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QUALITY OF RIVERS:  
COMPARISON OF HYDRO-MORPHOLOGICAL,  

PHYSICAL-CHEMICAL AND BIOLOGICAL METHODS  

STAN EKOLOGICZNY RZEK:  
PORÓWNANIE METOD HYDROMORFOLOGICZNYCH,  

FIZYCZNO-CHEMICZNYCH I BIOLOGICZNYCH  

Abstract:  The study was performed in five fourth-order tributaries of the Bystrzyca Lubelska River (Eastern 
Poland, Lublin Upland), differing in the degree of river-bed transformation and level of pollution.  
Hydro-morphological methods (descriptive method by Ilnicki and Lewandowski - IL, and index method by 
Oglecki and Pawlat - OP) and biological indices based on the composition of zoobenthos (Diversity - D, and index 
based on proportions between the density of Oligochaeta and Chironomidae - O/Ch) permitted distinguishing of 
four classes, from II to V. The distinguishing of only two quality classes (III and IV) was possible by means of 
physical-chemical methods and by benthic index BMWP_PL. Those two methods seem to show the lowest 
sensitivity to the spatial variability of the environment quality. The BMWP_PL index was the least sensitive to 
year-to-year environmental changes, and O/Ch was the most sensitive. Relatively high conformity was obtained 
between hydro-morphological assessments performed by means of the OP and IL methods. Results obtained by 
means of these tools weakly corresponded with the physical-chemical assessments. The latter assessments were 
the most similar to those obtained by means of the BMWP_PL (degree of similarity = 57%) and D (47%) indices, 
and considerably less in the case of O/Ch (36%). The BMWP_PL and D indices better corresponded with the 
results of the hydro-morphological assessment performed by means of the IL method than with those performed 
by means of the OP method while D index showed a reverse pattern. The O/CH index proved useful for the 
assessment of the degree of organic pollution of the river’s water, but not the sediments. 
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Introduction 

The assessment of freshwater resources and quality in the current period of progressing 
human pressure and water scarcity is a worldwide pressing problem posing a major risk to 
the global economy and sustainable management [1, 2]. The assessment of quality of 
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flowing waters has long been, and in some parts of the world still is [3], based on  
physical-chemical analyses. It has recently become evident that the assessment of riverine 
environments requires introducing biological evaluation [4, 5]. Moreover, the determination 
of the full image of the degradation status of aquatic ecosystems requires the analysis of the 
hydro-morphological status of river-beds and their riparian zones in order to assess the 
nature of the habitats and the degree of their transformation/naturalness [6-10]. This is also 
currently stipulated by the Water Framework Directive (WFD) [11]. As a result of such an 
approach, it is not the quality of river water that is assessed, but rather the ecological status 
of the entire river together with its channel and valley. 

When the Water Framework Directive was introduced to the European law, it did not 
specify the tools for the implementation of particular provisions. Pursuant to the 
assumptions of the document, particular EU member states were expected to develop their 
own systems of assessment of water quality with the consideration of local environmental 
and geographical conditions. As a result, a number of publications appeared over the recent 
years, aiming at the development of river evaluation systems. Works considering all  
of the three assessment criteria simultaneously, namely the hydro-morphological,  
physical-chemical, and biological criterion, are still relatively scarce. Moreover, these are 
usually proposals of assessments [6, 12-21]. Considerably more seldom, they are works 
aimed at the determination of the sensitivity of methods and the degree of their 
compatibility and complementarity in the final assessment of a river’s ecological state  
[9, 10, 20, 22], although they can provide information supporting river management  
decisions [9, 23, 24]. 

The present contribution is an attempt to fill this gap based on the example of small 
lowland-upland rivers located in eastern Poland. In the scope of the assessment of the 
quality of rivers, we compared the sensitivity of two hydro-morphological and three 
biological methods based on the composition of zoobenthos. We confronted the obtained 
results with the assessment of water quality performed by means of a routine  
physical-chemical method. This way, we attempted the assessment of the compatibility of 
the applied methods. We assumed that the compatibility of assessments performed by 
means of various methods can be interesting from the theoretical point of view, but it does 
not have to be the necessary condition of the selection of methods in the water quality 
monitoring practice. On the contrary, lack of compatibility of results may suggest that 
various aspects of the structure/functioning of the ecosystem are analysed, increasing the 
complementarity of the final assessment of the ecological state of a river. This seems to be 
in accordance with the assumptions of the Water Framework Directive. 

Materials and methods 

Study area 

The study was carried out on five small 4th-order rivers: Ciemiega, Czechowka, 
Czerniejowka, Kosarzewka, and Krezniczanka. They are tributaries of the Bystrzyca 
Lubelska River, the right tributary of the Wieprz River (Type III according to the Polish 
classification of catchments; Report on the state 2003) [25] (Fig. 1). They flow through the 
Lublin Upland, Eastern Poland (51°18’24” N; 22°33’16” E), draining loess soils and 
Cretaceous rocks. 
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Fig. 1. Sketch map of the Bystrzyca Lubelska River, its water divide, tributaries, and location of 

sampling sites 

The lengths of the studied rivers vary from 17.5 km to 40.5 km, and the areas of their 
catchments are between 78.5 and 225 km2. The mean annual precipitation fluctuates 
between 550 and 650 mm. The elevation ranges from the sea level up to 300 m.  

Methods 

The field research was conducted in 2003 and 2004, three times a year (in spring, 
summer, and autumn). A total of 13 sampling sites were selected, representing different 
geo-morphological and hydrological conditions, as well as local settings such as land use, 
riparian zone management, channel characteristics, and water pollution. Each of the 
sampling sites represented a typical section of a river with a length of approximately 100 m. 
The sites were mapped for a variety of physical variables, e.g. substrate types, aquatic and 
riparian vegetation, erosion or depositional areas, and hydro-technical constructions.  
At each visit, measurements of the river depth and width, as well as current velocity at the 
sampling sites were performed. Current velocity (Vsurface) was determined by the float 
method [26], according to the following formula: 

 Vsurface = travel distance/(travel time · k) (1) 

where k - a coefficient equal to 0.85 as a commonly used value, taking into account that 
surface velocities are typically higher than mean or average velocities. 
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Hydro-morphological assessment of the river habitat quality 

The degree of naturalness/degradation of the investigated river sections was assessed 
by means of two methods, developed by Oglecki and Pawlat [27], and by Ilnicki and 
Lewandowski [28]. Further in the paper, the methods are referred to by the corresponding 
symbols OP and IL. Both of the methods consider the river-bed and its riparian zone (a belt 
of approximately 20-30 m width along the banks). The parameters assessed in the river-bed 
assume to reflect the in-stream habitat heterogeneity. They include: water quality (colour, 
turbidity, and mineral and organic pollution), river channel morphology (the route of the 
watercourse, shape of the shoreline, slope and shape of banks, embankments, presence of 
natural obstructions and engineering constructions, and scope and manner of 
channelization), hydrological parameters (e.g.: changeability of water flow, water depth, 
and width of the water table), nature of bottom sediments, water and riparian vegetation 
(species diversity, cover), as well as development of thallophytes, bushes, and woodlots 
along the banks (composition, age, density, shading). In the riparian zone, the following 
metrics are evaluated: the degree of naturalness of bank relief, nature of riparian vegetation, 
and certain characteristics of terrestrial vegetation, e.g. the breast-height diameter of trees. 
Moreover, the IL method considers land-use in the river valley, and the OP method - the 
possibility of faunal migrations along the river corridor. In the OP method, points ascribed 
to particular criteria are multiplied by an appropriate coefficient, depending on the adopted 
importance of a given criterion for the river’s assessment. The IL method treats all of the 
ecological and landscape parameters equally. It may be concluded that the OP method 
considers biological characteristics as more important, and the IL method emphasises 
physical-chemical and morphological characteristics. 

In both of the methods, the final classification of river stretches depends on the 
obtained score. They are classified to particular hydro-morphological (HM) categories:  
I - near pristine; II - slightly modified; III - moderately modified, in some places 
channelized; IV - extensively modified, regulated over large stretches; V - heavily 
transformed or artificial watercourses. 

Physical-chemical assessment 

Physical-chemical analyses of the waters were performed in the Voivodship 
Inspectorate of Environment Protection in Lublin. They involved the determination of the 
following parameters: physical (water temperature, odour, colour, total suspended matter, 
and pH), oxygen [dissolved oxygen, organic matter expressed as Biological Oxygen 
Demand (BOD5) and Chemical Oxygen Demand (CODMn, CODCr)], biogenic (ammonia, 
nitrates, nitrites, total nitrogen, phosphates, and total phosphorus), salinity (electric 
conductivity, dissolved substances, chlorides, sulphates, calcium, and magnesium), and 
selected hazardous substances (heavy metals). The analyses were carried out according to 
the methodology based on international standard methods [29]. In 2003, water physical and 
chemical properties were analysed at all of the sampling sites, while in 2004, only at those 
located close to the river mouths. 

The status of surface waters was assessed by comparing the monitoring results with the 
criteria expressed as threshold values of water quality indicators, according to the 
Regulation of the Polish Ministry of the Environment of 9 November 2011 on the methods 
of classification of surface water bodies [30]. The classification system is in accordance 
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with that proposed by WFD. It distinguishes five physical-chemical (PhCh) quality classes: 
class I - high; class II - good; class III - moderate; class IV - poor; and class V - bad. 

Biological assessment 

The assessment was performed based on the analysis of benthic macroinvertebrate 
communities. Benthos samples were taken by means of a tube sampler with a sampling area 
of 12.6 cm2. Each time five sediment samples were taken from a random location. Each 
sample consisted of six sediment cores, each 15 cm in length. This number was defined 
earlier by the evaluation of representativeness of biological material based on the 
Beklemieszew’s criterion [31], determining the relationship between the number of samples 
taken and the number of taxa found in the samples. The collected sediment was sieved 
through a net with a mesh size of 0.25 mm, and transferred to plastic containers without 
water. In the laboratory, each sample was placed on a white tray. The trays were filled with 
water. Benthic invertebrates longer than 2 mm were collected macroscopically and 
preserved in 4% formaldehyde solution. The collected macroinvertebrates were identified 
to the lowest practical taxonomic level according to the appropriate studies [32-34]. 

The biological assessment of water quality was carried out by means of three indices 
applied for the assessment of the quality of river waters, two in Poland, and one in the 
USA: 

Index BMWP_PL was based on the English index BMWP (Biological Monitoring 
Working Party Score) [35] and adapted by Kownacki et al. [36] for Polish conditions. The 
index is provided by the following equation: 

 BMWP_PL = Σ (n i) (2) 

where: i - value of purity class assigned to particular families, n - number of families in 
particular classes of water quality. 

The BMWP_PL index categorises rivers into five classes: Class I - very pure waters 
(BMWP_PL > 100), Class II - pure waters (BMWP_PL = 70-99), Class III - slightly 
polluted waters (BMWP_PL = 40-69), Class IV - polluted waters (BMWP_PL = 10-39), 
and Class V - strongly polluted waters (BMWP_PL < 10). 

The index of biodiversity (D) is expressed as follows [36]: 

 D = S/log N (3) 

where: S - number of taxa (families), N - fauna abundance [ind. m–2]. 
The index of biodiversity (D) permits defining five river purity classes: I - very pure 

waters (D > 5.50), II - pure waters (D = 4.00-5.49), III - slightly polluted waters  
(D = 2.50-3.99), IV - polluted waters (D = 1.00-2.49), V - strongly polluted waters  
(D < 0.99). 

The Oligochaeta/Chironomidae index (O/Ch), as a measure of organic pollution  
[37-39], according to the following formula: 

 O/Ch = a/b 100 (3) 

where: a - density of Oligochaeta, b - total density of Oligochaeta and Chironomidae larvae 
(excluding ubiquistic predatory larvae of Procladius sp.). 

Based on the results of research by Goodnight [38], the following river purity classes 
were distinguished: I - very pure waters (O/Ch < 20), II - pure waters  
(O/Ch = 20-40), III - slightly polluted waters (O/Ch = 39-59), IV - polluted waters  
(O/Ch = 60-80), Class V - strongly polluted waters (O/Ch > 80). 
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Statistical methods 

Shapiro-Wilk normality tests preceding one-way ANOVA and Kruskal-Wallis tests 
performed in Statistica 10.0 software were conducted to detect potential significant 
differences between dominating taxa of the studied tributaries. To determine the general 
character of relationships between three biological indices (BMWP_PL, D, O/Ch) and 
different environmental variables of different types, we selected 19 representative 
parameters (environmental, physical, oxygen and biogenic) for the multivariate ordination 
analyses. Changes to river bed were given as the degree of regulation (1 - semi-natural 
courses with very high natural values, 2 - courses relatively poorly transformed, with high 
natural values, 3 - moderately valuable courses, with regulated stretches, 4 - low natural 
values, some fragments of the course with clearly transformed ecosystems, 5 - rivers 
stretches completely regulated, natural values very low). Organic matter and substrates 
were provided at five-degree scales. The lowest amount of organic matter corresponded 
with the first degree, the highest amount, respectively, with the fifth degree. Substrates 
were coded as follow: 1 - fine sand, 2 - medium sand, 3 - coarse sand, 4 - fine and medium 
sand with pebbles, 5 - medium to coarse sand with pebbles. At first we performed the 
method of Detrended Correspondence Analysis (DCA) in order to assess the range of the 
environmental gradient. Since it was lower than 2 SD (Standard Deviation) units, we chose 
Redundancy Analysis (RDA) [40]. No transformations were applied to data matrix as well 
as no collinearities between variables were found. To test the significance of the 
environmental variables (P < 0.05), forward selection (FS) was used with the Monte Carlo 
permutation test. All multivariate statistics were performed in CANOCO 4.5 for Windows 
[41]. Finally, to compare the results obtained by six different methods (IL, OP, PhCh, 
BMWP_PL, D, O/Ch) we performed the cluster analysis (UPGMA) with the use of PAST 
3.05 program [42]. This procedure, widely used in similar studies [43, 44], allowed to 
distinguish the most important similarities between different approaches to water quality 
assessment. The strength of Spearman’s correlations used as supporting methods was 
determined as follows: 0.0-.19 “very weak” • .20-.39 “weak” • .40-.59 “moderate”  
• .60-.79 “strong” • .80-1.0 “very strong”.  

Results  

Hydro-morphological assessment  

Physical features of riverine habitats 

The width and mean depth of the rivers studied varied substantially over the study 
period, although the values generally did not exceed 7 and 0.6 m, respectively (Table 1). 
Current velocity fluctuated between 0.02 and 0.45 m/s, also with strongly marked temporal 
changes. The mean values were generally higher in the lower sections of the rivers, 
regardless of the extent of channel modification. The channel morphology of the six 
sections of the rivers (Dys, Plisz, Jab, Bych, Osm, and KrJ) was close to the natural state. 
The remaining ones, mostly located in urban areas, were modified by means of 
channelization and engineering works to a varying degree. The bottom substrates were 
mostly mineral, and composed of sand and gravel. Submerged vegetation occurred in the 
majority of the sections (Fig. 2, Table 1). The vegetation near the banks in the sections 
located in rural areas (e.g., Dys, Plisz, Jab, and KrJ) was varied, composed of herbaceous 
plants, single trees, and shrubs (Fig. 2). These river sections were usually distinguished by 
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considerable shading (30-75%) caused by crowns of trees growing on the banks (Table 1). 
Vegetation near the banks along the urban sections was usually composed exclusively of 
herbaceous plants, with occasional single trees. In such cases, the water surface was 
strongly exposed to solar radiation (sites: Slaw, Tys, Glus, Fab, and Belz). 

 

 
Fig. 2. Conceptual aerial sketch of the studied section showing their hydro-morphological features and 

topography. For more characteristics of the sites see Table 1 

Table 1 
Environmental characteristics of the studied river sections 

River Location 
Site  
code 

Mean 
width 
[m] 

Mean 
depth 
[m] 

Current 
velocity [m/s] 

Man-induced 
changes to  
river-bed 

Ciemiega (Ciem) 

Jastkow Village Jas 
3.8  

3.5-4.0 
0.4  

0.3-0.6 
0.30 

0.18-0.43 
straightened channel 

Dys Village Dys 
5.0 

3.5-5.5 
0.6 

0.5-0.7 
0.27 

0.25-0.33 
none 

Pliszczyn Village Plisz 
4.9  

4.5-5.7 
0.5 

0.4-0.6 
0.45 

0.36-0.58 
none 

Czechowka (Czech) 

Dabrowica Village Dab 
1.6  

1.0-2.5 
0.2  

0.2-0.3 
0.18 

0.15-0.22 
straightened channel 

Lublin City, 
Slawinkows-ka Str. 

Slaw 
2.0  

1.0-2.5 
0.3 

0.2-0.4 
0.39 

0.27-0.58 
straightened channel 

Lublin City, 
Tysiaclecia Str. 

Tys 
2.4 

2.0-3.5 
0.3 

 0.3-0.3 
0.34 

0.20-0.45 

straightened, 
trapezoidal concrete 

channel 
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River Location 
Site  
code 

Mean 
width 
[m] 

Mean 
depth 
[m] 

Current 
velocity [m/s] 

Man-induced 
changes to  
river-bed 

Czerniejowka (Czern) 

Jablonna Village Jab 
7.3  

7.0-7.5 
0.5  

0.5-0.6 
0.02  

0.02-0.03 
none 

Lublin City, Głuska 
Str. 

Glus 
4.0 

3.5-4.7 
0.6 

0.5-0.7 
0.30 

0.10-0.37 

trapezoidal, 
meandering 

channel, artificial 
rapids 

Lublin City, 
Fabryczna Str. 

Fab 
3.4 

3.3-3.6 
0.3 

0.3-0.3 
0.34 

0.18-0.41 
straightened channel 

Krezniczanka (Krez) 
Belzyce Town Belz 

2.7 
2.5-3.0 

0.4 
0.3-0.5 

0.27 
0.17-0.32 

straightened channel 

Kreznica Jara 
Village 

KrJ 
7.5 

7.0-8.0 
0.4 

0.4-0.5 
0.31 

0.25-0.35 
none 

Kosarzewka (Kos) 
Bychawa Town Bych 

1.7 
1.5-2.0 

0.2 
0.2-0.3 

0.29 
0.25-0.37 

none 

Osmolice Village Osm 
6.5 

6.0-7.0 
0.6 

0.6-0.6 
0.27 

0.20-0.33 
none 

 

River Land use Sediment Macro-phytes Riparian 
vegetation 

Canopy 
cover [%] 

Ciemiega (Ciem) 

meadows, 
arable fields 

gravel and 
sand 

regular and dense patches 
of Sparganium emersum, 

Callitriche verna 

single trees, 
herbaceous plants 

11-50 

meadows 
gravel and 

sand 
sporadic and sparse patches 

of C. verna 
single trees, 

herbaceous plants 
31-75 

meadows, 
arable fields 

gravel and 
sand 

regular and dense patches 
Ranunculus aquatilis,  

C. verna 

trees, shrub, 
herbaceous plants 

31-75 

Czechowka (Czech) 

meadows, 
arable fields 

silt 
sporadic and sparse patches 

of Veronica beccabunga 
single trees, 

herbaceous plants 
11-75 

urban areas sand 
dense and irregular patches 

of Elodea canadensis, 
Ceratophyllum demersum 

herbaceous plants 0-30 

urban areas sand no vegetation herbaceous plants 0 

Czerniejowka 
(Czern) 

meadows 
silt and 

mud 
sporadic, sparse patches of 

C. verna 
single trees, 

herbaceous plants 
31-75 

urban areas 
gravel, 

sand and 
silt 

regular, dense patches of 
Potamogeton graminaeum, 

P. pectinatus,  
E. canadensis,  
C. demersum 

herbaceous plants 0-30 

urban areas Sand 
regular, sparce patches of 

P. crispus, Zannichela 
palustris 

herbaceous plants 0-30 

Krezniczanka (Krez) 
urban areas sand 

regular and dense patches 
of C. verna, Sparganium 

erectum, Nasturtium 
officinale 

herbaceous plants 0 

meadows, 
forest 

sand 
sporadic and sparse patches 

of E. canadensis 
trees, shrubs, 

herbaceous plants 
31-75 

Kosarzewka (Kos) 
urban areas sand no vegetation herbaceous plants 11-50 
meadows, 

arable fields 
sand and 

silt 
irregular and dense patches 

of E. canadensis 
trees, herbaceous 

plants 
11-75 
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Evaluation of the river sections 

Both of the methods applied, OP and IL, provided very consistent results (Fig. 3). They 
permitted distinguishing the same number of four hydro-morphological (HM) categories 
among the river sections, from HM category II (slightly modified) to V (heavily 
transformed). The differences only concerned two river sections (Jas and Bych). In the 
former case, a higher, and in the latter, a lower degree of naturalness was determined, with 
a difference of one category. 

 

 
Fig. 3. Hydro-morphological evaluation of the river sections by means of two methods: Ilnicki and 

Lewandowski [28] and Oglecki and Pawlat [27]. For the sites code look at Table 1. Categories:  
I - near pristine; II - slightly modified; III - moderately modified; IV - extensively modified;  
V - heavily transformed  

Physical-chemical assessment 

Physical-chemical water quality 

The majority of physical and salinity indices, and those suggesting high content of 
organic matter (BOD5, ammonia, and total nitrogen), usually showed increased values on 
river sections flowing through urbanised areas (the Czerniejowka, Krezniczanka, and 
Czechowka rivers, with the exception of site Dab). The values were usually considerably 
higher than in the waters of the Ciemiega and Kosarzewka Rivers, mainly flowing through 
agricultural areas (Tables 2 and 3). 

The Ciemiega River was also distinguished by relatively low concentrations of biogene 
indices. An interesting pattern was observed in the case of magnesium. Its concentrations, 
irrespective of the manner of management of the river valley and hydro-morphological 
category, were two or three times higher in the Ciemiega and Czechowka Rivers than in the 
remaining ones (Table 2). 
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Table 2 
River water properties in terms of physical, oxygen, and biogenic indicators. Means 

and ranges for 2003 and 2004 

In
di

-
ca

to
rs

 Tributaries Ciemiega Czechowka 

Sites Jas Dys Plisz Dab Sław Tys 

P
h

ys
ic

a
l pH  

[-] 
8.00-8.37 8.08-8.49 8.07-8.45 7.67-8.35 8.24-8.41 7.78-8.31 

8.13 8.24 8.20 7.73 8.31 8.52 

Suspended matter  
[mg dm–3] 

5-13 3-14 3-12 2-52 13-53 7-40 

9.7 9.0 6.15 19.7 33.0 26.1 

O
xy

g
en

 Dissolved oxygen 
[mg O2 dm–3] 

4.3-10.7 7.6-10.9 8.8-12.2 7.2-11.8 3.5-12.9 7.8-11.9 
7.9 9.5 10.5 8.9 9.3 10.0 

BOD5 

[mg O2 dm–3] 
2.0-5.6 2.3-1.0 0.7-2.1 0.9-2.1 3.3-6.3 2.2-9.5 

3.2 1.7 1.4 1.6 5.1 6.1 

B
io

ge
ni

c 

Total nitrogen 
[mg N dm–3] 

1.24-1.47 1.5-1.9 2.0-2.7 3.4-4.4 2.3-2.9 1.8-3.8 
1.4 1.7 2.4 4.0 2.6 2.8 

Ammonia 
[mg NH4 dm–3] 

0.36-0.60 0.18-0.56 0.06-0.38 0.07-0.26 0.26-0.82 0.06-1.13 
0.48 0.33 0.21 0.15 0.48 0.66 

Nitrites 
[mg NO2 dm–3] 

0.13-0.02 0.02-0.06 0.01-0.03 0.03-0.04 0.04-0.37 0.04-0.20 
0.05 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.15 0.12 

Nitrates 
[mg NO3 dm–3] 

0.84-1.81 2.12-2.43 5.87-6.77 11.00-15.33 1.54-6.01 2.60-7.24 
1.32 2.29 6.29 13.39 3.93 4.77 

Total phosphorus 
[mg P dm–3] 

0.09-0.28 0.11-0.18 0.11-0.24 0.18-0.22 0.22-0.29 0.25-0.52 
0.13 0.15 0.15 0.19 0.23 0.40 

Phosphates 
[mg PO4 dm–3] 

0.07-0.22 0.11-0.39 0.16-0.40 0.30-0.47 0.03-0.59 0.15-0.72 
0.12 0.23 0.28 0.41 0.22 0.39 

 

In
di

-
ca

to
rs

 Tributaries Czerniejowka Krezniczanka Kosarzewka 

Sites Jab Glus Fab Belz KrJ Bych Osm 

P
h

ys
ic

a
l pH  

[-] 
7.54-8.36 7.91-8.31 7.95-8.41 7.84-7.90 7.74-8.18 7.90-8.20 7.67-8.18 

7.93 8.14 8.15 7.90 8.0 8.01 7.95 

Suspended matter  
[mg dm–3] 

3-69 9-51 6-166 4-12 3-14 4-92 4-12 

25.0 27.7 44.8 8.7 8.2 33.3 8.5 

O
xy

g
en

 Dissolved oxygen 
[mg O2 dm–3] 

6.9-13.5 7.5-14.3 6.6-14.6 7.7-10.1 8.2-12.3 9.9-13.5 7.5-10.6 
9.7 6.9 10.0 9.2 10.0 11.1 8.7 

BOD5 

[mg O2 dm–3] 
1.0-2.1 2.3-4.1 2.1-10 2.3- 4.9 1.9-4.4 1.5-2.3 1.8-4.4 

1.6 3.4 4.7 3.2 3.2 2.0 2.8 

B
io

ge
ni

c 

Total nitrogen 
[mg N dm–3] 

4.2-4.3 2.3-3.1 1.5-3.2 3.7-6.1 1.9-4.9 3.6-4.3 2.9-4.0 
4.3 2.7 2.5 4.9 3.4 3.9 3.5 

Ammonia 
[mg NH4 dm–3] 

0.06-0.27 0.13-0.30 0.06-0.93 0.04-0.19 0.12-0.30 0.04-0.08 0.38-0.82 
0.13 0.18 0.40 0.12 0.16 0.06 0.55 

Nitrites 
[mg NO2 dm–3] 

0.04-0.07 0.03-0.08 0.04-0.11 0.03-0.17 0.06-0.12 0.03-0.04 0.06-0.20 
0.05 0.06 0.37 0.08 0.10 0.03 0.12 

Nitrates 
[mg NO3 dm–3] 

14.00-
15.24 

4.11-7.86 3.00-8.08 
12.68-
23.50 

4.02-15.16 
14.10-
17.10 

8.44-
12.11 

14.71 5.79 4.99 23.02 10.56 14.85 9.70 
Total phosphorus 

[mg P dm–3] 
0.14-0.19 0.12-0.23 0.12-0.36 0.08-0.13 0.15-0.61 0.08-0.25 0.17-0.4 

0.15 0.16 0.22 0.10 0.20 0.14 0.25 
Phosphates 

[mg PO4 dm–3] 
0.32-0.39 0.06-0.39 0.07-0.47 0.03-0.28 0.28-1.11 0.17-0.26 0.29-0.80 

0.35 0.18 0.27 0.16 0.69 0.23 0.55 
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Table 3 
River water properties in terms of salinity indicators and hazardous substances. 

Means and ranges for 2003 and 2004 

In
di

-
ca

to
rs

 Tributaries Ciemiega Czechowka 

Sites Jas Dys Plisz Dab Slaw Tys 

S
a

lin
ity

 in
d

ic
a

to
rs

 

Electric conductivity  
 [µS cm–1] 

658-816 593-674 538-640 522-729 584-646 553-1799 
731 635 588 652 616 858 

Dissolved substances  
[mg dm–3] 

342-435 350-422 368-426 436-459 315-388 356-743 
394 390 392 450 358 485 

Chlorides 
[mg Cl dm–3] 

11.7-14.0 8.9-13.1 11.4-17.6 14.4-26.6 18.6-25.4 12.8-64.4 
12.8 11.1 14.2 20.2 21.5 33.1 

Sulphates 
[mg SO4 dm–3] 

4.1-15.7 13.7-18.2 13.5-36.7 23.0-28.7 21.0-31.7 17.9-64.1 
10.4 15.6 19.9 26.0 26.3 35.1 

Calcium 
[mg Ca dm–3] 

98.4-127.0 98.3-109.0 95.1-106.0 101.0-112.0 72.7-92.5 78.6-120.0 
114.5 105.4 102.0 108.3 85.2 91.5 

Magnesium 
[mg Mg dm–3] 

16.5-18.7 16.4-19.2 16.5-18.7 6.5-20.6 16.3-18.3 12.4-23.2 
17.9 17.6 17.5 15.9 17.4 18.1 

H
a

za
rd

ou
s 

su
b

st
an

ce
s Copper 

[mg Cu dm–3] 
< 0.004 < 0.004 < 0.004-0.006 < 0.004 < 0.004 < 0.004-0.008 

Lead 
[mg Pb dm–3] 

< 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 

Total iron 
[mg Fe dm–3] 

0.515-0.955 0.176-1.040 0.004-0.444 0.044-0.853 0.208-0.689 0.008-1.440 
0.725 0.480 0.120 0.317 0.524 0.470 

 

In
di

-
ca

to
rs

 Tributaries Czerniejowka Krezniczanka Kosarzewka 

Sites Jab Glus Fab Belz KrJ Bych Osm 

S
a

lin
ity

 in
d

ic
a

to
rs

 

Electric 
conductivity  
[µS cm–1] 

553-566 460-524 27-1220 662-685 536-599 553-556 514-588 

557 496 612 659 563 552 444 

Dissolved 
substances  
[mg dm–3] 

355-373 282-336 292-1000 443-464 355-464 352-399 338-373 

364 312 438 450 497 370 362 

Chlorides 
[mg Cl dm–3] 

18.9-21.3 14.2-18.4 11.4-355.0 22.5-30.0 16.5-27.9 14.7-19.8 8.9-18.3 
19.7 16.0 74.4 25.3 24.2 16.7 14.1 

Sulphates 
[mg SO4 dm–3] 

22.6-26.3 20.7-27.3 20.1-51.3 66.3-78.0 33.3-58.3 18.3-23.5 14.9-21.2 
24.1 24.1 27.7 71.3 44.4 20.1 17.4 

Calcium 
[mg Ca dm–3] 

101.0-
105.0 

91.4-98.0 68.7-99.1 95.0-131.0 94.5-122.0 
103.0-
106.0 

94.4-102.0 

102.7 91.5 86.6 115.7 102.9 101.3 97.7 
Magnesium 

[mg Mg dm–3] 
5.3-5.7 5.6-5.9 4.1-6.7 2.9-3.2 2.6-5.7 6.7-7.2 7.1-8.2 

5.5 5.8 5.8 3.1 5.0 6.9 7.6 

H
a

za
rd

ou
s 

su
b

st
an

ce
s 

Copper 
[mg Cu dm–3] 

< 0.004 < 0.004 
< 0.004-

0.110 
< 0.004 < 0.004 < 0.004 

< 0.004-
0.006 

Lead 
[mg Pb dm–3] 

< 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 < 0.005 

Total iron 
[mg Fe dm–3] 

0.025-
0.088 

0.071-
0.416 

0.013-0.288 
0.015-
0.269 

0.005-
0.139 

0.04-0.056 0.004-0.097 

0.054 0.230 0.120 0.110 0.050 0.050 0.038 

Physical-chemical classification 

Good water quality was only suggested by the physical indices and content of heavy 
metals. This was recorded on a total of four river sections (Table 4). The remaining indices 
usually suggested lower water quality. The final assessment permitted distinguishing two 



Małgorzata Gorzel, Ryszard Kornijów and Edyta Buczyńska 

 

112 

physical-chemical (PhCh) water quality classes: the most frequently occurring moderate 
water quality (PhCh class III), and poor water quality (PhCh class IV), usually found in 
urban river sections (Tys and Fab). In the second year of the study, only one section (Fab) 
obtained a different, worse water quality assessment. 

 
Table 4 

Physical-chemical evaluation of river waters in 2003 and 2004 (where available), respectively 

River Site 
code 

Physical 
indicators 

Oxygen 
indicators 

Biogenic 
indicators 

Salinity 
indicators 

Hazardous 
substances 

Final 
evaluation 

Ciemiega 
Jas III IV III III III III 
Dys III III III III IV III 
Plisz III, III III, III III, II III, III III, III I II, III 

Czechowka 
Dab IV II III III III III 
Slaw IV V III III III IV 
Tys V, III IV, IV IV, III III, III IV, II IV, IV 

Czerniejowka 
Jab IV II III III II III 

Glus IV III III II III III 
Fab V, IV III, V III, III II, IV II, I III, IV 

Krezniczanka Belz I III III III II III 
KrJ II, III III, III IV, V III, III II, I III, III 

Kosarzewka 
Bych III II III II I III 
Osm II, III III, IV III, IV II, III I, I III III 

Biological assessment 

Richness, composition, and density of benthic invertebrates 

The zoobenthos included a total of 194 taxa of various ranks, particularly species and 
genera (Table 5). The lowest numbers of taxa were recorded at the strongly regulated (EM 
category V) and the most polluted (PhCh quality class IV) site Tys, located in Lublin on the 
Czechowka River. The upper and lower sections of the Ciemiega River (Jas and Plisz) 
belonging to EM category II, and the middle section of the Czerniejowka River (Glus) 
included in EM category III were the richest in taxa. Their waters were categorised to PhCh 
class III. 

The lowest mean densities of bottom fauna were found in the Krezniczanka River 
section KrJ of high EM category (II), with water of moderate quality (PhCh class III). The 
highest densities were recorded at the heavily transformed (EM category V) urban sites: 
Tys (26044 ind./m2) and Belz (14450 ind./m2), carrying waters of the PhCh class IV and III, 
respectively. 

The mean zoobenthos density in specific river sections varied strongly, and their 
values showed a trend reverse to species richness (Table 5). 

The faunal communities in all of the studied river sections were always dominated by 
Tubificinae and Chironomidae, irrespective of the hydro-morphological status or water 
quality (Table 5). 

As for the sum of taxa as well as their total and particular densities of dominating taxa 
(Table 5) some significant differences were found between tributaries except for 
Hydrachnidia (p = 0.034). Among all taxa included in Table 5 only Gammaridae  
(rs = –0.73) and the genus Pisidium (rs = –0.61) showed negative statistically important 
correlations with final, physico-chemical evaluation of the water quality. Gammaridae also 
showed negative correlation (rs = –0.67) with salinity indicators while Pisidium showed the 



Quality of rivers: comparison of hydro-morphological, physical-chemical and biological methods 

 

113

same (rs = – 0.77) for physical indicators. In turn, two trichopteran families 
Lepidostomatidae and Hydropsychidae correlated with other indices: the first family 
demonstrated moderate negative correlation (rs = – 0.56) with classes obtained with the use 
of biogenic indicators, while the second family reached strong positive correlation with 
hazardous substances (rs = 0.74). 

 
Table 5 

Total taxa, total mean density, and densities of dominant taxa [ind. m–2] of zoobenthos in the tributaries of the 
Bystrzyca Lubelska River. Values for the period 2003-2004. For sites abbreviations see Table 1 

Tributaries Ciemiega Czechowka Czerniejowka Krezniczanka Kosarzewka 
sites Jas Dys Plisz Dab Slaw Tys Jab Glus Fab Bych Osm Belz KrJ 

Number of taxa 87 58 72 37 55 29 44 88 43 48 58 56 57 
Total density 5805 6225 7892 9317 4846 26044 7106 6680 8756 6590 7843 14450 4381 
Tubificinae 1967 4358 3611 5657 2664 16355 359 943 7063 2695 1525 10061 1216 

Chironomidae 1227 1657 1672 2987 1084 8741 5671 3550 714 2700 2824 2574 80 
Gammaridae 263 451 345 338 0 0 76 391 45 5565 1330 55 90 
Pisidium sp. 725 464 698 18 73 5 237 163 186 160 8620 1282 4085 

Sphaerium sp. 454 72 5 9 81 5 0 170 334 20 42 25 134 
Sialidae 182 93 0 35 0 0 363 31 0 5 0 0 4 

Lepidostomatidae 0 0 367 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Hydropsychidae 90 30 118 0 5 5 0 184 0 0 0 0 0 

Limoniidae 135 34 278 75 104 0 15 315 0 199 64 281 56 
Hydrachnidia 49 32 37 4 4 0 104 365 87 15 27 5 59 

Assessment by means of macroinvertebrate indices 

The biological evaluation of water quality based on the BMWP_Pl index permitted 
distinguishing two water quality classes: III (moderate) and IV (poor) (Fig. 4). The lowest 
index values were determined for section Tys (EM category V, PhCh class IV), and the 
highest values for sections located on the Ciemiega River (predominantly EM category II 
and PhCh class III). A different assessment was obtained in the following years for three 
river sections. In two of them (Glus, Osm), better water quality was recorded, and in one 
(Fab) - worse. 

The application of the index of biodiversity D permitted distinguishing 4 water quality 
classes, from II (good) to V (bad) (Fig. 5). In both of the study years, the highest 
assessment was determined for the weakly hydro-morphologically transformed (HM 
category II according to OP method; HM category III according to IL method), section Jas 
with waters of PhCh class III, and section Glus (HM category III by both methods; PhCh 
class III). The lowest index values, similarly as in the case of the BMWP_PL index, were 
recorded in the hydro-morphologically degraded section Tys (Lublin, the Czechowka 
River). In the second study year, five of the river sections changed their classification. In 
three cases the classification improved, and in one case, it deteriorated. 

The assessment of water quality performed based on the Oligochaeta/Chironomidae 
(O/Ch) index showed the differentiation of water quality corresponding to four classes, 
from II to V (Fig. 6). Similarly as in the case of the D index, the O/Ch index showed the 
lowest water quality on section Fab (HM category IV; PhCh class III-IV). These were all of 
the similarities between the classifications. According to the O/Ch index, the best 
conditions occurred in the Czerniejowka River on sections Jab and Glus, and somewhat 
worse on both of the sections of the Kosarzewka River and one of the Krezniczanka  
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River (KrJ). These sections reached only HM category III or IV, and PhCh class  
between III and IV. 

 

 
Fig. 4. Biological assessment of water quality in the Bystrzyca Lubelska River’s tributaries based on the 

BMWP_PL index in 2003 and 2004. For sites abbreviations see Table 1  

 
Fig. 5. Biological assessment of water quality in the Bystrzyca Lubelska River’s tributaries based on the 

D index in 2003 and 2004. For sites abbreviations see Table 1  
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Fig. 6. Biological assessment of water quality in the Bystrzyca Lubelska River’s tributaries based on the 

O/Ch index in 2003 and 2004. For sites abbreviations see Table 1 

In the second year of the study, as many as eight sections were assessed differently. In 
five cases the assessment improved, and in two cases it deteriorated. These were usually 
differences of one class, and in one case of 2 classes (site KrJ). 

The task of the index was to determine the degree of water pollution with organic 
substances suggested by the BOD5 index. A rather weak, but statistically significant 
correlation was indeed determined between the values of the O/Ch and BOD5 indices  
(r = 0.308816; p = 0.05; n = 54). 

The results of the RDA analysis (Fig. 7) showed that among 19 selected parameters 
only three were statistically significant: substratum (conditional importance λa = 0.17,  
F = 6.56, P = 0.004), the degree of river regulation (conditional importance λa = 0.13,  
F = 5.16, P = 0.016) and the content of organic matter (conditional importance λa = 0.07,  
F = 63.15, P = 0.034). All environmental variables used explained 70% of the total 
variance of the indices. The biplot (Fig. 7) represented 65% of the variance in the data. 
Along the gradient of the first axis the highest correlation was found for substratum  
(rs = – 0.5), in case of the second axis this score was observed for the content of organic 
matter (rs = – 0.38). Among three significant variables, organic matter and substratum were 
almost fully correlated (rs = 0.91). D index showed the strongest relationship towards 
substratum and organic matter since all vectors are placed in the same biplot quarter. 
BMWP_PL is in clear opposition to the degree of river regulation: its highest values were 
obtained for the sites with lower impact of man-induced changes. O/Ch index was spatially 
separated from the remaining indices. Worth mentioning is the fact that it was related the 
most with BOD5 and pH, however, those variables were not statistically important. 
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Fig. 7. The RDA biplot showing relationships between three biological indices (BMWP_PL, D and 

O/Ch) and 19 selected environmental variables. Abbreviations: Width - river width, Depth - river 
depth, Curr - current velocity, Subst - substratum, OM - organic matter, RegDeg - the degree of 
river regulation, Temp - temperature, O2 - dissolved oxygen, BOD5 - biochemical oxygen 
demand, pH, SM - suspended matter, NH4 - ammonia, NO3 - nitrates, NO2 - nitrites, N - total 
nitrogen, PO4 - phosphates, P - total phosphorus, DisSub - dissolved substances, EC - electric 
conductivity. Underlined parameters were statistically significant 

Sensitivity and compatibility of the indices 

The evaluation of the sensitivity of the applied methods of assessment of environment 
quality can be performed by taking into consideration the responses of indices to both the 
differences in environmental conditions between sites, and temporal changes occurring at 
the same sites (Table 6). 

 
Table 6 

Assessment of the rivers sections by means of the hydro-morphological, physical-chemical, and biological 
methods in 2003 and 2004 (if available), respectively 

River Site 
Hydro-morphological Physical- 

chemical 
Biological 

OP IL  BMWP_PL  D O/Ch 

Ciemiega 
Jas II III III III, III II, II III, IV 
Dys II II III III, III III, III IV, III 
Plisz II II III, III III, III III, II V, IV 

Czechowka 
Dab IV IV III IV, IV IV, IV IV, III 
Slaw IV IV IV IV, IV IV, III IV, IV 
Tys V V IV, IV IV, IV IV, IV V, IV 

Czerniejowka 
Jab IV IV III IV, IV IV, IV I, II 
Glus III III III IV, III II, II I, II 
Fab IV IV III, IV III, IV IV, V V, V 

Krezniczanka 
Belz V V III IV, IV IV, III V, IV 
KrJ II II III, III IV, IV IV, III III, II 

Kosarzewka 
Bych III IV III IV, IV III, IV III, III 
Osm III III III, III IV, III III, III II, II 
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The hydro-morphological methods showed a wide range of environmental variability 
on particular river sections, covering four HM categories, from II to V. The same range of 
variability of environmental values was suggested by the biological indices D and O/Ch. 

The lowest sensitivity to the spatial variability of environment quality seemed to occur 
in the case of physical-chemical methods and the BMWP_PL index (Table 6). Each of the 
methods permitted distinguishing only two quality classes (III and IV). 

The weakest response to year-to-year environmental changes again occurred in the 
case of the BMWP_PL index, and the strongest in the case of the O/Ch index (Table 6). 

The degree of similarity of results obtained by means of particular methods, expressed 
as percent contribution of river sections qualified to the same classes, is presented  
in Table 7. 

 
Table 7 

Compatibility of the methods of river quality assessment, expressed as percent contribution of sites with the same 
quality class based on the comparison of particular indices 

Index IL PhCh BMWP_PL D O/Ch 
OP 81 35 38 51 36 
IL  35 54 43 33 

PhCh   57 47 36 
BMWP_PL    58 27 

D     23 

 

 
Fig. 8. Linkages between the methods of river quality assessment provided with the method of 

unweighted pair-group average (UPGMA) (Euclidean distances) 

Notice the relatively high conformity of hydro-morphological assessments performed 
by means of the OP and IL methods. The same results are given in Figure 8, which shows 
in details interconnections between all six methods. OP and IL create clearly distinguished 
group with highest similarity. Results obtained by means of such methods correspond 
relatively weakly with the physical-chemical assessments (degree of similarity = 35%). 
Assessments performed by means of the physical-chemical method are the most similar to 
the results obtained by means of the biological indices BMWP_PL (57% accordance) and D 
(47%), and considerably less in the case of O/Ch (36%). In Figure 8 first three methods 
form the second homogenous group, while the last biological index is even strongly 
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separated from the remaining methods which also corresponds with the Figure 7. The 
BMWP_PL index corresponds better with the results of the hydro-morphological 
assessment performed by means of the IL method than by the OP method. The D index 
showed a reverse pattern. 

Discussion 

Both of the hydro-morphological methods applied in the study provided comparable 
results (Table 7). However, both of the methods are somewhat inconsistent. Similarly as 
other methods, e.g. the River Habitat Survey, they use criteria of physical-chemical quality 
of water. It is a useful criterion, although it is broader than the requirements imposed by 
WFD [45]. The hydro-morphological assessment of sections of Lublin rivers weakly 
corresponded with the results of the physical-chemical assessment (Table 2). Irrespective of 
the adopted hydro-morphological method, only in 35% of the analysed cases,  
hydro-morphological assessments were in accordance with the physical-chemical 
assessment (Tables 6 and 7).  

Results of assessments of rivers performed by means of hydro-morphological methods 
developed by Oglecki and Pawlat and by Ilnicki and Lewandowski have not been so far 
confronted with results based on benthic indices. Meanwhile, it is believed that the  
hydro-morphological status of rivers can play a considerable role in shaping the structure of 
benthic macroinvertebrate communities [6, 46-48]. River regulation leads to habitat 
impairment through scouring, sedimentation, habitat homogenization, and altered riparian 
vegetation, resulting in the loss of taxa of narrow ecological requirements [49-52].  
The studied case showed a high similarity of assessments performed by means of the  
hydro-morphological IL method and biological index BMWP_PL, and by the  
hydro-morphological OP method and the D index. Higher values of the indices were 
generally recorded in near-natural sections than in regulated and transformed ones which 
was demonstrated the best by RDA analysis. The comparison of the three benthic indices 
applied in this study, namely BMWP_PL, D, and O/Ch, evidences the usefulness of the two 
former ones. Their advantage is relatively high complementarity in relation to  
hydro-morphological as well as physical-chemical methods. The D index permitted 
distinguishing twice as many water quality classes as BMWP_PL. Therefore, it seems to be 
more sensitive to changes occurring in the river environment. 

Benthic indices BMWP_PL and D, and particularly the former one, turned out highly 
complementary also with the physical-chemical methods. This is in accordance with the 
observation that benthic invertebrates respond to changes in water pollution [53-55]. 
According to Raczynska et al. [56], the concordance of physical-chemical and biological 
assessments may occur exclusively in extremely polluted or very clean rivers. This, 
however, seems to depend on the selection and sensitivity of the applied benthic indices. 

The benthic index O/Ch was earlier applied in the assessment of the degree of 
pollution of river waters with organic substances in the USA [37, 38, 10]. In the case of the 
rivers of Lublin, results obtained by means of the index weakly corresponded with results 
obtained by means of the other two benthic indices discussed above. This is justified, 
because the O/Ch index is expected to provide specific information, namely that concerning 
the degree of pollution of a river with organic matter. This type of pollution is usually 
related to certain water cleanliness parameters, such as e.g. BOD5 [57] which corresponded 
with the results of RDA analysis. Therefore, a positive correlation could be expected 
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between the O/Ch values and concentrations of the parameter. Such a correlation did occur. 
No significant correlation was determined, however, between the O/Ch index values and 
the content of organic matter in the sediments. This could have resulted from the mosaic 
character of the bottom habitat. In rivers, in a relatively small space, the process of elution 
can occur simultaneously with sediment accumulation. As a consequence, its composition 
in rivers shows exceptional spatial and temporal variability. Due to this, the applicability of 
the O/Ch index for the assessment of river sediments is doubtful. An opposite situation 
occurs in the profundal of lakes, where the O/Ch index is successfully applied in the 
assessment of the trophic status [34]. The conditions there, however, are strongly unified in 
terms of space, and relatively stable in time. Much promising in this respect for rivers is D 
index whose clear relationships to sediments were obtained by our results. 

The study results may be helpful for the continuously conducted works on the 
development of benthic indices in Poland. They confirm the necessity of simultaneous 
application of biological methods as well as physical-chemical and hydro-morphological 
analyses for the comprehensive determination of the ecological status of rivers. In many 
cases, their results do not correspond with each other, but are supplementary to each other.  

Conclusions 

When assessing river environments, the Water Framework Directive (WFD) requires 
not only physico-chemical analyses of water/sediments (the only applied method for 
decades), but also the evaluation of biota and analysis of the hydro-morphological status of 
river-beds and their riparian zones. This stimulated new studies aiming at the development 
of river evaluation methods. Publications considering all the three assessment criteria 
simultaneously, however, are still scarce. In this paper we examined the reliability and 
compatibility of three evaluations required by WFD: the degree of river-bed transformation 
(descriptive method by Ilnicki and Lewandowski - IL, and index method by Oglecki and 
Pawlat - OP), analyses of zoobenthos (its diversity - D, proportions between the density of 
Oligochaeta and Chironomidae - O/Ch, and BMWP_PL index), and physical-chemical 
water properties. The study was performed on five fourth-order upland rivers (Eastern 
Poland).  

The study results may be helpful for the continuously conducted works on the 
development of benthic indices in Poland. They confirm the necessity of simultaneous 
application of biological methods as well as physical-chemical and hydro-morphological 
analyses for the comprehensive determination of the ecological status of rivers. In many 
cases, their results do not correspond with each other, but are supplementary to each other.  

Hydro-morphological methods (both IL, and OP) and biological indices (D and O/Ch) 
permitted the designation of four classes, from II to V. Physical-chemical methods and 
benthic index BMWP_PL allowed for the designation of only two quality classes (III and 
IV). The latter two methods seem to show the lowest sensitivity to the spatial variability of 
environment quality. The BMWP_PL index was also the least sensitive to year-to-year 
environmental changes, while O/Ch was the most sensitive. Results obtained by means of 
the OP and IL methods weakly corresponded with the physical-chemical assessments. The 
latter assessments were the most similar to those obtained by means of the BMWP_PL and 
D indices, and considerably less in the case of O/Ch. The BMWP_PL and D indices 
corresponded better with the results of the hydro-morphological assessment performed by 
means of the IL method than with those performed by means of the OP method while D 
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index showed a reverse pattern. The O/CH index proved useful for the assessment of the 
degree of organic pollution of the river’s water, but not the sediments.  

The study confirms the necessity of simultaneous application of biological methods as 
well as physical-chemical and hydro-morphological analyses for the determination of the 
ecological status of rivers. They provide various but complementary information that 
together comprehensively characterise the state of the riverine environment.  
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