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Abstract: The water supply system plays a major role in the community. The water source is carefully
selected based on quality, quantity, and reliability. The quality of water at its sources is continuously
deteriorating due to various anthropogenic activities and is a major concern to public health as well.
The Kalu River is one of the major water resources in Sri Lanka that supplies potable water to the
Kalutara district (a highly populated area) and Rathnapura district. But, there has been no significant
research or investigation to examine anthropogenic activities in the river. Due to this, it is difficult to
find any proper study related to the overall water quality in the Kalu River. Therefore, this study
covers a crucial part related to the water quality of the Kalu River. The spatiotemporal variation of
river water quality is highly important not only to processing any treatment activities but also to
implementing policy decisions. In this context, water quality management is a global concern as
countries strive to meet the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 6, which aims to ensure the
availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all. Poor water quality can have
severe consequences on human health, ecosystems, and economies. Contaminated water sources pose
risks of waterborne diseases, reduced agricultural productivity, and ecological imbalances. Hence,
assessing and improving water quality is crucial for achieving sustainable development worldwide.
Therefore, this paper presents a comprehensive analysis of spatiotemporal analysis of the water
quality of the Kalu River using the water quality data of eight locations for 6 years from 2017 to
2023. Nine water quality parameters, including the pH, electrical conductivity, temperature, chemical
oxygen demand, biological oxygen demand, total nitrate, total phosphate, total sulfate, total chlorine,
and hardness, were used to develop a simple equation to investigate the water quality index (WQI)
of the river. Higher WQI values were not recorded near the famous Kalutara Bridge throughout the
years, even though the area is highly urbanized and toured due to religious importance. Overall, the
water quality of the river can be considered acceptable based on the results of the WQI. The country
lockdowns due to COVID-19 might have impacted the results in 2020; this can be clearly seen with
the variation of the annual WQI average, as it clearly indicates decreased levels of the WQI in the
years 2020 and 2021, and again, the rise of the WQI level in 2022, as this time period corresponds to
the lockdown season and relaxation of the lockdown season in the country. Somehow, for most cases
in the Kalu River, the WQI level is well below 25, which can be considered acceptable and suitable for
human purposes. But, it may need some attention towards the areas to find possible reasons that
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are not in the range. Nevertheless, the results suggest the importance of continuous water quality
monitoring in the Kalu River.

Keywords: anthropogenic activities; Kalu River; spatiotemporal variation; Sri Lanka Standard 614;
water quality index (WQI)

1. Introduction

Water is probably the most important resource in the world. Water resources directly
impact the socio-economic development of society [1]. Therefore, the quality and quantity
of a water supply system is important. Water is not only used for domestic purposes but
also for industrial purposes, including farming. It has been used for agricultural purposes
and fisheries by farmers and fishermen for their occupations for centuries in the world. It
is also used for leisure activities, such as swimming, rafting, water polo, etc., all around
the world. Not only that, many of the major tourist attractions of the world have always
been the ocean, rivers, lakes, and waterfalls. Therefore, surface water has been exposed
and exploited due to various human activities. Since water plays a major role in day-to-
day human life, it should be protected from pollution at any cost [2]. However, some
countries only treat potable water in urban areas. Most of the rural areas use raw water
as it is. This practice can be seen in most of the developing countries. In addition, water
quality monitoring is highly important in water distribution networks and combined sewer
networks to understand the receiving water qualities. Much research work has been carried
out using multi-objective optimization techniques in the design stage, as well as in the
controlling stage, of these distribution networks [3,4].

Mining, livestock farming, production, and disposal of waste (industrial, municipal,
and agricultural) are considered leading causes of anthropogenic activities in the river
that affect water quality in general [5–7]. Due to the land use changes, it is also possible
to register heavy metal pollution in the water bodies [8]. Numerous studies have also
shown that, over the past few years, the impact of various industries on surface water has
increased significantly, with a focus on the crucial factors that overexploited the quality
of the water’s surface [1,9]. However, only a small percentage of generated wastewater is
treated, but the majority is untreated and immediately discharged into streams and other
water bodies [10]. In addition, polluted stormwater directly accumulates in river systems
and worsens the water quality [11–13]. Most developing countries do not have policies
on wastewater treatment; thus, waste loads are dumped into the water bodies. Therefore,
significant issues with water resources can be observed in developing countries [14–16].

Measuring water quality in natural water bodies is challenging due to many reasons,
including accessibility [17], lack of technology [18], and financial limitations [19]. In
addition, the number of samples required to have a clear interpretation of the water quality
is important [20]. Furthermore, continuous measurements are required to understand
the temporal changes in the water quality [21]. Some of the important water bodies
are continuously monitored for water quality due to their high importance [22]. The
measurements are taken on an hourly basis [23–26]. However, these parameters were
analyzed as a single index in some of the cases.

The water quality index (WQI) is a single numerical index used to express the overall
quality of water based on a set of parameters [27–32]. The WQI is an important tool for
assessing the water quality of a particular water body, as it provides a quick and easy
way to understand the overall health of the water body [33]. WQI models are based on
aggregation functions that enable an analysis of sizable datasets of water quality that
vary both temporally and spatially to produce a single value, the water quality index,
that represents the caliber of the water body. They convert complicated water quality
datasets into a single value measure known as the water quality index, which makes it
simpler to understand for both suppliers and users [34]. Among the different methods for
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calculating the WQI, the weighted arithmetic index method has gained popularity due to
its simplicity and effectiveness [35,36]. The weighted arithmetic index method allows for
the customization of the index to the specific water quality context, making it more relevant
and accurate for local water quality assessments using available parameters [37].

Anthropogenic activities across every continent endanger the quality of both surface
water and groundwater [38–41]. Over five billion people worldwide rely on groundwater
and surface water systems for a variety of purposes, including potable water, housing,
crop production, and manufacturing applications [37,42]. The quality of surface water
and the quality of groundwater are at a threat due to anthropogenic activities all over the
world. Water resource degradation is a well-studied phenomenon that can be caused by
natural processes (climate change, water–rock interactions, and geological factors), as well
as human activity (agriculture practices and urban waste), and the presence of significant
chemical compounds since the Industrial Revolution [43]. Apart from anthropogenic
activities, natural rock/soil heterogeneities interact with water, influencing natural water
cycles and affecting the water quality across all domains [44]. The quality of water is at
an alarming rate all over the world, according to the WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring
Program (JMP), especially in Ethiopia, Papua New Guinea, The Republic of Chad, Uganda,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, etc. [45], and especially in the African region and
Asian regions, this issue is critical [46,47] when considering that Asian countries like
Pakistan, China, India, Bangladesh, and Iran are suffering from water scarcity for quality
usable portable water due to different anthropogenic activities [48]. Therefore, developing
a WQI for all main surface water bodies and groundwater is very important to ensure
that all people have good-quality water. The development of a standardized index would
allow for consistent monitoring and evaluation of water quality on a global scale. This
would enable countries to identify trends, track changes over time, and compare their
water quality with that of other regions. By having a clear understanding of the state of
their water resources, nations can develop targeted strategies to address specific issues and
prioritize interventions based on the severity and urgency of the problems identified.

Similar circumstances have happened in Sri Lanka, where the quality of both the
surface water and the groundwater has drastically deteriorated in the last 2–3 decades.
One of the primary causes of Sri Lanka’s rapidly declining water quality is rapid and
unmitigated industrialization [49–51]. This can be clearly seen from the downstream waters
of the Kelani River, which is one of the most important rivers in Sri Lanka [52,53]. Sri Lanka
has a rich radial river network; however, improper management of water resources has
caused some water quality issues in the recent past.

The Kalu River is significant in Sri Lanka, which is subjected to various anthropogenic
activities that affect the ecological and socio-economic values of the river. Around the Kalu
River, major industries and factories are located, including gem mining, sand extraction,
textile manufacturers, raw rubber production facilities, food and dairy industries, wood
plywood manufacturing facilities, steel production, chemical manufacturers, fertilizer pro-
duction, tire factories, and other commercial industries. However, the Kalu River has been
designated as one of the least contaminated rivers in Sri Lanka [54]. The Kalu River is
the main source of water supply for the Ratnapura and Kaluthara districts. This study
addresses a significant gap in the existing literature by investigating the impact of anthro-
pogenic activities on the Kalu River and providing the first comprehensive assessment of
the water quality in this context.

Therefore, the drinking water users in the Rathnapura and Kaluthara districts might
be under threat, and solid research is required to study and implement mitigation practices
to reduce water pollution. It will be very useful to provide safe drinking water for the
community. However, this study is designed to deliver a comprehensive picture of the
water quality along the Kalu River as a simple index. There have been several studies on
the water quality levels of the Kalu River [17,55]; however, this research is the first study to
look at the water quality of the Kalu River using the WQI. Therefore, the findings of this
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research would be helpful in understanding the spatiotemporal state-of-the-art of water
levels in the Kalu River, Sri Lanka.

2. Study Area and Methodology
2.1. Study Area

The Kalu River basin (2766 km2) is located in the southwestern part of Sri Lanka (refer
to Figure 1). The river length is about 129 km long and extends from 80.00◦ to 80.67◦ E and
6.42◦ to 6.83◦ N. The Kalu River starts in the central hills of the country at an altitude of
2250 m and runs into the Indian Ocean near Kalutara after traveling through one of the
highest rainfall-receiving areas of the country [56]. The annual average rainfall in the Kalu
River basin is about 4000 mm and has an annual flow of 4000 million m3 [57]. The Kalu
River is one of the most important rivers in Sri Lanka, as it is the main water source for the
Ratnapura and Kaluthra districts.
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Figure 1. The Kalu River catchment and the water quality sampling locations.

The major land use is forest, residential, and agricultural cropland along the river [58].
The other main uses of the Kalu River are for transportation, irrigation, fisheries, tourism,
and hydropower generation. Figure 2 shows the land use of the Kalu River. Urbanized
patches can be identified in the catchment; however, it is comparably less urbanized.
Therefore, this is one of the lush catchments in Sri Lanka.
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2.2. Water Quality Data

The water quality data of the Kalu River were available and collected from the Central
Environmental Authority (CEA), Sri Lanka, for seven sampling sites: (1) Sri Palabaddala
Bridge, (2) Geleemale Bridge, (3) Malwana Bridge, (4) Warakathota Bridge, (5) Muwagama
bridge, (6) Kurugammodara Bridge, and (7) Ella Bridge (refer to Figure 1). These water
quality data are available for six years at monthly intervals (i.e., from January 2017 to
December 2022). Only one set of water quality measurements was taken per month due
to various reasons, as described in the Section 1 (keeping a minimum of two replicates);
financial and technical issues are the major of them.

Ten commonly used water quality parameters including the pH, chemical oxygen de-
mand (COD/(mg/L)), biochemical oxygen demand (BOD/(mg/L)), total nitrate
(NO3

−/(mg/L), total phosphate (PO4
2−/(mg/L), dissolved oxygen (DO/(mg/L)), temper-

ature (◦T), electric conductivity (EC (mS/cm)), and chloride (Cl−/(mg/L), were measured,
and data were collected for this analysis. Many researchers have used these commonly
used water quality parameters for WQI calculations [1,59–62].

2.3. Water Quality Index (WQI) Model Development

As it was stated in the Section 1, the WQI has been used by many researchers. The
WQI is developed using the weighted arithmetic index method and given in Equation (1).

WQI =
ΣQiWi

ΣWi
(1)

where Qi is the water quality rating of the ith water quality parameter, and Wi (ΣWi = 1) is
the unit weight of the ith water quality parameter. The quality rating, Qi, can be calculated
using Equation (2).

Qi =
100(Vi − V0)

Si − V0
(2)

where Vi is the actual amount of the ith parameter, V0 represents the ideal value of the
parameter (V0 = 0), except for the pH (V0 = 7) and DO (V0 = 14.6 mg/L), and Si is the
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standard allowable value for the ith parameter. The unit weight (Wi) is calculated using
Equation (3).

Wi =
K
Si

; K =
1

Σ( 1
Si
)

(3)

The term K is a proportional constant and is calculated as per Equation (4). The water
quality status (WQS), based on the WQI rating, is presented in Table 1 [61]. The intended
use based on the WQS is also given in the same table.

Table 1. Water quality status (WQS) based on the WQI.

WQI WQS
Intended Usage

Drinking Irrigation Industrial

0–25 Suitable Suitable Suitable
25–50 Good Suitable Suitable Suitable
50–75 Poor Not Suitable Suitable Suitable

75–100 Very poor Not Suitable Suitable Not Suitable

Above 100
Not suitable for
drinking or fish

culture
Proper treatment is required

The WQI was calculated using the water quality concentrations at the 7 sampling sites.
The Sri Lankan standards of SLS614 (National Environmental Act No. 47 of 1980) [63] were
used to interpret the findings of the analysis carried out. Finally, a regression model was
developed using R Project (statistical computing) to implement a simple mathematical
function for the WQI for the Kalu River. Data from 2017 to 2021 were used to train the
water quality model, and data from 2022 to 2023 were used to validate the output results
from this model.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Spatiotemporal Variation of Water Quality Parameters

As it was stated, ten commonly measured water quality parameters were considered
in this study. Spatiotemporal variations of the pH, EC, temperature, COD, BOD, total
nitrate, total phosphate, total sulfate, total chloride, and hardness have been taken into
consideration to identify distinguishing patterns for each of them. Figure 3a illustrates the
hardness variation over the years. Some significant variations can be observed. Drastic
changes can be clearly observed around the Kalutara Bridge, which can be categorized
as very hard according to the standard values. This might be due to various discharges
around the area because it is within the city limit of the Kalutara urban area. Typically,
hardness increases due to a high concentration of calcium and magnesium in the water
body. This can naturally occur in the river. However, the levels around Kalutara showcase
some alarming hardness levels. This can be clearly seen in 2022 and 2023.

The same patterns can be observed in the chloride concentration in the river (refer to
Figure 3b). Significant increases in chloride can be observed near Kalutara Bridge in 2022
and 2023. The acceptable range is somewhere between 45–155 mg/L; however, chloride
concentrations near Kalutara Bridge are much higher. The chloride concentration of the
water body always indicates the levels of salts in the water; hence, it is a major inorganic
anion that is present in the water body. This high concentration of chloride endangers the
aquatic life in the water body as well. This could be due to the saltwater incursion to the
sampling point during the high tide period. The sampling location is just near the river
mouth, where it meets the Indian Ocean.

The occasional rises of the BOD can be seen in some years along the river (refer to
Figure 3c). The highest recorded BOD levels (6 mg/L) were found in Muwagama and
Kurugammodara in the year of 2018. BOD defines the amount of oxygen needed to break
down organic matter in the water, and 3 mg/L is considered the upper limit for a water



Sustainability 2023, 15, 12012 7 of 15

body (refer to Table A1 in Appendix A). Hence, this is a clear indication of organic waste
in the water body. The same as the BOD, the COD variation of the river shows significant
changes along the river (refer to Figure 3d). The highest record of COD can be observed
in Halwathura in the year of 2017 and Kalutara in the year 2019 (18 mg/L). A total of 10
mg/L is the maximum level in terms of the acceptable range for the COD parameter (refer
to Table A1 in Appendix A). The COD of the river water reflects the amount of oxygen
that needs to be oxidized in the presence of organic matter. Accordingly, this indicates the
presence of high concentrations of organic matter in the different locations along the river.
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3.2. WQI Analysis

As it was discussed earlier, data unavailability is one of the main issues in understand-
ing the spatiotemporal variation of water quality in the Kalu River. With the available
limited data, an optimized data set was identified for calculating the WQI. The weighted
arithmetic method was used to calculate WQI values in the river. The calculated WQI
values are illustrated in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Calculated WQI values.

The WQI value of the Malwala area shows less than 25 for all the years. Therefore,
the overall water quality around Malawala can be identified as the most preferable water
quality. However, Kalutara Bridge has higher WQI values. Most of the values from the
Kalutara Bridge exceeded 25, and it gradually increased over the years. As expected, the
water quality around the urbanized Kalutara area is not at its best. In addition, the Kalutara
area is a high tourist destination due to its religious importance (Kalutara Pagoda and
the Kalutara Temple). This might have triggered the water quality levels. Nevertheless,
significantly reduced WQI values can be observed in 2020. This could be due to the
countrywide lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the area was not visited
by many local tourists. However, just after 2021, a significant increment of the WQI can
be noted in the river. This difference can be clearly indicated, especially in the areas like
Narthupaana and the Kalutara Bridge.

As shown in the graph (refer to Figure 5), the WQI level is in the acceptable range for
most of the cases in the Kalu River. However, a noticeable variation can be found from
2019 to 2021, with a clear downward trend. Though this could not be solely related to the
COVID-19 lockdown period in the country, it is a possibility that the lockdown period had
impacted the water quality of the Kalu River. Moreover, a sudden rise of the WQI level in
2022 validates this assumption, as the lockdown period ended in the same year, and the
country had gone back to normal by the beginning of the year 2022.
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3.3. Development of Simplified Equation for WQI

A regression model was developed to identify a simplified equation for the WQI.
The coefficients obtained for each parameter using the multivariable regression model are
shown in Table 2. The interception point was located at −14.79. Equation (4) presents the
identified simple equation for the WQI.

Table 2. Coefficients from multivariable regression.

Parameter Coefficient Parameter Coefficient

pH 1.86 NO−3 (mg/L) 0.4188
EC (mS/cm) −0.018 PO4

−3 (mg/L) 96.04
Temperature (◦C) 0.1643 SO4

−2 (mg/L) 0.000619
COD (mg/L) 0.4454 Cl− (mg/L) 0.0004
BOD (mg/L) 5.16 Hardness (mg/L) 0.009218

WQI = −14.79+1.86(pH)− 0.018(EC) + 60.1643(Temp) + 0.4454(COD) + 5.16(BOD)

+0.4188(NO−
3 ) + 96.04(PO3−

4 ) + 0.000619(SO2−
4 ) + 0.0004(Cl−)

+0.009218(Hardness)

(4)

According to the coefficient obtained for the equation, critical parameters can be
identified to understand their contribution of them. It is obvious that phosphate dominates
in the WQI for the Kalu River, with the highest coefficient. This could be due to fertilizer
usage in the agricultural lands. As a result, a deeper investigation of phosphate levels and
their sources has to be carried out. There is, however, a negligible contribution from SO4

2−,
chloride, hardness, and electrical conductivity. If the multiplication of the parameter and
coefficient is higher, that can be identified as a critical parameter, whereas some parameters
can be neglected if the multiplication is lower. This is a less complicated and more time-
saving method to get a proper understanding of the water quality of the river.

Figure 6 shows the modeled WQI (linear equation) vs. the calculated WQI for the
validation period 2022 and 2023. A perfect match of the modeled WQI should have a
linear line to the calculated WQI with a coefficient of determination (R2) of 1. The variation
showcases the high results and has an R2 of 0.965, which is almost 1. Therefore, the
accuracy of the developed model can be justified, as well as the WQI for the other years,
without requiring more involved complicated calculations. However, the modeled equation
(Equation (4)) is only applicable to the chosen Kalu basin.
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However, the results cannot be ruled out using the equation’s form for different basins.
Based on their water quality indicators, regression coefficients can be calculated. Therefore,
it is encouraged that future researchers build such correlations for other basins, which
could be useful for obtaining WQI values easily without complicated calculations.

Many studies can be found in the literature to showcase the spatiotemporal variation
of water quality along rivers using the WQI. However, in the context of Sri Lanka, a few
studies can be found. Makubura et al. [61] carried out a WQI analysis for the Kelani River in
Sri Lanka. However, most of the other studies were on groundwater resources in Sri Lanka.
This is the first-ever study to be carried out on the Kalu River, Sri Lanka, to understand the
spatiotemporal variation of the WQI.

One possible source of contamination of the river water can be assumed to be the
unmitigated gem and sand mining in the riverbed and nearby mining sites. This mainly
happens in the Ratnapura district. Other sources can be identified as industries located
along the path of the river. This is a common cause of contamination in most rivers in
Sri Lanka. Mostly, industries related to chemical processes are the cause, severely, even
though contaminated water has gone through the treatment process, as required. Finally,
there could be a possibility that households and hotels might have an impact on the river
water quality due to their sewage lines, which are directed into the river. In this scenario,
it is clear that households may release larger amounts of contaminated water, as there
were no treatment facilities on a small scale, such as for hotels. Therefore, it has to be
thoroughly investigated to map these contamination sources separately. However, this has
to be controlled by laws and regulations in the country. Apparently, the current system of
legislation regarding environmental safety in Sri Lanka is not adequate for modern issues
and has to be replaced in a more scientific and practical way. Temporarily, authorities can
do a continuous monitoring process and identify the most critical cause and location of
contamination and implement prevention strategies accordingly.

3.4. Comparative Analysis

Similar research work can be found in the region for some river basins; however, the
related research in the context of Sri Lanka is minimal, other than the research carried
out by Makumbura et al. [61]. Some of the regional studies carried out are showcased in
Table 3. It presents a comparative analysis of the water quality for four river basins in
Asian countries based on the water quality index. As shown in the table, the methodology,
results, and solutions are presented as a summary. More details on these can be found in
the respective papers.

Table 3. Comparative analysis of water quality in river water in the Asian region.

Country Basin Methodology Results Suggested Solutions Reference

Sri Lanka Kelani River
Basin

Weighted
arithmetic index

method to
calculate WQI

Kelani River WQI average
values

varying by 35.9
(2011)–58.7 (2012)

(considered time period,
2005–2012); water is not fit

for drinking

Establish a water quality
monitoring strategy, public
awareness campaigns, and

some policy decisions
addressing the quality of

water near industrial zones,
such as imposing new

legislation on industries that
discharge effluents into

natural streams.

[61]
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Table 3. Cont.

India Loktak Lake
Weighted arithmetic

index method to
calculate WQI

WQI values range from 64 to
77, indicating that the Loktak

Lake water is not fit for
drinking

The study recommends the
urgent need for continuous

monitoring of the lake water and
identifying the pollution sources
to protect the largest freshwater
lake from further contamination.

[64]

Bangladesh

Maddhapara
Granite Mining
Industrial Area,

Dinajpur

Weighted arithmetic
index method to

calculate WQI
multivariate

statistical analysis

Water quality index analysis
revealed that 96.77% of the
water samples fell under

excellent quality and the rest
3.23% of the water samples
were of good quality types

Monitor activities for further
water quality management to

prevent pollution.
[65]

Pakistan Islamkot,
Tharparkar

Weighted arithmetic
index method to

calculate WQI

The computed WQI values
range from 98 to 153 under

the very poor category

Water quality monitoring and
health impact assessment must be

conducted constantly.
[66]

4. Conclusions

This research presents a spatiotemporal variation of the WQI in the Kalu River, Sri
Lanka. In addition, a simple equation has been presented to calculate the WQI for the river
basin. Spatiotemporal variation showcases some alarming water quality levels, specifically
near the urbanized Kalutara Bridge. However, overall, the water quality along the Kalu
River is at an acceptable level. The COVID-19 pandemic impacted the water quality of the
Kalu River. Lowered WQI values (better water qualities) were found for the periods when
the areas were under lockdown conditions. However, a significant increase in the WQI
could be found after the relaxation of COVID-19 lockdown rules, according to the annual
average WQI values. Therefore, the water quality was adversely affected. Contamination
sources of the river water can be assumed to be gem and sand mining, industries located
near the river, and households and hotels around the river. However, prevention strategies
for river pollution should come from the upper level of authorities through new rules and
regulations. The simplified equation for the calculation of the WQI showcases a higher
accuracy. Therefore, this equation can be well-used for any future studies. Nevertheless,
the results do not comprehensively present a detailed analysis in the temporal domain
due to data scarcity. It is well-recommended to measure water quality levels, if possible,
daily to produce better analysis. However, the developed WQI formulation would help in
identifying the most critical parameters in water quality, therefore reducing any operational
and management costs in water quality measurements.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Standards for surface water contamination based on the WHO, BIS, and Sri Lankan water
quality standards (SLS 614) [63] and ideal values.

Parameter Unit Standard Ideal Values

pH - 6.5–8.0 7
Temperature Celsius 25 25

EC mS/cm 300 0
COD mg/L 10 0
BOD mg/L 3 0

NO3
− mg/L 10 0

PO4
3− mg/L 0.7 0

SO4
2− mg/L 250 0

Cl− mg/L 400 0
Total Hardness mg/L 600 0
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