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Abstract The supratidal, saline pans and surrounding wet
sabkha area, south Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, have seawater seep-
ages with a salinity of 40‰ that increases to 80–140 and 220–
375‰ during deposition of gypsum and halite, respectively.
The concentration order of the dominant cations and anions in
the saline pans is sodium (Na+)>magnesium (Mg2+)>potas-
sium (K+)>calcium (Ca2+) and chloride (Cl−)>sulfate ions
(SO4

2−)>bicarbonate ions (HCO3
−), respectively. The domi-

nant brine type is Mg and sodium chloride. Correlations of the
various ions in the saline pans indicate positive relations be-
tween Na+ and Cl−, Na+ and total dissolved solids (TDS), and
Cl− and TDS due to halite precipitation at a high salinity value.
Negative correlations between Ca2+ and SO4

2− and between
Ca2+ and HCO3

− are related to the reduction of SO4
2− and

oxidation of organic matter by sulfate-reducing bacteria,
which is confirmed also by the positive correlation of
HCO3

− and alkalinity. The high Mg/Ca ratio is related to the
enrichment of the brine with bittern salts such as MgCl2 and
KCl. The chemical data of the brines indicate their source
from recent and old marine waters of MgCl2 and CaCl2 char-
acters. The contribution of meteoric water has a minor effect
on the composition of the brine in the saline pans.

Keywords Brine chemistry . Evolution . Genesis . Saline
pans . Seawater seepage . Saudi Arabia

Introduction

Saline pans are enclosed or mostly enclosed water bodies
floored with layered evaporite minerals in continental and
marginal marine settings in arid or semiarid regions
(Lowenstein and Hardie 1985; Macumber 1991). Marginal
marine pans are typically hypersaline with water salinities
typically in excess of 50‰ and mostly exhibit a marine-like
chemical character in which sodium (Na+) and chloride (Cl−)
strongly dominate (Herczeg et al. 2001). High rates of evapo-
ration are the primary control on the chemical character even
though a broad range of secondary processes can significantly
affect the evaporative pathways and dictate the ultimate water
chemistry (Radke et al. 2002). These processes include min-
eral dissolution, seawater intrusion, cation exchange reactions,
sulfate reduction, mixing, brine reflux, mineral precipitation,
and recycling of soluble salts within the pans (Radke and
Howard 2007).

The Red Sea coastal plain of Saudi Arabia contains a
series of isolated coastal lagoons, saline pans, and coast-
al sabkhas from Ummlajj in the north to Jizan in the
south. Most studies carried out on these lagoons were
concerned with their pollution from sewage, hydrogra-
phy and water circulation, flushing time, diagenesis of
sediments, microfossils, geochemistry, and environmen-
tal characteristics (El-Rayis and Moammar 1998;
Basaham 1998; El Sayed 2002; Al-Washmi 2003;
Turki 2007; Turki and Mudarris 2008; Al-Barakati
2009, 2011). Water and sediment chemistry of the east-
ern Red Sea supratidal sabkhas was the interest of some
workers (e.g., Bahafzullah et al. 1993; Basyoni 1997;
Sabtan et al. 1997; Sabtan and Shehata 2003; Banat
et al. 2005), whereas other sabkhas in Saudi Arabia
were studied by Alsaaran (2008), Basyoni and Mousa
(2009), Al-Harbi et al. (2010), and Al-Shaibani (2013).
Saline pans in the Red Sea coast of Saudi Arabia have
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received little attention and remain poorly understood.
However, in Makkah area, west of the studied saline
pans, the hydrogeological and hydrochemical character-
istics of shallow and deep aquifers were concerned with
groundwater conditions, aquifer characteristics, ground-
water quality, and hydrochemistry of the major ions
(e.g., Alyamani et al. 1996; Alyamani 1999, 2007; Al-
Ahmadi 2013; Sharaf 2013).

The Şarūm saline pans are developed recently over sabkha
and lagoonal sediments due to artificial construction of an
asphaltic road in the last 30 years which allowed their restric-
tion and deposition of halite and gypsum on the floor of the
pans. The peculiarity of the Şarūm saline pans is their elevated
salinities from 80 to 375‰, which are higher than the salinity
of most evaporite basins in the eastern Red Sea coast. The
purpose of this paper is to delineate the chemical composition
and origin of the brines in the saline pans. The paper describes
also the evolution of the brines from seepage seawater to mi-
crobial mats—carbonate, gypsum, and halite-saturated brine.
The results of this paper can be used to interpret the chemical
evolution and origin of brines of similar ancient, saline pan
evaporite deposits.

Methodology

This work is based on several field trips in different seasons
and weather condition to the studied saline pans during the
period from April 2010 through May 2013. In each trip, the
salinity and temperature in the pans were measured. The sa-
linity was determined by hydrometer glasses taking into ac-
count the measuring of standard seawater. The hydrometer
measures the mass % NaCl in the brine up to 250‰.
Temperatures were measured at the surface by mercury ther-
mometer ranging from 0 to 100 °C in 0.1 °C divisions. The
density of the brine samples was measured by using two por-
table hydrometer glasses: the first measures density from 1.00
to 1.10 g/cm3, and the second measures density from 1.10 to
1.2 g/cm3. Major chemical analysis for 24 water and brine
samples (Fig. 1c) was made at the Geochemistry Lab,
Department of Mineral Resources and Rocks, Faculty of
Earth Sciences, King Abdulaziz University, following the pro-
cedures given in the American Pubic Heath Association
(APHA 2005). The chemical analyses were carried out for
the major cations Na+, potassium (K+), calcium (Ca2+), and
magnesium (Mg2+) and the major anions bicarbonate ions
(HCO3

−), carbonate ions (CO3
2−), sulfate ions (SO4

2−), and
Cl−. Total dissolved solids (TDS) were measured by sample
evaporation technique. Ca2+ and Mg2+ are determined by
compleximetric titration using standard EDTA solution. Cl−

is determined by standard (0.05 N) AgNO3 titration. HCO3
−

are determined by titration with standard (0.1 N) HCl. Na+ and
K+ are measured by flame photometry. SO4

2− are determined

colorimetrically using the spectrophotometer technique. The
analytical precision of the ions is determined by calculating
the absolute error in ionic balance in terms of equivalents per
milligram (meq/l), which is found in all samples within
a standard limit of ±5 %. All concentration values were
expressed in milligram per liter (mg/l) unless otherwise
indicated (Table 1). The chemical data were displayed in
graphical forms of the Piper trilinear and Sulin diagrams to
delineate the composition and origin of the brines in the saline
pans.

Study area

Şarūm area is located in the Makkah quadrangle that
constitutes a part of the western Arabian Shield, and
is covered from east to west by (1) the Red Sea hills
and pediments of the Neoproterozoic basement rocks
(diorites, granodiorites, granites, andesite, dacite, and
volcaniclastics), (2) the coastal hills and pediments of
the Tertiary sedimentary rocks (Shumaysi, Usfan, and
Hadat Ash-Sham formations) that are covered by basal-
tic lavas, and (3) the coastal plain Holocene marine
sediments, wadi alluvium, sabkha deposits, and the ae-
olian sands (Moore and Al-Rehaili 1989; Spencer and
Vincent 1984; Qari 2009).

The Şarūm saline pans are located in the Red Sea coastal
plain, south of Jeddah city 42 km, between latitudes 21° 07′
30″ and 21° 11′ 06″ N and longitudes 39° 09′ 54″ and 39° 12′
03″ E (Fig. 1a). Two saline pans existed without surface con-
nection with the Red Sea water. They occupy topographic
depressions below sea level, where seawater seepage through
beach sands, bioclasts, and coral rubbles was observed
through numerous seepage holes. The northern is an ephem-
eral halite pan which is floored with halite crusts during the
summer months. It has a length of 1 km, a width of 800 m, and
a water depth less than 50 cm. The southern is a permanent
gypsum pan, where gypsum and microbial mats are dominant
on its floor. It has a length of 3 km, width that ranges from 30
to 1500 m, and a water depth less than 150 cm. The south-
western margin of the gypsum pan is close to the Red Sea
coast, where a better communication is achieved through nu-
merous seepage points.

The northern and southern saline pans of Şarūm area are
formerly a supratidal sabkha and a coastal lagoon (Fig. 1b).
The latter is connected with the Red Sea via a narrow, inlet and
a narrow, shallow tidal creek that is closed by artificial alluvi-
um due to road construction of the main Red Sea road of
Jeddah–Jizan in the last 30 years. The Şarūm pans are consid-
ered as a former backreef lagoon. Some of their western and
eastern sides are bordered by old, raised coral reef terraces,
probably of Pleistocene age (Skipwith 1973; Al-Sayari and
Zotl 1978; Bahafzallah and El-Askary 1981; El-Sabrouti
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1983; Al-Washmi 1999; Mandurah and Aref 2012) with ele-
vations ranging from 1 to 2 m a.s.l. The other sides of the
lagoon are bordered by a low land (0.5–1 m a.s.l.) that is

composed of sand-sized alluvium and sabkha. The area is
developed rapidly to the present morphology due to restriction
of the inflowing water.
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Fig. 1 Location and surface sediments of Şarūm area. a Location of
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pan was a part of the sea, and the northern halite pan was a former
supratidal sabkha (data from Moore and Al-Rehaili 1989). c Surface
sediments of the saline pans of Şarūm and their surroundings

Arab J Geosci (2015) 8:8835–8851 8837



T
ab

le
1

C
on
ce
nt
ra
tio

n
va
lu
es

(m
g/
l)
of

th
e
m
aj
or

ca
tio

ns
,a
ni
on
s,
al
ka
lin

ity
an
d
T
D
S
,M

g/
C
a,
an
d
br
in
e
ty
pe
s
in

th
e
ha
lit
e
pa
n
an
d
gy
ps
um

pa
n,
Şa
rū
m

ar
ea

S
am

pl
e
nu
m
be
r

U
ni
ts

C
a2

+
M
g2

+
N
a+

K
+

S
O
4
−

C
O
3
−

H
C
O
3
−

C
l−

A
lk
al
in
ity

T
D
S

M
g/
C
a

B
ri
ne

ty
pe

H
al
ite

pa
n

1
m
g/
l

48
0.
96

15
07
.8
4

48
00

40
0

33
6.
2

90
14
3.
3

14
,2
15
.5

19
2.
65
4

29
,1
45

3.
13
5

C
a,
M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

24
12
4.
03

20
8.
8

10
.2
2

7
3

2.
34

40
1.
02

2
m
g/
l

26
0.
52

16
,0
26
.8
8

51
,4
00

61
00

11
,6
23
.4
4

0
42
7

21
1,
22
6

35
0.
28

35
9,
56
0

61
.5
2

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

13
13
18
.3
7

22
35
.9

15
5.
97

24
2

0
6.
99

59
58
.6
85

3
m
g/
l

64
1.
28

77
82
.4

49
,4
00

24
00

39
,8
17
.5

0
24
4

20
2,
35
1

20
0.
16

32
1,
20
4

12
.1
4

M
g,
so
di
um

,S
O
4
,c
hl
or
id
e

ep
m

32
64
0.
18

21
48
.9

61
.3
6

82
9

0
3.
99

57
08
.3
2

4
m
g/
l

30
0.
6

14
,9
32
.4
8

56
,0
00

46
00

59
07
.7
8

0
30
7

20
9,
45
2

25
0.
2

35
6,
23
2

49
.6
7

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

15
12
28
.3
4

24
36

11
7.
62

12
3

0
5.
03

59
08
.6
4

5
m
g/
l

52
5.
04

10
,0
17
.4
1

58
,2
00

44
00

18
25
.2

0
24
4

12
4,
27
5

20
0.
16

21
7,
23
5

19
.0
8

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

26
.2

82
4.
03

25
31
.7

11
2.
50

38
0

4
35
05
.8

6
m
g/
l

92
1.
84

74
41
.9
2

34
,8
04

24
04

14
89

0
15
2.
5

76
,4
48
.8

12
5.
1

15
0,
38
0

8.
02

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

46
61
2.
17

15
13
.9
7

61
.4
7

31
0

2.
5

21
56
.6
2

7
m
g/
l

20
0.
4

29
,2
08
.3
2

41
,6
00

88
00

28
33
.8

0
54
9

15
,2
72
6.
8

45
0.
36

29
3,
67
9

14
5.
75

K
,N

a,
m
ag
ne
si
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

10
24
02
.6
7

18
09
.6

22
5.
02

59
0

9
43
08
.4
23

8
m
g/
l

10
0.
2

40
,7
48
.1
6

25
,2
00

10
,8
00

42
26
.7

0
73
2

15
,9
97
.5

60
0.
48

37
5,
02
3

40
6.
67

K
,N

a,
m
ag
ne
si
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

5
33
51
.9
4

10
96
.2

27
6.
15

88
0

12
45
13
.5
3

9
m
g/
l

52
1.
04

11
,0
89
.9
2

34
,8
00

28
00

12
48
.8

0
30
5

92
,4
54
.7

25
0.
2

22
7,
95
4

21
.2
8

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

26
91
2.
25

15
13
.8

71
.5
9

26
0

5
26
08
.1
48

10
m
g/
l

12
0.
24

31
,5
67
.3
6

45
,6
00

76
00

21
61
.4

0
67
1

16
2,
45
3.
4

55
0.
44

35
2,
38
1

26
2.
54

N
a,
m
ag
ne
si
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

6
25
96
.7
3

19
83
.6

14
9.
33

45
0

11
45
82
.2

G
yp
su
m

pa
n

11
m
g/
l

16
07
.2
0

73
90
.8
4

40
,0
00

20
20

14
41

24
0

61
.6
1

88
,9
84

25
0.
70
04

18
8,
96
7

4.
6

K
,N

a,
m
ag
ne
si
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

80
.2

60
7.
97

17
40

51
.6
5

30
8

1.
00
9

25
10
.2
4

12
m
g/
l

80
1.
17

70
52
.8

38
,8
00

22
00

12
96
.8

12
0.
6

13
9.
99
5

78
,1
96
.4

21
5.
42

12
5,
34
0

8.
8

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

44
58
0.
16

16
87
.8

56
.2
5

27
2.
4

2.
29
4

22
05
.9
2

13
m
g/
l

10
82
.1
6

74
17
.6

36
,0
00

22
04

12
00
.7

12
0

13
7.
25

76
,4
25

21
2.
67

14
5,
76
3

6.
85

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

54
61
0.
17

15
66

56
.3
56

25
4

2.
24
9

21
55
.9
5

14
m
g/
l

16
03
.2

36
72
.3
2

16
,8
00

60
0

10
56
.7

0
15
2.
80
5

36
,4
16
.2

12
5.
35

89
,7
30

2.
29

C
a,
M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

80
30
2.
08

73
0.
8

15
.3
42

22
0

2.
5

10
27
.3

15
m
g/
l

17
23
.4
4

43
28
.9
6

29
,2
00

60
2

76
8.
5

0
21
9.
6

56
,8
31

18
0.
14
4

11
3,
63
1

2.
51

C
a,
M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

86
35
6.
1

12
70
.2

15
.3
9

16
0

3.
6

16
03
.2

16
m
g/
l

11
62
.3
2

73
93
.2
8

26
,4
00

10
00

21
61
.4

18
0.
66

20
0.
96

60
,4
04
.1

24
7.
97

12
2,
32
3

6.
36

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

58
60
8.
17

11
48
.4

25
.5
7

15
6.
02
14

3.
29
4

17
04

17
m
g/
l

12
42
.4
8

74
66
.2
4

32
,0
00

20
00

16
33

24
0.
75

39
.2
84

79
,9
78

23
2.
98
6

16
7,
38
3

6.
0

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

62
61
4.
17

13
92

51
.1
4

34
8.
02
3

0.
64
4

22
56
.1
8

18
m
g/
l

88
9.
77

28
16
.2
5

13
,0
00

60
4

43
2.
3

10
8

36
.6

34
,8
03
.3

12
0.
09
6

69
,6
00

3.
17

C
a,
M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

ep
m

44
.4

23
1.
66

56
5.
5

15
.4
4

9
3.
6

0.
6

98
1.
8

19
m
g/
l

11
62
.3
2

76
72
.9
6

37
,4
00

24
00

62
4.
4

24
1.
2

63
.4
4

79
,9
65
.6

25
3.
20
2

14
9,
40
2

6.
6

M
g,
so
di
um

ch
lo
ri
de

8838 Arab J Geosci (2015) 8:8835–8851



Climate and hydrography

The climate of Jeddah City is a hot arid desert type,
with scarce rainfall in the spring season. The maximum
temperature varies between 35.5 and 37.6 °C and the
minimum temperature varies between 20.9 and 25.3 °C. The
maximum humidity ranges between 78.6 and 84.6 %
and minimum humidity ranges between 14.6 and
17.0 % (MAW 2003). The mean evaporation ranges
between 10.0 and 12.0 mm/day, and the mean rainfall
varies between 1.1 and 7.3 mm (MAW 2003). The pre-
cipitation rate is about 55 mm/year. The wind is mostly
north to north-northwest throughout the year (Patzert
1974). Evaporation in the Red Sea is 2.04 m/year (Al-
Subhi 2012).

Tides in the Red Sea are oscillatory and semidiurnal. The
nodal point is at about 19° N where the tidal height is at its
lowest, but it fluctuates between 20 and 30 cm away from the
nodal point (Morcos 1970). Because of the small tidal range in
Jeddah area, the water during high tide seeps through numer-
ous holes to the topographic depression in the studied pans.
On the other hand, south of Jeddah in the Shuiaba area, the
water from the lagoon may cover the adjoining sabkhas as far
as 3 km, whereas north of Jeddah in the Al-kharrar area, the
sabkhas are covered by a thin sheet of water as far as 2 km.
Winter mean sea level is 50 cm higher than in summer. Waves
are generated by winds and tidal action. Water temperature
ranges between 25.5 and 31.0 °C, but higher temperatures
could be reached in the very shallow and isolated coastal areas
(Edwards 1987). The same fact applies to salinity which has
an average value of 39.2‰ but may exceed 40‰.

Sediment characteristics of the saline pans

Field examination of Şarūm area indicates that the saline pans
occupy the lowest topographic depressions that are
surrounded with wet supratidal sabkha, dry sandflat, and
Pleistocene carbonate sediments toward the higher topograph-
ic area (Fig. 1c). The Pleistocene carbonates form a mesa that
is composed of coral reefs, bivalves, and gastropods, 1–1.5 m
high, and at a distance of 15–30 m from the margin of the
gypsum pan (Fig. 2a). Some coral masses are standing out in
the gypsum pan and are encrusted with mushroom gypsum
mound (Fig. 2b). The dry sandflat area is composed of wind-
blown sand-sized quartz grains, in addition to sand and gravel-
sized bioclasts, coral debris, mollusk shells, and some
reworked gypsum crystals (Fig. 2c). The water table in the
dry sandflat exceeds 50 cm in depth. The wet, very soft,
sabkha area surrounds the saline pans and contains seepage
channels that are floored with green and yellow cyanobacterial
mats (Fig. 2d). Groundwater is located at a depth of less than
10 cm and may enclose small (<5 m2) and shallow (<20 cm)T
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depressions that are floored with gypsum crystals and micro-
bial mats. In general, the sabkha area is composed of thin,
buckled gypsum crusts that form elongated, polygonal ridges
associated with microbial mats that form a petee structure
(Fig. 2e). The peripheral, submerged part of the sabkha is
usually covered with varicolored cyanobacterial mats mixed
with gypsum crusts (Fig. 2f). The topmost gypsum crust con-
sists of rosette and prismatic crystals, underlain with green

cyanobacteria and dark gray, decayed subrecent microbial
mat and gypsum crystals (Fig. 2f). Gypsum and microbial
mats may develop into <50 cm in size, stromatolitic, single
and merged gypsum domes in a brine with 15 cm depth. The
brine is pinkish in color, with salinity that ranges from 80 to
175‰ and density that ranges from 1.08 to 1.12 g/cm3.

The halite pan is surrounded with sabkha sediments toward
the seaside and dry sandflat in the eastern side. Halite

e f

a b

c d

Fig. 2 Dry sandflat and wet sabkha area. a Branching coral from the
raised Pleistocene terrace facing the gypsum pan. b Coral heads are
encrusted with gypsum and forming mushroom and domal
morphologies. c Gastropod shells and other bioclasts form the dry
sandflat area. d Surface seepage of seawater floored with green

cyanobacteria, with beige, high area of gypsum mounds. e Petee
structure dominates the wet, sabkha area that surrounds the halite and
gypsum pans. f The sabkha sediments are composed of pink gypsum,
overlain with green and violet cyanobacteria-rich sediments that overlay a
black zone of decayed microbial mats rich in gypsum
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crystallized in the pan at the brine-air interface as a cumulation
of rafts and pyramidal hoppers (Fig. 3a) or at the floor of the
pan as chevrons and cornets (Fig. 3b). The halite crystals may
aggregate to form cauliflowers, mushrooms, and halite tables
(Fig. 3c). Some parts of the pan show a partial dissolution of
the halite crusts by low salinities, seawater seepage, and/or
rainfall to form microkarst pits and pipes (Fig. 3d).
Truncation surfaces are common between the halite layers
(Taj and Aref 2015). Measured salinity for the brines in the
halite pan exceeds 250‰, whereas the trickled seepage sea-
water within the pan has a salinity around 40‰.

The gypsum pan is surrounded with 3–17 m wide
area of old polygonal gypsum crusts that mark the
drowned level of the pan. The gypsum polygons form
elongated ridges parallel or less common normal to the
present shoreline of the pan (Fig. 3e). The ridges have a
smooth upper surface or inverted V-shaped, sharp tepee
crusts (Fig. 3f). At the shallow part of the gypsum pan,
similar 10–15-cm-thick, recent, polygonal gypsum
ridges (Fig. 3g) or individual domes (Fig. 2b) existed.
They are composed of interbedded, 1–5-cm-thick, gyp-
sum crusts and <5-mm-thin laminae of green to black
microbial mats. The gypsum crusts are composed of
fibrous and rosette gypsum crystals (Fig. 3h). The sa-
linity of flowing seawater seepage is 80‰ and its den-
sity is 1.08 g/cm3, in contrast to the measured values of
salinity 160–180‰ and density 1.12–1.13 g/cm3 for the
brine of the gypsum pan.

Results and discussion

Chemical composition of the brines

The distribution of the concentrations of the cations Na+, K+,
Ca2+, andMg2+; the anions Cl−, SO4

2−, and HCO3
−; TDS; and

alkalinity are presented in Figs. 4 and 5. The concentrations of
cations and anions are expressed in milligrams per liter. Na+

has the highest concentration with respect to the cations K+,
Mg2+, and Ca2+ in the halite and gypsum pans (Fig. 4a). Na+

concentration in the halite pan is relatively higher than that
found in the gypsum pan. Mg2+ concentration is next in abun-
dance, followed by K+, whereas very low concentration of
Ca2+ is recorded in most samples (Fig. 4a). For the anions,
the Cl− concentration is the highest, SO4

2− concentration is
very low, whereas the HCO3

− is the lowest (Fig. 4b).
However, the concentrations of Na+ and K+ increase to 58,
200 and 10,800 mg/l, respectively, toward the northeastern
part of the saline pans, i.e., toward the eastern part of the halite
pan (Fig. 5a, b). The Na+ and K+ concentrations decreased
toward the western and southern parts (16,000 and 500 mg/
l), respectively. The low values of Na+ concentration at the
western part of the saline pans are attributed to dilution from

Red Sea water and less evaporation compared to the north-
eastern part. Also, the low value of Na+ concentration in the
southern gypsum pan is due to low salinity of the pan (<120
‰), in comparison to the northern halite pan (>250‰). Also,
the volume of water body in the northern halite pan is much
smaller than those in the southern gypsum pan. Therefore, the
latter is less evaporated than the former. Because of the fact
that the halite and gypsum pans are located at a distance of
1400 and 150 m, respectively, from the Red Sea coast, it is
expected that the dilution from the Red Sea to the gypsum pan
is much higher than that in the halite pan.

The Ca2+ concentration increases to 1723 mg/l toward the
southern part of the saline pans (Fig. 5c). The Mg2+ and Cl−

(Fig. 5d, e) contents follow the same trend of Na+ concentra-
tion, i.e., they increase to 31,567 and 209,452 mg/l toward the
halite pan. The concentration of HCO3

− increases to 732 mg/l
toward the northeastern part of the gypsum pan (Fig. 5g) that
coincides with a decline in SO4

2− content (Fig. 5f). SO4
2−

reduction by bacteria may explain the increase in HCO3
−

and alkalinity and the decline in SO4
2− concentration in the

eastern part of the gypsum pan. The black nature of the
subrecent sediments at a depth of 5 cm (Fig. 3h) and the strong
smell of H2S gas in the eastern part of the gypsum pan may
confirm the reduction of SO4

2− by sulfate-reducing bacteria
and the liberation of H2S gas, similar to the observations by
Deng et al. (2010), Spadafora et al. (2010), and Glunk et al.
(2011). Also, the increase in HCO3

− content in the northeast-
ern part of the halite pan results from oxidation of organic
matter and reduction of SO4

2−. The dominance of microbial
mats in the gypsum and halite pans (Figs. 2f and 3h) may
explain the high values of HCO3

− and alkalinity and the rela-
tively lower values of SO4

2−.
The TDS concentration is highest 350,000 mg/l at the

northeastern part of the halite pan (Fig. 5h). The TDS concen-
tration is decreased to 150,380 mg/l at the western part of the
halite pan (Table 1 and Fig. 5h), which is compatible with
deposition of gypsum and flourishing of microbial mats and
the presence of numerous seawater seepage points (Fig. 2d).
In general, the TDS value of the gypsum pan is lower than that
in the halite pan (Table 1). The TDS value of the gypsum pan
ranges from 69,600 to 237,116 mg/l, whereas the TDS value
of the halite pan ranges from 150,380 to 359,560 mg/l
(Table 1). The exceptional low values of TDS in the gypsum
and halite pans are observed in the areas of seawater seepage.
The small surface area and the lower depth (<30 cm) of the
halite pan, in comparison to the large surface area and higher
depth (>150 cm) of the gypsum pan, are topographic factors
that control the volume of water, evaporation, and salinities of
these pans. Therefore, the higher water volume in the southern
gypsum pan leads to lower TDS values. Whereas the northern
halite pan is far from sea and has a lower water volume, there-
fore, low dilution and high evaporation rate are expected that
increase the salinity of its brine.
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Brine types

The ionic concentrations of the brines show the following
general pattern: Na+>Mg2+>Ca2+>K+ in sample number
1 (seawater) and sample numbers 14, 15, 16,17, 18, 19,
22, and 24 of the gypsum pan (Table 1), whereas Na+>

Mg2+>K+>Ca2+ was the pattern in samples 12, 13, 20,
21, and 23 of the gypsum pan and samples 2, 3, 4, 5, 6,
and 9 of the halite pan. In only four sample numbers—7,
8, 10, and 11—of the halite pan, the ionic concentrations
of the brine samples have the following general pattern:
Mg2+>Na+>K+>Ca2+. For the anions, the ionic concen-
trations in all samples of the halite and gypsum pans have
the following general pattern: Cl−>SO4

2−>HCO3
−. From

the concentration of the major ions, five types of brines
are recognized (Table 1). Most brine samples (five sam-
ples in the halite pan and eight samples in the gypsum
pan) are of Mg and sodium chloride water type.
Approximately, three to four samples have the following
brine types: Ca, Mg, sodium chloride; or Mg, sodium,
SO4, chloride; or K, Na, magnesium chloride. Whereas
only one sample from the halite pan is of Na and magne-
sium chloride water type.

Fig. 3 Halite and gypsum pans. a Thin, halite raft nucleates at the brine-
air interface in a small depression. b Halite cornets and chevrons grow at
the floor of the pan. c Growth of halite as cauliflowers at the floor of the
pan (red arrows), and as a table-like form near the brine surface (yellow
arrows). d Microkarst pits and pipes filled with clay and cubic halite
cement and cross the halite layers. e Polygonal gypsum ridges mark the
former shoreline of the retreat shore of the gypsum pan. f Large polygonal
tepee structure with inverted V-shaped crests. g Submerged, polygonal,
elongated gypsum ridges form at the margin of the gypsum pan. h Cross
section in the gypsum ridge, showing an upper white gypsum with green
cyanobacteria, and a lower black gypsum dominated with decayed
microbial mats

Halite pan Gypsum pan 

a

Halite pan Gypsum pan 

b

Ca2+

SO4
2+HCO3

-Cl -

Mg2+Na+K+
Fig. 4 a, b Concentration of the
major cations and anions (mg/l) in
the halite and gypsum pans,
Şarūm area

R
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Ion interrelationship

The correlation of the concentration values of cations,
anions, alkalinity, and TDS is shown in Fig. 6. The
correlation between Na+ and Cl− indicates a positive
relationship (Fig. 6a), as a result of the precipitation
of NaCl (halite) from the brine at high salinity. The
correlation between Ca2+ and Mg2+ indicates a negative
relationship (Fig. 6b). The depletion of the brines in
Ca2+ is due to precipitation of CaCO3 (calcite and ara-
gonite) and CaSO4⋅2H2O (gypsum). No pronounced re-
lationship is observed between Ca2+ and SO4

2−, despite
of the common precipitation of gypsum in the saline
pans (Fig. 6c). Most probably, the reduction of SO4

2−

by sulfate-reducing bacteria leads to further removal of
the SO4

2− from the brine, similar to the observation by
Deng et al. (2010), Spadafora et al. (2010), and Glunk
et al. (2011). The same interpretation may be applied to
the negative correlation between Ca2+ and HCO3

−

(Fig. 6d), where oxidation of organic matter and reduc-
tion of sulfate ions lead to the increase in HCO3

− and
alkalinity. The positive relationship between HCO3

− and
alkalinity confirms the role of sulfate-reducing bacteria
in the oxidation of organic matter and the increase of
HCO3

− and alkalinity (Fig. 6e). There is a strong posi-
tive relationship between TDS and Cl− (Fig. 6f) and
between TDS and Na+ (Fig. 6g) and a very strong re-
lation between TDS and SO4

2− (Fig. 6h). These positive
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relationships indicate that the TDS are mainly represent-
ed by chloride and sulfate ions.

The ratio Mg/Ca with respect to sample numbers and
TDS are shown in Fig. 7. It is clear that Mg/Ca is
greatly higher in the halite pan than that recorded in
the gypsum pan (Fig. 7a, b). The Mg/Ca ranges from
3.1 to 406.67 in the halite pan and 3.17 to 11.48 in the
gypsum pan (Table 1). The exceptional very high Mg
value in the halite pan is accompanying the very high
salinity of 375,023 mg/l which indicates that the brine
reaches the evaporation stage that will precipitate the
bittern salts MgCl2 and KCl minerals. The relatively

high Mg/Ca in the gypsum and halite pans allows the
dolomitization of the early calcite and aragonite crystals.

Brine evolution

The evolution of the brine of the Şarūm pans can be under-
stood using the analytical data obtained from brine samples as
a result of plotting the major cations and anions in the Piper
trilinear diagrams (Fig. 8a, b). The diagrams show that the
majority of brine samples of the halite pan are located in the
field NaCl type of water. Some samples fall in the MgNaCl-
type facies. Also, from the Piper plot, the alkali metals (Na+ +
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K+), and the alkaline earth elementMg2+ significantly exceeds
the alkaline earth element Ca2+, whereas the strong acid (Cl−)
greatly exceeds the weak acids (HCO3

− and CO3
2−) and the

strong acid (SO4
2−).

On the other hand, the Piper trilinear diagrams show that all
brine samples of the gypsum pan that have different salinities
are located in the field NaCl type of water. It appeared that all
brine samples in the gypsum pan have similar affinity and com-
position that are similar to the composition of seawater. The
deficiency of Ca2+ in the brines of the halite and gypsum pans is
due to its precipitation as calcite, aragonite, and gypsum. The
high value of Mg2+ may be precipitated as bittern salts in ex-
treme high evaporation and low humidity and also leads to
dolomitization of the early precipitated carbonate minerals.

Despite of the occasional rainfall in Jeddah area and its
surroundings, the chemical composition of the brine in the
studied saline pans is different from the chemical values of
the rainfall in Wadi Fatimah, east of Jeddah. On the other
hand, the chemical composition of the studied brine is similar
to the chemical composition of seawater as shown in the Piper
diagrams (Fig. 8). The chemical composition of rainwater in

Wadi Fatima has the following ionic concentration pattern:
Ca2+>Na+>Mg2+ and HCO3

−>SO4
2−>Cl− (Alyamani and

Hussein 1995). Ca2+ and HCO3
− are the dominant ions, indi-

cating that the rainwater character is of Ca2+ (HCO3)2 water
type (Sharaf 2013). The ionic concentration pattern of seawa-
ter in Şarūm area is as follows: Na+>Mg2+>Ca2+>K+ and
Cl−>SO4

2−>HCO3
−, which is nearly the same as the concen-

tration pattern of most samples. Therefore, the chemical char-
acters of the studied brines and seawater are similar, and they
are completely different with the chemical character of rain-
water. It is worth mentioning that the brine chemistry has been
modified and tends to reflect the chemical evolution from the
initial calcium carbonate and calcium sulfate deposition to
sodium chloride-dominant composition.

Genesis of the brines

Results of the chemical analyses were recalculated for both the
major cations and anions and plotted on Sulin graph (Fig. 9),
for interpretation of the origin of brine. It is clear that most of
the brine samples are located near the division line between
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Fig. 7 Relationship between
Mg/Ca and sample number (a)
and TDS (b)
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recent marine water and old marine water. All brine samples
from the halite pan are located in the old marine water origin
and of CaCl2 composition. Also, most of the brine samples of
the gypsum pan are located in the recent marine water origin
and of MgCl2 composition (Fig. 9). Therefore, the main sup-
ply to the saline pans is through seawater seepage. The CaCl2
nature of the brine of some brine samples may be related to
reaction of the seawater seepage with beach carbonate sedi-
ments. The contribution of freshwater throughWadi Fatima or
occasional rainfall has a minor effect on the composition of
the brine in the saline pans.

Conclusions

Sediment distribution in the saline pans and surrounding wet,
sabkha areas reflects the salinity and chemical characteristics
of the brines. Despite of the same climatic factors of evapora-
tion rate, rainfall, humidity, and wind speed over the pans,
their salinity levels fluctuated widely according to the amount
of seawater seepages, brine depth, surface area of the pans,
and their relative distance from the Red Sea shoreline. The
saline pans and wet sabkha areas contained seawater seeps
that continually supplied salts without introducing sufficient
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seawater to cause flushing. Contemporaneous formation of
microbial mats and deposition of gypsum and/or halite in the
gypsum and halite pans were controlled primarily by the sa-
linity of the depositing brines. Microbial mats dominate the
wet sabkha area at the western margin of the halite pan and
most parts of the gypsum pan at a salinity value below 80‰.
Gypsum crystallized in areas with salinity that ranges from 80
to 140‰. These salinity values were recorded in the sabkha
brines at the western margin of the halite pan and in most
brines of the gypsum pan. The increases of the salinity to
220‰ at the western part of the halite pan to 375‰ in its
eastern side favor dominant halite deposition.

Concomitant with the increases in salinity is the increase of
Na+, K+, Mg2+, and Cl− and the decrease of Ca2+, HCO3

−, and
SO4

2− in the residual brines of the saline pans. These are due
to the removal of Ca2+, HCO3

−, and SO4
2− ions from the

brines due to the precipitation of calcite, aragonite, and gyp-
sum. The remaining brines are still oversaturated with Na+ (+
K+) and Cl− ions which favor additional halite deposition. The
low value of SO4

2− and the relatively high values of HCO3
−

and alkalinity are most probably related to the role of sulfate-
reducing bacteria which led to the reduction of SO4

2− and
oxidation of organic matter. The very high values of Mg2+

are most probably related to the formation of MgCl2 brine at
the extreme high evaporation of the eastern part of the halite

pan. The order of cation dominance in most samples is Na+>
Mg2+>Ca2+>K+ and Na+>Mg2+>K+>Ca2+. Few brine sam-
ples in the halite pan have Mg2+>Na+>K+>Ca2+. The anion
dominance for all samples is Cl−>SO4

2−>HCO3
−. The dom-

inant brine type is Mg and sodium chloride, in addition to
minor types of Ca, Mg, sodium chloride; or Mg, sodium,
SO4, chloride; or K, Na, magnesium chloride. These brine
types indicate the dominant sodium chloride composition with
variable amounts of the ions Ca2+, K+, and Mg2+.

The brines of the saline pans have evolved from seawater
seepage rather than from direct rainfall, or inflow from shal-
low aquifer. Based on the hydrochemical characteristics of the
brines, the order of the dominance of cations and anions, and
the presence of seawater seepage points of similar salinity to
the Red Sea water (40‰), it is concluded that the brines of the
saline pans have evolved from the Red Sea water through
successive evaporation stages during formation of microbial
mats and deposition of gypsum and halite in the extremely
high evaporation status. Comparison of the sediment distribu-
tion and brine chemistry of the gypsum and halite pans is
useful for the interpretation of similar ancient evaporite de-
posits formed in coastal, saline pans.

Acknowledgments This project was funded by the Deanship of Scien-
tific Research (DSR), King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, under grant

MgCl2
Recent Marine Water

CaCl2
Old Marine Water

NaHCO3

Shallow Meteoric Water

NaSO4

Deep Meteoric Water

r(K+ + Na+) – rCl-

rSO4
2- < 1

= 1

> 1

102030405060708090100

100908070605040302010

r Mg2+

r SO4
2-

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20
10

r(
K

+ 
+ 

N
a+ ) 

–
rC

l-

r(K+ + Na+)

rCl-
= 1 rC

l- –
r(

K
+ 

+ 
N

a+ ) 

rCl- – r(K+ + Na+) 

rMg2-
> 1

= 1

< 1

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90
100

Brine sample for the halite pan

Brine sample for the gypsum pan

Sea water

Fig. 9 Sulin graph showing the origin and type of the brine, Şarūm area

Arab J Geosci (2015) 8:8835–8851 8849



No. 289 / 145 / 1432. The authors, therefore, acknowledge with thanks
the technical and financial support of DSR. Thanks are also extended to
the anonymous reviewers for their careful reading of the manuscript and
their valuable comments.

References

Al-Ahmadi ME (2013) Groundwater quality assessment in Wadi Fayd,
Western Saudi Arabia. Arab J Geosci 6:247–258

Al-Barakati AMA (2009) Water exchange of Sharm Obhur, Jeddah, Red
Sea. J K A U Mar Sci 20:49–58

Al-Barakati AMA (2011) A hydrographic study of Ras Hatiba Lagoon,
Red Sea. Int J Eng Technol IJET-IJENS 11:48–64

Al-Harbi O, Hussain G, Khan MM (2010) Hydrogeochemical processes
and isotopic characteristics of inland sabkha, Saudi Arabia. Asian J
Earth Sci 3(1):35–49

Alsaaran NA (2008) Origin and geochemical reaction paths of sabkha
brines: Sabkha Jayb Uwayyid, eastern Saudi Arabia. Arab J Geosci
1:63–74

Al-Sayari SS, Zotl JG (1978) Quaternary period in Saudi Arabia, V.I.
Springer-Verlag, Wein, 335 p

Al-Shaibani A (2013) Economic potential of brines of Sabkha Jayb
Uwayyid, Eastern Saudi Arabia. Arab J Geosci 6:2607–2618

Al-Subhi AM (2012) Estimation of evaporation rates in the southern Red
Sea based on the AVHRR sea surface temperature data. J KAUMar
Sci 23(1):77–89

Al-Washmi HA (1999) Sedimentological aspects and environmental con-
ditions recognized from the bottom sediments of Al-Kharrar
Lagoon, Eastern Red Sea coastal plain, Saudi Arabia. J K A U
Mar Sci 10:71–87

Al-Washmi HA (2003) Sediment distribution pattern in the Al-Shuaiba
Lagoon, Red Sea coast of Saudi Arabia. Qatar Univ Sci J 23:5–22

Alyamani MS (1999) Physio-chemical processes on groundwater chem-
istry, under arid climatic conditions, western province, Saudi Arabia.
Project No. 203/418. King Abdulaziz Uni, Jeddah

Alyamani MS (2007) Effects of cesspool system on groundwater quality
of shallow bedrock aquifers in the recharge area of Wadi Fatimah,
Western Arabian Shield, Saudi Arabia. J Environ Hydrol 15, paper 8

Alyamani MS, Hussein MT (1995) Hydrochemical study of groundwater
in recharge area, Wade Fatimah basin, Saudi Arabia. Geol J 37(1):
81–89

Alyamani MS, Bazuhair AS, Bayumi TH, Al-Sulaiman K (1996)
Application of environmental isotope on groundwater study in the
western province, Saudi Arabia. Project No. 005/413. King
Abdulaziz University, Jeddah

APHA (American Public Health Association) (2005) Standard methods
for the examination of water and wastewater, 20th edn. APHA-
AWWA-WET, Washington

Bahafzallah AAK, El-Askary MA (1981) Sedimentological and micro-
paleontological investigations of the beach sands around Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia. J K A U Earth Sci 4:25–42

Bahafzullah AAK, Fayed LA, Kazi A, Al-Saify M (1993) Classification
and distribution of the Red Sea coastal sabkha near Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia. Carbonates Evaporites 8:23–38

Banat KM, Howari FM, Kadi KA (2005) Water chemical characteristics
of the Red Sea coastal sabkhas and associate evaporite and carbon-
ate minerals. J Coast Res 21(5):1068–1081

Basaham AS (1998) Distribution and behavior of some heavy metals in
the surface sediments of Al-Arbaeen lagoon, Jeddah, Red Sea coast.
J K A U Earth Sci 10:59–71

Basyoni MH (1997) Sedimentological and hydrochemical characteristics
of Al-Lith sabkha, Saudi Arabia. J K A U Earth Sci 9:75–86

Basyoni MH, Mousa BM (2009) Sediment characteristics, brine chemis-
try and evolution of Murayr Sabkha, Arabian (Persian) Gulf, Saudi
Arabia. Arab J Sci Eng 34(2A):95–123

Deng S, Dong H, Lv G, Jiang H, Yu B, Bishop ME (2010) Microbial
dolomite precipitation using sulfate reducing and halophilic bacte-
ria: results from Qinghai Lake, Tibetan Plateau, NW China. Chem
Geol 278:151–159

Edwards AJ (1987) Climate and oceanography. In: Edwards AJ, Head
SM (eds) Red Sea. Pergamon Press, Oxford, pp 45–69

El SayedMA (2002) Nitrogen and phosphorus in the effluent of a sewage
treatment station on the eastern Red Sea coast: daily cycle, flux and
impact on the coastal area. Int J Environ Stud 59:73–94

El-Rayis OA, Moammar MO (1998) Environmental conditions of two
Red Sea coastal lagoons in Jeddah. 1. Hydrochemistry. J K AUMar
Sci 9:31–47

El-Sabrouti MA (1983) Texture and mineralogy of the surface sediments
of SharmObhur, West Red Sea Coast of Saudi Arabia. Mar Geol 53:
103–116

Glunk C, Dupraz C, Braissant O, Gallagher KL, Verrecchia EP, Visscher
PT (2011) Microbially mediated carbonate precipitation in a hyper-
saline lake, Big Pond (Eleuthera, Bahamas). Sedimentology 58:
720–738

Herczeg AL, Dogramaci SS, Leaney FW (2001) Origin of dissolved salts
in a large, semi-arid groundwater system: Murray Basin. Mar
Freshw Res 52:41–52

Lowenstein TK, Hardie LA (1985) Criteria for the recognition of salt-pan
evaporites. Sedimentology 32:627–644

Macumber PG (1991) Interaction between groundwater and surface sys-
tems in northern Victoria. Victoria Department of Conservation and
Environment, Melbourne, 345 pp

Mandurah MH, Aref MAM (2012) Lithostratigraphy and standard
microfacies types of the Neogene carbonates of Rabigh and Ubhur
areas, Red Sea coastal plain of Saudi Arabia. Arab J Geosci 5:1317–
1332

MAW (Ministry of Agriculture and Water) (2003) Yearly report on agri-
culture and water, 2002, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia, Riyadh

Moore TA, Al-Rehaili MHA (1989) Geologic map of the Makkah
Quadrangle, sheet 21D, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Ministry of
Petroleum and Mineral Resources, Jeddah

Morcos SA (1970) Physical and chemical oceanography of the Red Sea.
Oceanogr Mar Biol Annu Rev 8:73–202

Patzert WC (1974) Wind-induced reversal in Red Sea circulation. Deep-
Sea Res 21:109–121

Qari MHT (2009) Geomorphology of Jeddah Governorate, with empha-
sis on drainage systems. J K A U Earth Sci 20(1):93–116

Radke LC, Howard KWF (2007) Influence of groundwater on the evap-
orative evolution of saline lakes in the Wimmera of south-eastern
Australia. Hydrobiologia 591:185–205

Radke LC, Howard KWF, Gell PA (2002) Chemical diversity in south-
eastern Australian Lakes I: geochemical causes.Mar FreshwRes 53:
941–959

Sabtan AA, ShehataWM (2003) Hydrogeology of Al-Lith Sabkha, Saudi
Arabia. J Asian Earth Sci 21:423–429

SabtanAA, ShehataWM, El-MahdyOR (1997) Assessment of economic
potentialities of sabkhah brines, Western Region, Saudi Arabia.
Technical report submitted to King Abdulaziz University, Project
No. 415/138, 221 pp

Sharaf MAM (2013) Major elements hydrochemistry and groundwater
quality of Wadi Fatimah, West Central Arabian Shield, Saudi
Arabia. Arab J Geosci 6:2633–2653

Skipwith P (1973) The Red Sea and coastal plain of the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia, Saudi Arabian Directorate General of Mineral
Resources, Technical Record TR-1973-1, 149 pp

8850 Arab J Geosci (2015) 8:8835–8851



Spadafora A, Perri E, Mckenzie J, Vasconcelos C (2010) Microbial bio-
mineralization processes formingmodern Ca:Mg carbonate stromat-
olites. Sedimentology 57:27–40

Spencer CH, Vincent PL (1984) Bentonite resources potential and geol-
ogy of Cenozoic sediments, Jeddah region. Saudi Arabia Deputy
Ministry for Mineral Resources, Open File Report BRGM-OF-04-
31, 60 pp

Taj R, Aref MA (2015) Structural and textural characteristics of surface
halite crusts of a supratidal, ephemeral halite pan, South Jeddah, Red
Sea Coast, Saudi Arabia. Facies. doi:10.1007/s10347-014-0426-0

Turki AJ (2007) Metal speciation (Cd, Cu, Pb and Zn) in sediments from
Al Shabab Lagoon, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. J K A UMar Sci 18:191–
210

Turki AJ, Mudarris MSA (2008) Bacteria and nutrients as pollution indi-
cators in the Al-Nawrus recreational lagoon, Jeddah. J K A U Mar
Sci 19:77–93

Arab J Geosci (2015) 8:8835–8851 8851

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10347-014-0426-0

	Hydrochemistry, evolution, and origin of brines in supratidal saline pans, south Jeddah, Red Sea coast, Saudi Arabia
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methodology
	Study area
	Climate and hydrography
	Sediment characteristics of the saline pans
	Results and discussion
	Chemical composition of the brines
	Brine types
	Ion interrelationship
	Brine evolution
	Genesis of the brines

	Conclusions
	References


