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Abstract. Water isotopes are a tool of choice for assessing
travel time distributions of water in soils, aquifers and rivers.
However, the question of whether different water isotopes tag
the same travel time distributions of the water molecule, or
whether the inferred travel time distribution is specific to the
chosen water isotope, remains under debate. Here we con-
jecture that the latter is correct. We state that (a) travel time
distributions of water and any tracer reflect the spectrum of
fluid velocities and diffusive/dispersive mixing between the
flow lines connecting the system in- and outlet, and (b) the
diffusion coefficients of deuterium, tritium and 18O differ by
as much as 10 %. Using particle tracking simulations, we
show that these differences do indeed affect the variance of
the travel time distribution – as one would expect for well-
mixed advective-dispersive transport. Moreover, our simula-
tions suggest that in the case of imperfect mixing, also the
average travel time becomes sensitive to the differences in
diffusion coefficients. We find that when advective trapping
occurs in low conductive zones, an isotope with a smaller dif-
fusion coefficient remains there for longer times compared to
a substance exhibiting faster diffusion. This implies that for
imperfectly mixed transport, average transit times ultimately
increase with a decreasing diffusion coefficient: deuterium
has the longest average travel time, followed by tritium, fol-
lowed by 18O. Depending on the type of simulated system,
we find differences in average travel times ranging from 10 d
to more than 2 years. As these differences are in relative
terms usually of order 5 %–10 %, one might erroneously ex-

plain them as measurement errors. Our findings suggest in-
stead that these relative differences are physics based and
may reach up to 50 % for strongly heterogeneous systems,
persisting and even growing with increasing space and time
scales rather than being averaged out. We thus conclude that
travel time distributions inferred from O-H isotopes of the
water molecule are conditioned by the chosen water isotope.

1 Introduction

Travel or transit time distributions play a key role in contam-
inant leaching from the partially saturated zone into ground-
water (Sternagel et al., 2021; Klaus et al., 2013, 2014) and
stream flow chemistry in general (Kirchner et al., 2000). As
early as 1982, Simmons (1982) and Jury (1982) introduced
the concept of travel time and travel distance distributions
into soil physics, to acknowledge that field observations of
solute transport were frequently inconsistent with predictions
of the advection-dispersion model. When injecting a tracer
pulse into the soil, the normalized concentration as function
of depth characterizes the distribution of travel distances at
a fixed time, while the time series of the normalized concen-
tration observed at a constant depth yields the distribution
of times the molecules need to travel to this depth (TTD).
Recalling the theory of linear systems, Simmons (1982) and
Jury (1982) advocated the TTD, also often referred to as so-
lute breakthrough curve (BTC), as the transfer function for
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simulating solute breakthrough to a given depth. In line with
this approach, Barnes and Bonell (1996) applied unit hydro-
graph techniques to predict solute transport in catchments.

The charm of this approach is that by using alternative
transfer functions, one can step beyond the limitations of
advective-dispersive transport. The latter is also called Fick-
ian transport and reflects the case of perfect mixing, wherein
chemical species visit the entire domain and thus experi-
ence the entire spectrum of fluid velocities “many” times.
In this case, the central limit theorem applies, and normally
distributed transport distances emerge and the variance in
travel distances grows linearly with time (Roth and Ham-
mel, 1996). Simmons (1982) showed that a stochastic con-
vective transfer function is well suited to simulate solute
transport in the yet imperfectly mixed near field, where the
variance in travel distance grows with the squared transport
time. The general drawback here is that transfer function ap-
proaches require linearity and thus a time invariant velocity
field. However, water flow velocities do change nonlinearly
with soil water content, which means that TTD are condi-
tional to (changing) soil water contents and rainfall forc-
ings. This explains notably why transfer function approaches
are (despite their mathematical appeal) of low practical rele-
vance to predict solute leaching in soils.

Strikingly, the concept of travel time distributions was
used even earlier in groundwater and catchment systems as
reported by Eriksson (1958) and Bolin and Rodhe (1973).
Furthermore, Berkowitz and Scher (1995) introduced the
continuous time domain random walk to simulate Fickian
and non-Fickian transport of chemical species, which es-
sentially uses transfer functions characterizing travel time
distributions of solutes inferred from observed BTCs; see
Berkowitz et al. (2006) for a detailed introduction. Naturally,
travel or transit time distributions can also be defined for en-
tire river basins (McGlynn et al., 2002, 2003; Weiler et al.,
2003; Hrachowitz et al., 2009, 2016; Benettin et al., 2015,
2018; Rodriguez et al., 2018, 2021), because catchments or
watersheds drain the collected precipitation to their stream
outlet or release it via evapotranspiration. The defined “in-
let” for rainfall and tracers is hence the catchment surface/-
soil surface, while the defined outlet is either the riparian
zone when focusing on transit times of streamflow or the
soil-vegetation system to infer transit times of evaporation
and transpiration. As flow velocities in the stream are several
orders of magnitude larger relative to those prevailing in the
subsurface domain, tracer observations at the catchment out-
let yield a very good (lumped) approximation of the transit
time distribution of water and chemical species through the
catchment system into the stream.

Early attempts to predict stream flow chemistry and re-
lated transit times relied also on transfer functions (Barnes
and Bonell, 1996; McGuire and McDonnell, 2006) and natu-
rally faced the same problems of state-dependent and season-
ally varying travel time distributions. To overcome this prob-
lem, Hrachowitz et al. (2013) proposed using mixing coeffi-

cients, while Harmann (2015) and Rinaldo et al. (2015) intro-
duced the concept of age ranked storage in combination with
StoreAgeSelection (SAS) functions for inferring travel time
distributions of stream flow. This requires the numerical so-
lution of the Master Equation, i.e., the catchment water bal-
ance for each time and each age (Rodriguez and Klaus, 2019)
alongside an appropriate selection of the functional form of
SAS-function(s), e.g., as a gamma or beta distribution (Hra-
chowitz et al., 2011; Klaus et al., 2015; Rodriguez and Klaus,
2019; van der Velde et al., 2015) and their weights. Recent
work reveals that this approach is even suited to capture fin-
gerprints of preferential flow in the partially saturated zone
(Türk et al., 2026). A closer look reveals that the use of mix-
ing coefficients is functionally similar to the SAS approach
using piece-wise linear age sampling distributions, as shown
by Hrachowitz et al. (2016).

Any attempt to infer travel time distributions requires, es-
sentially, the use of tracers; clearly water isotopes play a key
role here as they provide a time-continuous source of infor-
mation for this purpose at the pedon (Sprenger et al., 2016)
and the catchment scales (McGlynn et al., 2002; Weiler et al.,
2003; Klaus et al., 2013; Sprenger et al., 2016). Yet to date,
a controversial debate prevails as to whether different water
isotopes yield information on the same travel time distribu-
tion. Rodriguez et al. (2021) found different median travel
times of deuterium (1.77 years) and tritium (2.19 years) in
the 42 ha large Weierbach catchment in Luxembourg using
an SAS approach combining three different age distribu-
tion functions. However, the authors considered these dif-
ferences as unphysical, because they assign two times to
“the same water molecule” and explained these differences
by mere measurement uncertainty. However, Stewart et al.
(2010, 2021) report that average travel times inferred from
18O and tritium might differ more than one year and argued
that these differences are significant and physics based. More
recent work of Wang et al. (2023) reported that the water
ages and transit time distributions inferred from 18O and 3H
using the SAS approach were largely consistent, while re-
lated differences appeared substantial when using a convolu-
tion model approach. Obviously, comparative studies must
be very precise about their underlying methods for infer-
ring travel times, to ensure that they are comparing the same
quantities.

Here we conjecture that travel time distributions are in-
deed specific to the chosen water isotope. More specifically,
we argue that (a) TTDs reflect the spectra of fluid velocities
along the flowlines of variable lengths as well as diffusive
and/or dispersive mixing among them, and (b) the diffusion
coefficients of deuterium (D2O or HDO), tritium (HTO) and
18O (18OH2) differ by as much as 10 %. At the pore scale,
one would thus naturally expect differences, as the under-
lying transport process is essentially advective-diffusive. At
larger scales, one can observe either Fickian or non-Fickian
transport. Fickian transport reflects, as already stated, the
asymptotic case of perfect mixing, characterized by normally
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distributed transport distances in line with the advection-
dispersion equation. However, the time scale for diffusive
mixing between flow lines grows with a declining diffusion
coefficient of a tracer, as detailed in Sect. 2.1. We thus ar-
gue that differences in diffusion coefficients of water iso-
topes should hence affect dispersion and thus the variance of
travel times, with slower diffusion causing larger variances.
However, in case of perfect mixing one would not expect
differences in average travel times, because for advective-
dispersive transport the latter is controlled solely by the aver-
age fluid velocity, which does not depend on molecular dif-
fusion nor on the dispersion coefficient.

Here we conjecture that in the case of imperfect mix-
ing, the average travel time becomes sensitive to differences
in diffusion coefficients as well, as detailed in Sect. 2.1.
Anomalous transport can manifest through skewed travel
distance distributions leading to a faster first arrival and/or
a longer tailing compared to Fickian transport (Levy and
Berkowitz, 2003; Edery et al., 2014, 2015; Dentz et al.,
2023). Recent experimental work of Elhanati et al. (2025) in-
vestigating the breakthrough of deuterium and Br− through
saturated columns containing uniform and heterogeneous ar-
rangements of porous media revealed very similar behav-
ior of both tracers, and quantitative analysis demonstrated
clearly non-Fickian transport with long tailing of break-
through curves. Motivated by these findings and the discus-
sion between Stewart et al. (2010, 2021) and Rodriguez et
al. (2021), we use physically based numerical simulations to
test our conjecture. To this aim, we explore the sensitivity
of travel time distributions to the changes in diffusion co-
efficients, comparing transport of tritium (HTO), deuterium
(HDO), and 18OH2 through media with different types and
levels of heterogeneity.

2 Background and numerical Simulations

2.1 Background: Solute transport in porous media in a
nutshell

Before detailing the numerical experiments, we briefly re-
visit the theory of dissolved matter transport, to justify our
conceptual and numerical simulation approach. In the sim-
plest case, i.e., dissolved transport of an inert (non-reactive,
conservative) substance through a fluid at rest is solely con-
trolled by molecular diffusion. According to Fick’s law, the
solute flux j (kg s−1 m2) is the product of the molecular dif-
fusion coefficient, Dmol (m2 s−1), and the gradient in solute
concentration, C (kg m−3):

j =−Dmol∇C. (1)

Einstein (1905) showed that molecular diffusion is an effec-
tive, macroscopic fingerprint of Brownian motion. Molecular
diffusion (Dmol) grows with the absolute temperature but de-
creases with increasing viscosity of the fluid and increasing

diameter of the molecule. Moreover, it is well known that
for a fluid at rest and assuming an initial delta distribution
of the substance, the travel distance obeys Gaussian distri-
bution, centered at the origin (Einstein, 1905). The variance
of travel distance grows linearly with time t (s), while the
molecular diffusion coefficient is the growth factor.

When the fluid moves with constant and spatially homo-
geneous velocity, v (m s−1), the solute flux is the sum of an
advective and a diffusive component:

j = vC−Dmol∇C. (2)

This is what is meant when loosely stating that the “solute
velocity” is not equal to the fluid velocity. The distribution
of travel distances still obeys a Gaussian behavior, its vari-
ance increases proportionally to Dmol and t , while the mean
travel distance grows with v t . This is the well-known case of
advection-diffusion.

In line with Einstein’s argument and Roth and Hammel
(1996), we note that dispersion is a macroscopic, effective
fingerprint of lateral diffusive mixing of solutes between
flowlines of different fluid velocities. Recalling that wa-
ter flow in an individual soil pore can be characterized by
Hagen-Poiseuille law, this can be effectively visualized by
discussing the migration of a tracer pulse injected into a pore
of radius r (m) and travelling through the parabolic veloc-
ity field. Figure 1 displays the three main states of Taylor-
Aris dispersion, which were all inferred from particle track-
ing simulations (see Sect. 2.2) through a parabolic flow field
with mean velocity of v = 10−4 m s−1. For times t much
smaller than the diffusive mixing time scale, tmix =

2r2

Dmol
,

tracer molecules migrate along the same flowline and their
displacement mirrors essentially the parabolic flow field (Fig.
1a). In this so-called near field, transport is essentially deter-
ministic and the variance in travel distance scales with t2,
as shown in Fig. 1e and f for small transport times. How-
ever, the non-uniform displacements in x directions cause
a transversal concentration gradient between the flowlines,
which is gradually depleted by transversal diffusive mixing
from fast to slow flowlines and vice versa (see Fig. 1b for
t = tmix). For times much larger than the diffusive mixing
time, all molecules experience the entire velocity field many
times and the central limit theorem applies (Fig. 1c).

The comparison of the travel distance distribution inferred
from the particles to the Gaussian distribution in Fig. 1c
corroborates that indeed a Gaussian travel time distribution
emerges. The mean travel distance grows with the spatially
averaged fluid velocity, v, and t (Fig. 1d). The variance of
travel times now grows linearly with t and the slope is the
macro-dispersion coefficient D (Fig. 1e, f). For Taylor-Aris
dispersion in a cylindrical pore with radius r , the dispersion
coefficient shows the following dependency:

D ∼
v2r2

Dmol
. (3)
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Figure 1. The three stages of Taylor-Aris dispersion in a capillary tube pore with radius r (m) as a function of the diffusive mixing time scale
tmix = 2r/Dmol: (a) near field for t � tmix, intermediate state for t = tmix (b) and well mixed far field for t � tmix (c). Variance of particle
transport distances as a function of time for Dmol = 1× 10−6 m2 s−1 (e) and Dmol = 1× 10−7 m2 s−1 (f). All graphs were inferred from
transport simulations based on particle tracking.

The key point is that D grows linearly with D−1
mol. Figure 1

corroborates for the simulated transport of two different trac-
ers withDmol of 1×10−7 (Fig. 1e) and 1×10−6 m2 s−1 (Fig.
1f). Diffusion that is slower by a factor of 10 causes not only
a ten times larger dispersion coefficient: it also implies that
it takes ten times longer to reach the well-mixed advective-
dispersive case and that the variance in travel distances in-
creases ten times faster with time.

Of course, we acknowledge that dispersion in a real-world
porous medium relates to the variability in pore sizes and
that the geometry and tortuosity of soil pores is clearly more

complex than the above example. Naturally, this implies that
dispersion in a porous medium shows a qualitatively differ-
ent behavior. In one dimension, the dispersion coefficient is
proportional to the product of the average flow velocity, v,
(not v2), and the dispersivity of the porous medium. The lat-
ter characterizes the length scale of heterogeneities (Bear,
1972; Dentz et al., 2023). Yet we argue that Taylor disper-
sion and Hagen-Poiseuille flow occur in each individual soil
pore. This implies the lateral diffusive mixing times for iso-
topic tracers will be different due to their different diffusion
coefficients, meaning that we expect the tracer with lower
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diffusion coefficient will experience a stronger longitudinal
dispersion. We thus conjecture that the variance of travel
distances and travel times will, nevertheless, grow with a
decreasing molecular diffusion coefficient. However in the
case of perfect mixing, we do not expect that different iso-
topes will show different mean travel times, simply because
advective-dispersion transport relies on a linear superposi-
tion of advective and dispersive solute flux, and the average
flow velocity v is not affected by changes in the diffusion
coefficient.

j =

advective solute flux︷︸︸︷
vC −

dispersive solute flux︷ ︸︸ ︷
D∇C . (4)

Instead, we propose that the independence of the aver-
age transit time from the diffusion coefficient no longer
holds when non-Fickian transport occurs. The latter breaks
the symmetry of the Gaussian travel distance distribution
(Bloschl and Zehe, 2005), because molecules are either
trapped in low conductive bottlenecks for very long times,
and/or are traveling along rapid preferential flow paths leav-
ing the system after very short times (Berkowitz and Zehe,
2020; Wienhöfer et al., 2009). As an important implication of
the long tailing, the travel time distribution becomes skewed
and in the case of advective trapping in low conductive bot-
tlenecks, one might expect that an isotope with a smaller dif-
fusion coefficient stays in the bottlenecks for longer times
compared to an isotope which exhibits faster diffusion. This
could imply that in case of non-Fickian transport average
transit times grow with a decreasing diffusion coefficient.

2.2 Transport simulations and numerical experiments

To shed light on the role of the different diffusion co-
efficients of deuterium, tritium and O18 for the transit
time distributions, we simulated advective-diffusive trans-
port through steady-state flow fields in two dimensional
saturated domains of increasing heterogeneity, comparing
the transport of the three different water isotopes. Their
respective diffusion coefficients in water at a tempera-
ture of 25 °C are, according to Devel (1962) and Wang
et al. (1952), DHDO = 2.25× 10−9 m2 s−1, DHTO = 2.44×
10−9 m2 s−1 and D18OH2

= 2.66×10−9 m2 s−1. For the case
of HTO we chose to ignore its radioactive decay, to assure
that optional differences in average travel times stem only
from the differences in diffusion coefficients.

In all investigated cases we used particle tracking to simu-
late isotope transport in combination with the respective flow
fields. The particle advancement, 1s (m), being character-
ized by the Langevin equation, starting from a given particle
location at time ti :

1s(x,y)= v [s (ti)]1t + ξ
√

2Dmol1t (5)

The first term characterizes advective displacement, depend-
ing on the two dimensional (2d) fluid velocity vector v, and

the time step 1t . The second term denotes the diffusive dis-
placement, which scales with a modulus of

√
2Dmol1t times

a standard normally distributed random number ξ .
Three different model scenarios, A, B, and C, are exam-

ined, accounting for different types of hydraulic conductivity
fields and heterogeneities. In all cases tested, the dependence
of the simulations on the chosen number of particles com-
pared N = 104, 5× 104, 105 and 2× 105; results were inde-
pendent of N at particle numbers larger than 105. In all cases
fluid velocities were interpolated to the particle position us-
ing inverse distance weighting.

2.2.1 Scenario A: Isotope transport through a
homogeneous medium with an embedded lower
permeable lens

Scenario A was inspired by the experimental work of El-
hanati et al. (2025) investigating the breakthrough of deu-
terium and Br− through homogeneous, uniformly packed
sand columns and sand columns with an embedded lower
permeable lens (Fig. 2, Scenario A). We simulated steady
flow through a 1 m by 10 m block using the following con-
figurations:

A1.1 – a sandy saturated soil with hydraulic conductiv-
ity Ks = 1× 10−5 m s−1 and porosity of 0.4, surround-
ing a less conductive lens (Fig. 2) with hydraulic con-
ductivity of Ks = 10−9 m s−1.

A.1.2 – same configuration as A1.1, while the less
conductive lens has a hydraulic conductivity of Ks =

10−8 m s−1

A2.1 – a saturated loess soil with hydraulic conductiv-
ityKs = 1×10−7 m and porosity of 0.46, surrounding a
less conductive lens (Fig. 2) with hydraulic conductivity
of Ks = 10−9 m s−1.

A2.2 – same configuration as A2.1, while the less
conductive lens has a hydraulic conductivity of Ks =

10−8 m s−1.

In all cases, we used a discretization of 0.2 m by 0.2 m, a
permeameter type of boundary condition with a head gra-
dient of 0.05 m m−1, and calculated the flow field using the
model CATLFOW (Zehe et al., 2001). CATFLOW is a phys-
ically based model to simulate the water balance and subsur-
face transport at hillslope scale. CATFLOW simulates sub-
surface water dynamics based on the two dimensional Darcy-
Richards equation using curvilinear orthogonal coordinates.
The equation is solved using a mass conservative Picard iter-
ation (Celia et al., 1990) with adaptive time stepping. While
the model also accounts for overland flow, evaporation and
transpiration and solute transport, we omit details here as we
make use solely of the simulated steady state flow fields. The
flow fields were generated using no-flow boundary condi-
tions on the horizontal domain boundaries. Using these flow
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fields, we simulated advective diffusive transport by means
of particle tracking according to Eq. (5) and time steps of 1 h
and 105 particles. As scenario A is partly an upscaled version
of the medium that Elhanati et al. (2025) used in their ex-
periments, we expect that non-Fickian transport will emerge
in line with their experimental findings. However, it was not
possible to reconstruct the exact hydraulic conductivities of
these experiments, so that we expect similar qualitative be-
havior but not a one-to-one correspondence.

2.2.2 Scenario B: Isotope transport through a
two-layered aquifer at different head gradients

In scenario B, we simulated advective-diffusive solute trans-
port in a simple two-layer aquifer system of 2 m total height
and a length of either 10 m (B1) or 5 m (B2). The layers with
a height of 1 m are homogeneous but differ by their saturated
hydraulic conductivity of Ks = 10−6 and 10−8 m s−1. Both
layers were exposed to the same head gradient, which was
first set to dH/dx = 0.05 and then to dH/dx = 0.5 to com-
pare overall four different Peclet numbers. Transport of deu-
terium, tritium and 18O with their diffusion coefficients was
simulated using a pulse input of 105 particles through the left
upstream domain, while no-flow conditions were assigned to
the two horizontal domain boundaries. Time stepping was set
to one hour.

2.2.3 Scenario C: Isotope transport through a
stochastic heterogeneous aquifer with increasing
variance in hydraulic conductivity

In scenario C (Fig. 2, Scenario C; Fig. 3), we revisited steady-
state fluid flow within two-dimensional, stochastic heteroge-
neous media with moderate (var= 1), intermediate (var= 3)
and strong variance (var= 5) in the hydraulic conductivity
from the study of Zehe et al. (2021). The 60 m long and 20 m
wide domain was discretized into 0.2 m by 0.2 m elements.
Flow was driven by total difference 1H = 10 m, from the
left upstream boundary to the right downstream boundary,
while no-flow conditions were assigned to the two horizontal
domain boundaries. We used random and yet statistically ho-
mogeneous, isotropic Gaussian fields of three different vari-
ance of ln(K), namely 1, 3 and 5 generated with the sequen-
tial Gaussian simulator GCOSIM3D (Gómez-Hernández et
al., 1997) and a correlation length of 1 m. Advective diffusive
transport was again simulated using particle tracking accord-
ing to Eq. (5).

Our previous work showed that these media were highly
susceptible to preferential flow and transport, while one
could observe a stronger funneling into preferential flow
paths with increasing variance (Edery et al., 2014; Zehe et
al., 2021), as visualized in Fig. 3. For the particle tracking we
used simulated flow fields for an average hydraulic conduc-
tivity ofKs = 10−7 m s−1 orKs = 10−6 m s−1 to account for

two different Peclet numbers, injecting 105 particles at the
upstream left boundary and using hourly time steps.

3 Results

3.1 Travel time distributions inferred from scenario A

While scenario A did not generally yield distinct differences
in the simulated travel time distribution for different isotopic
tracers, we found for all scenarios travel time distributions
with longer tails. Figure 4 shows this exemplarily for sce-
narios A2.1 and A2.2 (the conductive embedding) by com-
paring their travel time distributions, derived from the accu-
mulated normalized breakthrough curves (CBTC), using the
transport through the homogeneous medium without a clay
lens as a well mixed, Gaussian reference. This reveals, in
line with the experimental evidence of Elhanati et al. (2025),
a clearly non-Fickian travel time distribution with an earlier
first arrival and significantly longer tailing compared to the
Gaussian reference (black line, Fig. 4). In addition, Table 1
provides the mean travel time (mean(T )), its standard devia-
tion (SD(T )), as well as the 10 %, 20 % 50 %, 75 % and 90 %
quantiles (T10, T25, T50, T75, T90). Case 2.1 (solid green)
has clearly the smallest average travel time, due to the faster
first arrival, while it has also a larger standard deviation and
a longer tailing, compared to the Gaussian case. So here the
earlier first arrival dominates against the longer tail. Mean
travel times drop below that of the Gaussian reference when
the hydraulic conductivity of the clay lens is increased from
10−9 to 10−8 m s−1 (Fig. 4, solid red A.2.2), despite the ear-
lier first arrival. This can be explained by a stronger advec-
tive transport of the tracer into the lens, due to the smaller
drop in conductivity. This clearly leads to a much longer tail-
ing, which ultimately controls the shift to larger mean travel
times. Consistently, we observe an even larger mean travel
time, when elongating the clay lens with Ks = 10−8 m s−1

by 30 % (Fig. 4. A.2.2 long, solid blue).
For convenience, we compared the mean travel time,

mean(T ), to the average hydraulic retention time, RThyd, cal-
culating the latter by dividing the total pore volume of the
domain by the averaged flow rate. RThyd and mean(T ) match
naturally very well for the case of Fickian transport through
the homogeneous domain. In the case of non-Fickian trans-
port, however, we observe that the average travel times in-
ferred from the CBTCs deviate from the hydraulic retention
time RThyd. In case 2.1 it is actually smaller while in case 2.2
it is slightly larger.

We generally acknowledge that one can a priori expect de-
viations from Fickian transport in scenario A, as the transport
distance is only twice as large as the length of the embedded
clay lens. Yet, the long tail reflects diffusion of molecules
into the low conductive lens, which evidently reside there for
considerably long times. The channeling of the flow around
the lens and the enlarged transport velocities explain in turn

Hydrol. Earth Syst. Sci., 30, 2093–2106, 2026 https://doi.org/10.5194/hess-30-2093-2026



E. Zehe et al.: On the relevance of molecular diffusion for travel time distributions 2099

Figure 2. Scheme of model scenarios.

Figure 3. The normalized hydraulic conductivity fields for three randomly selected realizations of small, medium and large variance (a, b,
c). Normalized cumulative number of particles (Np) that visited a grid cell in the simulation domain for small, medium and large variance (d,
e, f) for HDO inferred from a critical flow path analysis. Funneling of water and HDO into preferred pathways become clearer stronger with
increasing variance of the hydraulic conductivity field.

the earlier arrival of the solutes compared to the homoge-
neous case.

3.2 Travel time distributions inferred from scenario B

Figure 5 provides the cumulative breakthrough curves/travel
time distributions (TTD) through the two layered system of
10 m (B1) and 5 m length (B2) at the two different head
gradients. In all cases we found a distinct dependence of
the TTD on the diffusion coefficient of the different iso-
topes. Generally, HDO exhibits in all cases the largest mean
travel time followed by HTO followed by 18OH2 (Table 2). A
slower diffusion implies indeed a shift towards longer travel
times, which manifest particularly in the long tails and the
larger quantiles (Table 2). To highlight these differences, Fig.

5 zooms to travel times larger than the 80 % quantiles and
smaller than 99 % quantiles. We found however also that the
standard deviation and thus the dispersion of travel times
grows systematically with declining diffusion coefficient.

The median travel times in Table 2 grow for both large
head gradients almost linearly with transport distance, from
approx. 4 to 9 years (for the small gradient) 0.32 to ap-
prox. 0.65 years (for the large gradient). However, for each
travel distance, driving head and isotope the mean travel
time is minimum two and maximum five times larger than
the corresponding median, which underlines that TTD are
strongly skewed due to very long tails. Absolute differences
between mean travel times are largest comparing HDO and
18OH2. They appear largely independent from the length of
the aquifer ranging from approx. 0.2 years for the larger
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Figure 4. Cumulative breakthrough curves/travel time distributions of HDO for scenario A.2.1 and A. 2.2, i.e., the low conductive embedding
medium with Ks = 10−7 m s−1, using the travel time distribution through the homogeneous medium as reference.

Table 1. Mean travel time (mean(T )), standard deviation (SD(T )), as well as the 10 %, 20 % 50 %, 75 % and 90 % quantiles (T10, T25, T50,
T75, T90) for cases shown in Fig. 4. For convenience we includehe hydraulic retention time, RThyd.

Case RThyd mean(T ) SD(T ) T10 T25 T50 T75 T90
[d] [d] [d] [d] [d] [d] [d] [d]

A2.1 507.0 485.0 64.9 445.1 455.2 467.0 484.2 539.2
A2.2 506.9 510.4 81.7 460.0 470.1 483.1 503.1 603.1
A2.2, long 509.1 515.4 109.1 449.1 459.0 472.2 507.3 660.3
Homogen. 508.4 508.3 22.9 47.09 492.5 508.2 523.2 537.5

head gradient to approx. 0.5 years for the small gradient.
The corresponding relative differences decline naturally with
increasing length of the aquifer ranging from 7 % to 4 %.
Interestingly, we can observe a rather stable relative differ-
ence between the standard deviation of travel times of HDO
and 18OH2 of approximately 10 %, which implies that differ-
ences in their variance and thus dispersion are approximately
20 %. This relative difference corresponds well to the rela-
tive difference between the diffusion coefficients ofDHDO =

2.25× 10−9 m2 s−1 and D18OH2
= 2.66× 10−9 m2 s−1.

3.3 Travel time distributions inferred from scenario C

Figure 6 presents the travel time distributions for scenario
C for all isotopic tracers, variance in hydraulic conduc-
tivity grows from the top to the bottom rows, cases with
mean(Ks)= 1× 10−6 m s−1 appear in the left column, those
with mean(Ks)= 1×10−7 m s−1 appear in the right column.
In all cases except C1.1, there is a distinct dependence of
the TTD on the diffusion coefficient. Generally, HDO ex-
hibits the largest mean travel time followed by HTO fol-
lowed by 18OH2 (Table 3). The TTD of C.1.1 (var= 1,
mean(Ks)= 1× 10−6) is very close to the well mixed case,
as the mean and median travel times are for all isotopes very
similar. Differences in mean and median travels generally
grow when moving to larger variances, while differences in

travel time distributions become more distinct particularly in
the 75 % and 90 % quantiles (Table 3) and the tails (Fig. 6).

Significant absolute differences in the mean travel times
of HDO and 18OH2 occur for C2.2 (var= 3, lower Ks) with
approximately 0.4 years, and particularly for both cases with
variance of 5 (C3.1 and C.3.2) with absolute difference of ap-
proximately 1.4 years. The case of the lower mean hydraulic
conductivity corresponds to a relative difference of 10 %. For
the higher mean hydraulic conductivity we observe, however,
that HDO (mean(T )= 3.83 years) travels on average 50 %
slower than 18OH2 (mean(T )= 2.46 years). The reason for
this high relative difference is that the 10 times higher con-
ductivity leads to earlier first arrival while the travel times
still exhibit very long tailing with substantial differences be-
tween the isotopes. Note that for C3.1 differences in the
mean travel time of HDO (mean(T )= 3.83 years) and HTO
(mean(T )= 3.1 years) are with approximately 0.75 years,
substantially larger than the differences reported by Ro-
driguez et al. (2021) for the respective median travel times.
To summarize, we argue that standard deviations of travel
times are distinct among the isotopes, particularly when con-
sidering larger variances in hydraulic conductivities. Maxi-
mum relative differences amount to 20 % between HDO and
HTO as well as HTO and 18OH2 (C3.1 and C3.2), which im-
plies that the dispersion will vary by approximately 40 %.
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Figure 5. Travel time distributions of HDO (solid green), HTO (solid red) and 18OH2 (solid blue) for the long aquifer (B1, a and c) the short
layered aquifer (B2, c and d), with the driving head gradient dH/dx and the corresponding Peclet numbers. For a better visualization of the
main differences, we zoom to travel times larger than the 80 % and lower than the 99 % quantiles. Note that scaling of the ordinate in (a) and
(b), as well as (c) and (d) are different.

Table 2. Mean travel time (mean(T )), standard deviation (SD(T )), as well as the 10 %, 20 % 50 %, 75 % and 90 % quantiles (T10, T25, T50,
T75, T90) for cases shown in Fig. 5. The color coding corresponds to the plots of the different isotopes in Fig. 5.

4 Discussion and conclusions

Our study provides clear evidence that the sensitivity of
travel time distributions to small changes in diffusion coef-
ficients is – albeit partly relatively small – not a question of
measurement error but a question of transport physics. Dif-
ferences generally manifest as differences in higher quan-
tiles and thus in the tailing behavior, as well as for the

mean travel times and standard deviations. Particularly, for
the case of strongly heterogeneous, stochastic media and
anomalous transport, we demonstrate that differences in av-
erage travel times of different water isotopes (HDO, 18OH2,
HDO) can deviate by as much as 1.3 years, which corre-
sponds to relative differences of 10 % and a maximum 50 %.
We found the strongest relative differences of the order of
50 % for stochastic heterogeneous medium with a variance
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Figure 6. Travel time distributions of HDO (solid green), HTO (solid red) and 18OH2 (solid blue) for scenario C; variance in hydraulic
conductivity grows from the top to the bottom rows, cases with mean(Ks)= 1×10−6 m s−1 appear in left column, those with mean(Ks)= 1×
10−7 m s−1 appear in the right column. For a better visualization of the main differences, we zoom to travel times larger than the median.
Note that scaling of the ordinates is different, color coding is consistent with Table 3.
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Table 3. Mean travel time (mean(T )), standard deviation (SD(T )), as well as the 10 %, 20 % 50 %, 75 % and 90 % quantiles (T10, T25, T50,
T75, T90) for cases shown in Fig. 6. The color coding corresponds to the plots of the different isotopes in Fig. 6.

of 5 in the log hydraulic conductivity and a mean value of
Ks= 1×10−6 m s−1. We found smaller differences of the or-
der of 3 % to 7 % for simple two layered media. Given their
size, one could be inclined to erroneously interpret these dif-
ferences as measurement errors. However, these differences
are indeed physical and reflect tracers with smaller diffusion
coefficients that eventually remain over longer times in low
conductive bottlenecks, which enlarges the tails and average
travel times. Thus, these effects do not average out, but per-
sist when doubling the transport distances.

Furthermore, we found that in the case of simple layered
systems and in heterogeneous stochastic environments, the
standard deviation and thus the dispersion of the travel times
grow distinctly with declining diffusion coefficients, with a
relative difference of up to 20 %. This is qualitatively the
same behavior as what is known from Taylor-Aris dispersion
and confirms our related hypothesis.

Our findings are in line with the experiments of Elhanati
et al. (2025) and corroborate that water isotopes show sim-
ilar behaviors to Br−. The molecular diffusion coefficient
of bromide is 2.01× 10−9 m2 s−1, indeed close to that of
HDO (2.22× 10−9 m2 s−1). Our study corroborates further-
more the argument of Stewart et al. (2010, 2021), namely
that averaged travel times inferred from 18O might in the

case of two-layered mobile and immobile storage regions,
or of a strongly heterogeneous subsurface, be systematically
shorter than those inferred from tritium. The maximum dif-
ferences we found are 0.6 years, which correspond to a rela-
tive difference of approximately 30 %. The latter corresponds
to the difference Stewart et al. (2010) reported for the Brugga
catchment, which has an average travel time of order 3–
6 years for deep groundwater. Stewart et al. (2010) reported
an even larger difference between mean(T18OH2

)= 3.4 years
to mean(TTHO)= 9.6 years for the Pukemanga catchment.
We cannot expect to detect similarly large differences here,
because we did not account for radioactive decay of tritium
(half-life of 12.32 years). Based on this decay one might de-
tect contributions of rather old water, that typically cannot be
resolved based on differences in 18O. At this stage we return
to the comprehensive demonstration of Wang et al. (2023),
who found broadly equivalent magnitudes of water ages in-
ferred from 3H and 18O when using the SAS approach, but
substantial differences when using a transfer function ap-
proach. One could thus be inclined to attribute at least some
of the difference to the use of the transfer function. However,
in this context it is also important to note that Rodriguez et al.
(2021) found relative differences of approximately 0.23 % in
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mean water ages in the Weiherbach using the SAS approach
and even larger differences as corroborated in this study.

We thus conclude that travel time distributions of iso-
topic tracers reflect the spectrum of fluid velocities and dif-
fusive/dispersive mixing between the flow lines connecting
inputs and outputs to the system. Travel time distributions
of isotopic tracers might thus reflect the differences in their
diffusion coefficients, which are of order 10 %, and in the
case of non-Fickian transport this eventually also affects sub-
stantially the mean travel time, its variance, and in particular,
travel times larger than the 80 % quantile.
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