A8) was
added to this scenario. Simulated results match the measured data
well in both scenarios (shown in Fig. 8) and therefore provide cred-
ibility to the quantification described in the previous section. This
analysis additionally confirms entry resistance in the water basin
has been reduced and that, therefore, the dredging activities are the
cause of the elevated groundwater table after the creation of the low
permeability barrier.

A scenario analysis was constructed in order to remove the
effects of the dredging activities. This was done by using the same
conductance terms on both boundaries as in the baseline scenario
for the situation after the injection. As shown in Fig. 8 (dashed blue
line), the flow barrier in Zone A would have lowered the ground-
water table at its downstream side by 5 cm if the dredging activities
did not take place. The simulation results also indicate that the cre-
ation of the flow barrier would reduce the discharge from the water
reservoir by approximately 3.5%, as the flow barrier provides addi-
tional resistance to the seepage flow that originates from the water
reservoir. The reductions in the groundwater table and in the dis-
charge would in that case both contribute to reduce the water con-
tent of the soil at the toe of the dike.

Localized Reduction in Permeability in Zone B

Although a rise in the hydraulic head was observed in all wells in
Zone B after the injection [Fig. 4(b)], it was mostly attributed to the

Fig. 8. (Color) Measured and simulated hydraulic gradient in Zone A,
where circles and stars indicate measured data and the lines represent
the simulated results of the site-specific flow model.
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changed boundary condition caused by the dredging activities.
There is little to no difference in the hydraulic gradient in Zone B
after the injection, compared to before. This implies that no con-
tinuous flow barrier is created. There is, however, evidence of
localized reductions in permeability. Both the pumping and the
infiltration tests that were performed after the injection (Figs. 6
and S9) show that the hydraulic head at Wells B7 and B8 are hardly
affected by the pumping/infiltration. Clearly, the permeability in
the close vicinity of these wells was significantly reduced. The
identification of this spot with reduced permeability is only pos-
sible because it is situated between the monitoring wells. The
applied characterization methods (field pumping/infiltration tests)
were designed to detect a continuous flow barrier. As discussed
earlier, spot-wise reduction in permeability was very difficult to
detect with our monitoring layout because of preferential flow
paths, which bypass the low permeability zones. It is, therefore,
possible that other spots with reduced permeability were created by
the injection of Al-OM flocs, but those spots could not be detected
with our monitoring layout.

Another spot with low permeability is located in between B6,
B10, and B11 and the injection line (dashed yellow oval in Fig. 7).
Tracking changes in EC during the injection of flocs provides an
indirect method for detecting low permeability spots. Because a
large concentration of chloride and potassium ions were co-injected
with the flocs, it is possible to use changes in EC to estimate the
transport pattern of the tracer, which provides insight into the soil
permeability. A strong indication of preferential flow of the injec-
tion fluid is the immediate breakthrough of EC in Well A8 during
injection in I7 and I13 (Fig. S10). Subsequently, a pronounced in-
crease in EC was also measured at Wells A6 and A7. The injected
suspension in Zone B, however, did not spread over Well B6. This
is most likely the result of a reduced permeability in the area around
B6 and B10 due to earlier injections (illustrated in Fig. 7). The
low permeability of this spot diverted the injected suspension to-
wards Well B7 and led to an asymmetric distribution of mea-
sured EC. Hydraulically, the change in head at this spot was also
lower than at other locations, confirming the previous results
[Figs. 7(c and d)]. A major difference between the low-permeability
spot between Wells B7, B8, and B11, and the spot between B6,
B10, and B11, is that the latter spot does not reach the various well
locations. As such, the data that came out of these wells did not
show distinct changes in hydraulic characterization after the injec-
tion, due to the occurrence of preferential flow via zones that were
not affected by the injection, and thus had little or no deposition of
Al-OM flocs.

Challenges in Process Control and Implementation

Occurrence of Preferential Flow
The flow barrier created in Zone A is located between Wells A6/7
and A8, which is 3 m further downstream than originally designed.
This is partially attributed to the fact that the hydraulic gradient at
this site is relatively high, leading to pore water velocities above
1 m=d (section “Effect of the Direct Floc Injection on the Hydraulic
Gradient”). This forces the transport of flocs towards the down-
stream direction. There has to be, however, another transport
mechanism that explains the preferential flow towards Monitoring
Wells A8 and B8 (which are located 5 m away from the injection
line). Full groundwater displacement cannot be the case, because
the injected volume is far from sufficient to reach Well A8 or B8.
Additionally no breakthrough was observed in other wells located
closer to the injection line.

We hypothesize that the preferential flow is a combination of
ambient groundwater flow, the installation of monitoring wells,

the creation of low-permeability zones in previous injections, and
the occurrence of micro-hydraulic fracturing. Even though the
wells were installed with a small diameter (OD 50 mm), the number
of monitoring wells was relatively large. Compared with the flow of
water in soil, the flow of water in a hollow tube is subjected to little
resistance. This is particularly relevant when the flow rate is high
(Pinder and Celia 2006; Chapuis and Chenaf 1998). Given the fact
that the flow of water always follows the path of least resistance,
the densely installed monitoring wells could have served as relief
wells during the injection of Al-OM flocs, to which the flow was
passively attracted (Chen et al. 2021). The ambient flow enhanced
this effect towards the down-gradient side of the injection, which
leads to a concentration of injection fluid downstream of the injec-
tion line. Hydraulic fracturing is initiated if the vertical effective
stress of the soil is exceeded by the applied injection pressure
(Payne et al. 2008; Luna et al. 2015). Among the down-gradient
wells the lowest overburden pressure is found at the location of
Wells A8 and B8. The vertical effective stress at Well A8 is nearly
10 kPa less than at Well A7 (i.e., σ 0

v;A8 ¼ 114.4 kPa and σ 0
v;A7 ¼

125.1 kPa), which makes this location more prone to fracturing.
The high injection pressure used was intended to ensure the
spreading of Al-OM flocs, and it seems like this triggered micro-
fracturing. Once a fracture channel is established, it will serve as
the path of least resistance (Phillips et al. 2013). It has to be noted
that there is no evidence of extensive fracturing or structural failure
of the soil matrix, as the measured pressures during the injection
indicated no sudden drop, and injection rates remained constant
(Payne et al. 2008).

Production Recipe of Al-OM Flocs
The permeability reduction caused by the Al-OM flocs is the re-
sult of filtration and deposition, which takes place when the size of
the flocs exceeds a certain threshold limit defined by the proper-
ties of the porous medium (Ryan and Elimelech 1996; Bradford
et al. 2006; Xu et al. 2006; Molnar et al. 2015). This is confirmed
by the difference between the TOC concentration and ion concen-
trations measured in Wells A8 and B8 (section “Transport of the
Injection Fluid”), which indicates that most of the Al-OM flocs
were filtered and immobilized along the transport path. Results
from the lab experiments [Figs. 2(b) and 3] also revealed that the
reduction in permeability can vary over a large range, depending
on the amount of deposited Al-OM flocs. Therefore, in addition to
the total mass of deposited flocs, their distribution in space is
equally important in defining the overall effectiveness of the field
injection. Ideally, an even distribution of deposited Al-OM flocs is
preferred. This is because gaps within the flow barrier, or in other
words spot-wise reductions in permeability, will lead to preferen-
tial flow.

Clearly, the input concentration plays a role in distributing the
Al-OM flocs in-situ. A higher concentration corresponds to a larger
probability for soil pores to be blocked by the flocs and thus a faster
permeability reduction rate (Sharma and Yortsos 1987; Ryan and
Elimelech 1996; Tosco and Sethi 2010). This corroborates with re-
sults from the column experiments, where injection was performed
at different input OM concentrations (ranging from 0.1 to 5 g=l).
For instance, when the input concentration increased from 3 to
5 g=l, the volumewith significant floc deposition (based on a visual
inspection of the color) decreased by approximately 32% at an in-
jection velocity of 61.9 m=d. In regard to the field experiment,
although more mass of Al-OM flocs was injected in Zone B than
in Zone A, and the applied injection rate was kept at 60 m3=d
in both zones (thus corresponding to no changes in the shear con-
ditions), the distribution of deposited flocs in Zone B was less
homogenous than in Zone A because the transport distance of the
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flocs became smaller with a higher input concentration. Also, the
research by Yan et al. (2008) suggests that a high OM concentration
leads to a faster regrowth rate of the Al-OM flocs, as well as larger
floc sizes. Thus, the concentration applied in Zone B might be
overly effective in reducing the soil permeability. In addition to a
preferential flow, the high injected mass of Al-OM flocs clogged
the soil along the transport path. As a result, the injected Al-OM
flocs led to the creation in Zone B of localized spots with signifi-
cantly reduced soil permeability (e.g., the spot around Wells B7
and B8). This was not the case in Zone A, where a lower injection
concentration was applied. The achieved reduction in permeability
is shown to be more continuous, which demonstrates that the in-
jected Al-OM flocs had spread more widely. This suggests that a
lower concentration favors the spreading of Al-OM flocs in-situ.

Besides the input concentration, a fundamental understanding of
the breakage and regrowth kinetics of Al-OM flocs in porous media
is essential to control their spatial distribution. Most of the available
knowledge in the water treatment literature is derived from batch
experiments (Duan and Gregory 2003; Wang et al. 2009; Yu et al.
2010), where the impacts of the interaction between Al-OM flocs
and the soil matrix, as well as their transport, are not addressed.
Results from the column experiments [shown in Figs. 3(a) and S2]
indicate that low flow rates correspond to low shear conditions
and more effective re-growth of injected flocs, which further re-
duces the soil permeability. The exact kinetics, however, remain
unclear.

Comparison of the Results from Laboratory and Field
Experiments

The processes occurring during field injection and during 1D col-
umn experiments are different in some important aspects. One of
the differences lies in the flow conditions: a constant flow velocity
in the 1D column versus a radially decreasing flow velocity field
during field injection. The main consequence of this difference is
that shear on the flocs is more or less constant in the 1D soil col-
umn, whereas in the field shear decreases non-linearly with radial
distance. As floc sizes increase with decreasing shear, transport
distances in the field become increasingly limited, and can only be
controlled by the injection velocity.

Field injection experiments were carried out with a smaller
amount of PV than in the 1D column experiments (1.1 PV on site
and 10 PV in the lab), which was the reason for choosing relatively
high concentrations (3 and 5 g=l in Zones A and B, respectively).
This decision was based on a compromise. On the one hand we
aimed for a process that ensures that pore throats are covered with
flocs. From the 1D column experiments we concluded that the
amount of injected Al-OM flocs did not have to be especially large
to achieve this. On the other hand we needed a process that would
have a short field injection duration, which can lower the cost of
field implementation and thus make this technique more economi-
cally attractive.

A field site is three dimensional, and the heterogeneity of
the natural soils has a profound impact on the spatial distribution
of the injected flocs, but the impact of this heterogeneity cannot
be assessed from 1D column experiments. It is therefore crucial
to take these differences into account when interpreting the field
injection results in view of the knowledge derived from lab
experiments.

Conclusions

This is the first full-scale experiment in which direct Al-OM
floc injection was applied to reduce soil permeability in-situ.

Field-measured data demonstrate that this approach is viable in
reducing soil permeability and that a continuous flow barrier can
be created in a dike body. The advantages of this approach are
apparent. Direct-push injection requires no installation of injection
wells, which is often a significant cost factor for large-scale appli-
cations (Suer et al. 2009). In addition, this approach relies only on a
single component injection. The effort required to prepare and man-
age the injection solution on site is minimal. The field experiment
demonstrated that the ease of field implementation and efficiency of
this approach are both high, meaning that this newly developed ap-
proach is more friendly and economically feasible for large-scale
applications.

Controlling the process in-situ is, however, challenging. Results
from the laboratory column experiments and the field test clearly
demonstrate that large (i.e., orders of magnitude) variations in per-
meability occur when applying direct Al-OM floc injection. The
primary cause of these large variations lies in the distribution of
deposited flocs in the porous medium. Also, as discussed earlier,
continuity of the flow barrier is crucial. Ideally, the injected flocs
should be homogeneously distributed over the target zone. Instead
of providing the soil with large amount of flocs in a short period of
time by injection (as was the case in Zone B), injection at a lower
input concentration (i.e., 1 g=l) and in a larger volume of water is
more favorable for improving the distribution of the deposited
flocs. In addition, the spacing between two injections can be short-
ened, to provide an additional guarantee of the continuity of the
flow barrier. Further development in monitoring strategy is needed,
as well. Conventional monitoring approaches, such as the hydraulic
head measured at wells, are quite valuable for testing the effective-
ness of the flow barrier. However, these approaches rely heavily on
the continuity of the flow barrier and provide little indication
regarding the spatial distribution of the deposited flocs. New mon-
itoring strategies need to be developed that can detect the spatial
distribution of flocs in soils, preferably in a quantitative way.
Shallow-depth geophysical measurements, such as electrical resis-
tivity tomography (ERT) and electrical impedance spectrometry
(EIS), have been studied as non-intrusive site investigation tech-
niques for assessing the effectiveness of a flow barrier (Kemna et al.
2002; DeJong et al. 2013; Bryson et al. 2014; Paílková et al. 2017).
Such methods often assume a relationship between electrical con-
ductivity and water content (Bryson et al. 2014), or make use of the
changes in bulk electrical conductivity caused by the injection of
solutes (Kemna et al. 2002) to characterize the spatial distribution
of the injected solution. The interpretation of field monitoring re-
sults can be improved if process-oriented forward model results are
available. Further development in numerical modeling is needed,
such as coupling the groundwater flow model to a reactive transport
model. Also, it is desirable to differentiate the transport process of
flocs, which can be better described with particle/colloid transport
theory (Tosco and Sethi 2010), and the transport process of co-
injected solutes, which is governed by advection and diffusion pro-
cesses (van Wijngaarden et al. 2016).

Although challenges encountered in process control led to but
limited success of this field experiment in Zone B, the results do
demonstrate the versatility of this approach of direct Al-OM floc
injection. The breakage and regrowth kinetics of Al-OM flocs
are influenced by factors including the source and dosage of the
Al, the source of the OM, and the applied injection method. With
more detailed knowledge, we believe that the direct injection of
Al-OM flocs has the potential to reduce permeability under a wide
range of environmental conditions. Further laboratory and field
studies are thus recommended in order to test the viability of this
approach under different conditions.
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