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THE AGE OF GEOTHERMAL WATERS OF SERBIA 
AS AN INDICATOR OF CLIMATIC CHANGES 

by 

Mihai lo Mil ivojevi}* 

Climatic changes influence on surface water resources directly and in that way, more or less, more 
quickly or more slowly, by means of waterfalls, the quantity and quality of ground waters or 
hydrogeological resources, namely their sustenation. The conclusion about the influence of climatic changes 
on ground waters can be drawn on the basis of isotope research (2H,14C) by means of which their origin and 
age are determined most reliably. Present investigation results of the origin and age of ground water 
resources at the most famous hydrogeothermal regions, as well as the sustenance forecast of their quality 
and reserves depending on still existing and future climatic changes will be shown in this paper. 
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Klimatske promene direktno uti~u na povr{inske vodne resurse, a time, mawe ili vi{e, od-nosno 
br`e ili sporije, na koli~ine i kvalitet podzemnih ili hidrogeolo{kih vodnih resursa. O uticaju 
klimatskih promena na podzemne vodne resurse mo`e se zakqu~ivati direktno i sigurno na osnovu 
izotopskih ispitivawa pomo}u kojih se najpouzdanije odre|uje poreklo i starost podzemnih voda. U 
radu }e se izneti dosada{wi rezultati ispitivawa porekla i starosti podzemnih vodnih re-sursa sa 
najpoznatijih wihovih nalazi{ta i dati prognoza odr`ivosti wihovog kvaliteta u zavisnosti od ve} 
nastalih i budu}ih klimatskih promena.  

Kqu~ne re~i: geotermalna voda, paleoklima, starost vode, izotop 14C, odr`ivost resursa. 

INTRODUCTION 

During two past decades we have witnessed unfavourable consequences of human 
activity on our environment, making this problem the common concern of the whole 
mankind. This self‡destructive war, one has started against nature becomes more and 
more cruel and dramatic every day. One of its main causes is an amuck race for profit 
impacting our environment fatally. In other words, the conflict between profitable and 
ecological aims spreads constantly. 
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It is obvious that the shortage of water, food and raw materials, as well as pollution 
of atmosphere will be a big problem to the mankind in 21st century, bigger even than 
wars or political conflicts. It becomes clear to all people that "feast" of life resources 
will not last long. In connection with it, rich, namely scientifically and technologically 
most developed countries already get ready to solve the problem with regard to water in 
different ways. The solutions will most likely be in the form of conqueror wars against 
undeveloped countries having "water surplus" now. In this whole context hydrogeother-
mal resources as part of hydrogeological resources are of great significance because of 
their sustenation with regard to both quality and reserves in relation to other hydro-
geological resources. Both results of the research of the age of the main geothermal wa-
ters occurrences (Fig. 1) from the reservoirs of hydrogeothermal convection systems on 
the territory of Serbia by Isotope methods performed within the evaluation of energetic 
potential of hydrogeothemal resources (Mil ivojevi} , 1989) and its significance for the 
evaluation of spa development sustenance are shown in this paper. 
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THE AGE OF GEOTHERMAL WATERS AND CLIMATIC CHANGES 

After defining isotope composition of rainfalls (Craig , 1961) isotope composition 
study of ground waters of all kinds started. It was established first that isotope composi-
tion of cold ground waters in aquifers at shallow depth in the earth’s crust is approxi-
mately equivalent to the mean (average) isotope composition of the rainfalls, falling at 
the catchment area of aquifers. It can be said that since the discovery the conditions for the 
study of the influence of climatic changes on hydrogeological resources have been estab-
lished. The influence of climatic changes on the regime of both rainfalls and hydrogeologi-
cal resources can be discussed best on the basis of the age of ground waters The age of 
ground waters represents the period of time of their stay in an aquifer from the moment of 
atmospheric water infiltration into it to the moment of its outflow back to atmosphere. 

Fig. 1. The main geothermal waters occurrences in Serbia. 
Sl. 1. Lokacije pojava ispitivanih geotermalnih voda. 
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Different radio active isotopes of elements in them are used for groundwater dating. 
Those are hydrogen, namely tritium T(3H), carbon 14C, silicon 32Si, chlorine 36Cl, argon 
39Ar, krypton 81Kr, krypton 85Kr, or ratio U/He. The most appropriate, for dating, among 
these isotopes are tritium T (3H) and carbon 14C. Tritium is an ideal marker of waters in 
general, because it goes into the composition of water molecules. Its wide spread in the 
atmosphere is well known and observed systematically. Restrictions owing to a short pe-
riod of half decay are the only disadvantage in tritium application. Radioactive isotope 
of carbon 14C is the most convenient isotope for dating of ground waters for the only 
condition is that they contain dissolved bicarbonates and medium period of their 
retention in aquifers is several thousand years. 

By measuring both specific activity of 14C and the content of T(3H) (tritium) it is 
established that all ground waters, according to their age, can be divided into four 
groups: 1) Contemporary waters. They have high specific activity 14C (>60% contempo-
rary carbon) and tritium concentration equal, or a bit higher than annual average of trit-
ium activity concentration in rainfalls. Surface waters and ground waters with relatively 
short period of retaining in the Earth’s crust, namely in aquifers belong to this group. 2) 
Holocene waters. Meteoric waters infiltrated in aquifers during Holocene when the cli-
mate was warmer do not contain tritium and the specific activity of their 14C is 20% 
bigger than the specific activity of contemporary carbon, namely their age is about 
10,000 years and denotes the end of the last glacial period; 3) Waters from 10,000 to 
25,000 years old.  The specific activity of 14C of these waters is from 5% to 20% of 
contemporary carbon, in other words they are from 10,000 to 25,000 years old and they 
do not contain tritium. 4) Old waters. The specific activity of 14C of the waters belong-
ing to this group is 3% lower than the specific activity of contemporary carbon, in other 
words they are above 30,000 years old. They do not contain tritium either. As the upper 
limit of isotope 14C dating method is about 40,000 years considerably older waters be-
long to this group too. 

THE AGE OF GEOTHERMAL WATERS  IN SERBIA 

The isotope 14C dating method of ground waters includes both a number of the 
most famous mineral and geothermal water occurrences and a smaller number of shallow 
cold waters of Serbia region. The investigations were carried out in the period from 
1986 to 1988 (Mil ivojevi} , 1989), and they represent the only investigations of this 
kind in Serbia so far. There were investigated totally 57 samples. 

On the basis of the obtained results of investigations of the age of today’s geother-
mal, mineral and cold shallow water phenomena from Serbia region it can be concluded 
that by using 14C it is possible to relate the water age to geological age, namely to 
younger periods of Quaternary. In connection with that it is interesting to see which cli-
matic period today’s ground waters date from, namely how much climatic changes influ-
ence the quality of ground water resources. As the isotope 14C enables dating to 40,000 
years back the isotope content of water can be correlated reliably with climatic changes 
in Holocene. 
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In hydrogeothermal systems with relatively deep reservoirs, when interpreting un-
derground water circulation conditions, it should be considered that climatic changes in-
fluence the processes of filling and emptying of the systems by mass, namely water. It is 
a general statement that glacial periods at higher latitudes and altitudes correlated with 
periods of low evaporation and high level of rainfalls at middle latitudes. Many research 
workers dealt with climatic change forecasts by means of air temperature changes in 
Quaternary, so several models were made. Long ago it was proved by different methods 
that during Quaternary climate often and considerably changed, so that glacial and warm 
periods replaced one another, in other words glacial and interglacial periods (Milanko-
vi} , 1941). After the last glaciation climatic changes reduced considerably, they appear-
ed in several last thousand years and have lasted till now. 

For our considerations the most important models are those related to medium lati-
tude of the Northern hemisphere. One of the oldest, and at the same time one among the 
best paleoclimatic models is the one performed by Ronjon & Vil iams (1977) includ-
ing the youngest period of Pleistocene and Holocene. According to their paleoclimatic 
reconstruction for the period of previous 40,000 to 20,000 years B.O. (before the origin) 
there were high rainfalls and a cold climate. In the period from 17,000 to 12,000 years 
B.O. intertropical aridity reigned, and then in the period from 11,000 to 5,000 years 
B.O. there were high rainfalls. 

A lot of research workers dealt with climatic changes in Holocene because climatic 
changes in this youngest period of Quaternary are very important for understanding of 
climatic changes in historically past, present and future time. All those models published 
till 1983 were collected and reinterpreted by Vasseur & Lucazeau (1983). In their 
opinion, all models fit as far as the position and time of warm and cold periods are con-
cerned on the basis of changes of paleotemperature. The results of their detailed analysis 
reach as far as 12,000 years back, starting from 1980, which was used as the time ob-
servation point, namely from this year climatic changes were reconstructed backward. 
They separated the following climatic periods: Subatlantic period (1000 to 2200 years) is 
generally considered to have been a little bit colder than today’s period; Subboreal epoch 
(2200 to 5000 years) is considered as a warm one; Atlantic period (5000 to 7000 years) 
is the warmest in Holocene; Botnian period (7000 to 8000 years) is less warm than At-
lantic period; Boreal period (8000 to 9500 years) is the one we are most familiar with, 
but in most models warmer than today’s; Preboreal period (9500 to 10,500 years) 
matches the temperature increase of post Pleistocene glacial period. The last glaciation in 
West Europe (Würm) was between 10,500 and 65,000 years before the year 1980 
(Woil lard, 1979; Lamb, 1977; Washburn, 1980).  

On the basis of the given results of paleoclimatic reconstructions it can be concluded 
that majority of artesian hydrogeological, namely hydrogeothermal systems were discarged 
intensively during cold climate in the period between 20,000 and 10,000 years B.O because 
rainfalls were low and catchment areas frozen and because of that water unpermeable and 
supplied when opposite climatic conditions prevailed, in other words in the period between 
10,000 and 5,000 years B.O. Accordingly, important changes of artesian hydrogeological and 
hydrogeothermal systems took place in the period between 20,000 and 5,000 years B.O. 



The Age of Geothermal Waters of Serbia as … 

 

237

Climatic changes influence the content of stable isotopes in groundwaters. The gen-
eral statement is that small contents of¸ δ18O and δ2H denote cold and wet paleoclimatic 
periods. In connection with this diagrams were made presenting the values of δ2H and 
δ18O in relation with the mentioned paleoclimatic classification, namely the age of water. 
One can see, on the Figs. 2 and 3, that reservoirs of more than a half of total number of 
investigated hydrogeothermal systems (about 60%) were reacharged in the period of 
15,000 to 30,000 years ago when the climate was cold. Reservoirs of the remaining sys-
tems (about 40%) were recharged in the period from 2500 to 10,000 years ago, namely 
during the period of warm climate after the last glacial period. 
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Fig. 2. Content of δ18O versus age of geothermal water. 

Sl. 2. Odnos sadr`aja δ18O i starosti (prema 14C) geotermalnih voda. 
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Fig. 3. Content of δD versus age of geothermal water. 
Sl. 3. Odnos sadr`aja δD i starosti (prema 14C) geotermalnih voda. 

In the connection with this water age analysis, based on the radioactive carbon 14C 
method, it should be said that the problem is complex and that increased values are most 
often obtained so suitable complex corrections should be made. They were not made in 
this case, so the values obtained for the younger age should be considered more reliable 
than the data for the older age. On the whole, the obtained results agree with hydro-
geological models of most systems as far as the way, direction and water circulation 
length duration in their reservoirs is concerned, and are very illustrative as far as demon-
stration of the sustenance of hydrogeological resources is concerned, referring to nowa-
days and future climatic changes. 

SUSTENANCE OF GEOTHERMAL WATER RESERVOIRS IN SERBIA 

The quality of clear drinking groundwaters in their aquifers has been damaged con-
tinually by human unconcern and in this way their reserves are reduced directly, while at 
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the same time the needs for them increase because of the population growth as well as 
need for food and medical treatment. This very delicate present situation obliges to both 
rational development and managing of hydrogeological resources with prime obligation to 
save them, preventing changing their quality for the worse, and reducing, now available 
reserves, for future generations. 

In connection with all this the sustenance of present reserves is the most important 
thing, first of all with regard to quality and then with regard to preservation of existing 
reserves and their increase. According to the concept of sustainable development from 
the point of view of economics, only the things that make profit are sustainable, so this 
factor must be taken into account. On the other side sustenance of development is re-
duced to the development based on using local resources. This concept must be valid for 
hydrogeological resources too, in other words to groundwaters of any kinds.  

In consideration of problems that appear in connection with he sustenance of hydro-
geological resources the age of ground waters is one of the main parametres pointing out 
advantage of hydrogeological resources in that respect. Presented results point out that 
geothermal waters flowing out from investigated occurences, most of which can serve as 
drinking water, come from atmospheric waters infiltrated in the Earth’s crust, namely to 
nowadays reservoirs as long time ago as their 14C age is. 

As the age values of most occurences are older than 2000 years, it means that they 
are practically sterile, because in the period of their infiltration there were no harmful 
impacts of human activity to atmospheric and ground waters, in other words those 
waters flow out to the surface nowadays. On the other side, it means, further that by 
human activity, nowadays more or less polluted atmospheric waters, infiltrating in the 
Earth's crust in the same way, after travelling through their accumulations will appear on 
the surface only in as many years’ time as the measured 14C age is. 

This law means that nowadays favourable quality of ground waters, under the con-
dition that no harm is done to accumulations on the way from recharging zone to dis-
charging zone, minimally for several dozen of future generations, namely, for several 
hundred years. It is valid for artesian aquifers of groundwaters, covered by water imper-
vious rocks. Those are aquifers off all geothermal waters and aquifers of "cold" drinking 
waters in artesian basins regardless of their geological composition. 

CONCLUSION 

The investigation of the age of the hydrogeological resources, namely, main geo-
thermal water occurences from Serbia region by means of 14C isotope has given very 
useful results on the basis of which climatic changes in the previous 40,000 years and 
their impact on hydrogeological, namely hydrogeothermal systems can be related.  

On the basis of above laws it can be concluded that unfavourable climatic changes 
and the accompanying changes of quality and quantity of atmospheric waters cannot in-
fluence geothermal waters in hydrogeothermal systems as far as their quality is con-
cerned, certainly for the period future generations will live in. Climatic changes in our 
moderate climatic area, can be unfavourable only if rainfall decrease takes place. In that 
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case decrease of natural phenomena abundance can take place because it is regulated 
from infiltration‡recharging areas. Such unfavourable climatic changes and changing the 
quality of the atmospheric waters for the worse will influence open aquifers mostly as 
freatic and carst ones both in the quality of their waters and their reserves. 

The practical significance of the obtained results is even more important, because 
on their basis it can be affirmed that hydrogeological systems with hobbled aquifers in 
Serbia region are very sustainable as far as the quality and the quantity of their water 
resources are concerned.  
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REZIME 

STAROST GEOTERMALNIH VODA SRBIJE KAO POKAZATEQ 
KLIMATSKIH PROMENA 

U radu se prikazuju rezultati izu~avawa starosti ve}ine glavnih pojava geo-
termalnih voda sa teritorije Srbije izotopskim metodama koja su po prvi put 
vr{ena u sklopu ocene energetske potencijalnosti geotermalnih resursa Srbije 
(Milivojevi} ,  1989), kao indikatora klimatskih promena u prethodnih nekoliko 
desetina hiqada godina i wen zna~aj za ocenu odr`ivosti hidrogeolo{kih ili 
podzemnih vodnih resursa uop{te. 

Starost podzemnih voda predstavqa vremensku du`inu wihovog boravka u zem-
qinoj kori od momenta infiltracije atmosferske vode od koje je nastala 
podzemna voda, do momenta wenog isticawa nazad u atmosferu. 
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Za odre|ivawe starosti hidrogeolo{kih resursa, odnosno podzemnih voda 
koriste se razli~iti radioaktivni izotopi elemenata koji se nalaze u wima. To 
su vodonik, tj. tritijum T(3H), ugqenik 14C, silicijum 32Si, hlor 36Cl, argon 39Ar, 
kripton 81Kr, kripton 85Kr ili odnos U/He. Od ovih izotopa najpogodniji za 
odre|ivawe starosti su tritijum i ugqenik 14C, dok sa ostalima ima pote{ko}a. 
Tritijum je idealni obele`iva~ voda uop{te, jer ulazi u sastav molekula vode. 
Najpogodniji izotop za odre|ivawe starosti podzemnih voda je radioaktivni 
izotop ugqenika 14C, zato {to je jedini uslov da one sadr`e rastvorene bikarbo-
nate.   

Metodom odre|ivawa starosti podzemnih voda pomo}u izotopa 14C bio je obuh-
va}en i jedan broj najpoznatijih pojava mineralnih i geotermalnih voda, kao i je-
dan mawi broj plitkih hladnih voda sa podru~ja Srbije. Ta ispitivawa su bila iz-
vedena u periodu 1986‡1988. godina na 57 uzoraka (Milivojevi} ,  1989).  

Na osnovu dobijenih rezultata ispitivawa starosti dana{wih pojava hidro-
geotermalnih resursa sa podru~ja Srbije, mo`e se zakqu~iti da je sa 14C mogu}e 
starost vode vezati za geolo{ku starost, tj. za mla|e odeqke kvartara. Po{to se 
pomo}u izotopa 14C mo`e odre|ivati starost do 40.000 godina, to se mo`e dovoditi 
u korelaciju izotopski sastav vode i promene klime u holocenu.  

U hidrogeotermalnim sistemima kod kojih kolektori zale`u duboko i imaju 
veliko horizontalno pru`awe, treba smatrati da klimatske promene uti~u na 
procese prihrawivawa i pra`wewa sistema. Op{ta je konstatacija da su glacijal-
ni periodi na ve}im geografskim {irinama i visinama bili u korelativnoj vezi 
sa periodima male evaporacije i visokih padavina na sredwim geografskim {i-
rinama.  

Razli~itim metodama je odavno dokazano da se u toku kvartara klima ~esto i 
znatno mewala tako da su se smewivala ledena i topla doba, tj. glacijacioni i 
interglacijacioni periodi (Milankovi},  1941). Posle zadwe glacijacije promene 
klime su znatno mawe, one se javqaju u zadwih nekoliko hiqada godina i produ-
`avaju do danas. 

Mo`e se zakqu~iti da je ve}ina rezervoara hidrogeotermalnih sistema bila 
intenzivno pra`wena za vreme hladnih perioda izme|u 20.000 i 10.000 godina pre 
nove ere, jer su padavine bile male a podru~ja prihrawivawa zale|ena i zbog toga 
vodonepropusna. Prihrawivani su kad su preovla|ivali suprotni klimatski 
uslovi, odnosno u periodu izme|u 10.000 i 5.000 godina pre nove ere. 

Sadr`aj stabilnih izotopa u vodama meteorskog porekla direktno zavisi od 
klimatskih faktora. Podzemne vode u vi{egodi{wim intervalima odra`avaju ug-
lavnom prose~ne lokalne klimatske uslove koji uslovqavaju skoro konstantan 
sadr`aj stabilnih izotopa. Me|utim, svaka zna~ajnija klimatska promena u nekom 
vremenskom periodu, koji je dug u pore|ewu sa izravnawem izotopskog sastava 
lokalne izdani, bi}e obele`ena promenom sadr`aja stabilnih izotopa. Op{ta 
konstatacija je da mali sadr`aji δ18O i δ2H u odnosu na sadr`aj istih izotopa u 
dana{wim padavinama ozna~avaju hladne i vla`ne paleoklimatske periode.  

U vezi sa gore iznetim zavisnostima i konstatacijama izra|eni su dijagrami 
na kojima su prikazane vrednosti δ2H i δ18O u ispitivanim vodama sa pomenutom 
paleoklimatskom podelom. Sa slika 2 i 3 se vidi da se prihrawivawe skoro svih 
niskotemperaturnih otvorenih karstnih konvektivnih sistema i sistema sa rezer-
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voarima u granitoidnim masivima izvr{ilo pri kraju posledweg vla`nog perioda 
i posle wega. Najmawi broj ispitivanih voda poti~e iz najstarijeg vla`nog pe-
rioda ~ija je rekonstrukcija preko sadr`aja 14C mawe sigurna u intervalu od 
25.000‡40.000 godina pre nove ere. 

U celini, dobijeni rezultati se dobro sla`u sa hidrogeolo{kim modelima 
ve}ine sistema po pitawu na~ina, pravca i du`ine trajawa cirkulacije voda u 
wihovim rezervoarima i veoma su ilustrativni po pitawu dokazivawa 
odr`ivosti hidrogeolo{kih resursa u odnosu na sada{we i budu}e klimatske 
promene. 

Obzirom na probleme koji se ispoqavaju u vezi sa odr`ivo{}u kvaliteta 
povr{inskih vodnih resursa, i plitkih hidrogeolo{kih resursa, starost podzem-
nih voda je jedan od glavnih parametara koji pokazuje prednost dubokih hidrogeo-
lo{kih, a naro~ito hidrogeotermalnih resursa u tom pogledu.    

Prikazani rezultati ukazuju da podzemne vode, koje sada isti~u na ispiti-
vanim pojavama, poti~u od atmosferskih voda koje su se infiltrirale u zemqinu 
koru pre onoliko vremena koliko iznosi 14C‡starost. Po{to su vrednosti sta-
rosti za ve}inu pojava ve}e od 2.000 godina, to zna~i da su one prakti~no sterilne, 
jer u vreme wihove infiltracije nije bilo nikakvih {tetnih uticaja qudske 
aktivnosti na atmosferske i podzemne vode. S druge strane, to zna~i da qudskom 
aktivno{}u, zaga|ene atmosferske vode, koje se infiltriraju u zemqinu koru, }e 
se posle prolaska kroz wihove podzemne akumulacije pojaviti na zemqinoj 
povr{i tek za onoliko godina, koliko iznosi izmerena 14C‡starost. Ova 
zakonitost zna~i da }e se sada{wi povoqan kvalitet podzemnih voda, pod uslovom 
da se nasilno ne pogor{a od strane qudi na putu od zone prihrawivawa do zone 
isticawa, zadr`ati minimalno za nekoliko desetina budu}ih generacija, odnosno, 
minimalno nekoli-ko stotina godina. Ona va`i za sapete izdani. Takva su 
nalazi{ta svih geotermal-nih voda i nalazi{ta‡izdani pitkih voda u arteskim 
basenima bez obzira na wihov geolo{ki sastav. 

Na osnovu gorwih zakonitosti mo`e se zakqu~iti da nepovoqne klimatske 
promene i prate}e promene kvaliteta i koli~ina atmosferskih voda ne mogu 
uticati na hidrogeolo{ke resurse u obimu hidrogeotermalnih sistema kada se 
radi o wihovom kvalitetu, sigurno za period u kome }e `iveti naredne generacije. 
Promene klime u na{em umerenom klimatskom pojasu, kada se radi o wihovom 
uticaju na hidrogeolo{ke resurse, mogu biti nepovoqne samo ako budu u pravcu 
smawewa padavina. U tom slu~aju mo`e do}i do smawewa izda{nosti prirodnih 
pojava, jer je ona regulisana iz podru~ja infiltracije‡prihrawivawa. Ovakve 
nepovoqne promene klime i pogor{awe kvaliteta atmosferskih voda na podru~ju 
Srbije }e najvi{e uticati na otvorene izdani, kao {to su freatske i karstne, 
kako u pogledu kvaliteta wihovih voda, tako i u pogledu rezervi. 


