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Abstract: In order to assess the influencing factors of the presence of mercury in a river within
the Savanna biome (Cerrado), we surveyed total mercury (THg) in bottom sediment from 50 lakes
along 750 km of the Middle Araguaia floodplain. The sampling sites included non-urban and
urban surroundings over three distinct geomorphologies. We measured water physicochemical
parameters at each site and tested statistically if land use nested within the geological formation
influenced the THg concentration in bottom sediments and related water parameters. Multivariate
results indicate that the interaction between geological groups and land use is statistically significant
(p < 0.05). Nested ANOVA and Tukey HSD tests confirmed that the geological formation with its
nested land use influences the THg, pH, DO, conductivity, and TDS (p < 0.05). THg was significantly
lower in Quaternary terrains (p < 0.05) and differed significantly between non-urban and urban
areas in Neoproterozoic terrains (p = 0.02). The spatial projections of the THg eigenvector on the
main axes with the scoring factors of the Neoproterozoic/Paleoproterozoic terrains, and urban/non-
urban, confirmed the spatial correlations. These results indicate that the association of land use
and geology could be the main driver of THg in the bottom sediments of lakes from the Middle
Araguaia floodplain.

Keywords: geology; urbanization; nested; Cerrado; Hg; aquatic environment

1. Introduction

Mercury (Hg) is one of the most toxic chemical elements and a global environmental
pollutant naturally available in the lithosphere, although it is also released from anthro-
pogenic sources [1]. Natural emission sources are represented by geogenic processes
(primary emissions), such as rock weathering and volcanic eruptions [2]. Concerning
rock weathering, mercury concentrations vary according to the constitution of the rock,
influencing the amount of mercury mobilized into the environment [3]. Along these lines,
a recent study in Australia indicated that the highest mercury concentrations in sediments
were determined in lakes associated with intrusive mafic igneous rocks originating from
volcanic formations [4]. Volcanic and mafic rocks contribute to mercury’s binding capacity

Soil Syst. 2023, 7, 97. https://doi.org/10.3390/soilsystems7040097 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/soilsystems

https://doi.org/10.3390/soilsystems7040097
https://doi.org/10.3390/soilsystems7040097
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/soilsystems
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4990-7562
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9411-6666
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0553-9342
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1646-4304
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2105-9947
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9254-1589
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3941-1638
https://doi.org/10.3390/soilsystems7040097
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/soilsystems
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/soilsystems7040097?type=check_update&version=2


Soil Syst. 2023, 7, 97 2 of 12

in freshwater wetland sediments [5], and Hg-rich regions are associated with these rocks, in
an order of magnitude greater than in most other crustal lithologies, including sedimentary
rocks [6]. However, anthropogenic emissions have altered the distribution of mercury on a
global scale, so the increase in atmospheric mercury concentrations has resulted in a 300%
increase in natural deposition rates [7].

The main anthropogenic sources of mercury in the southern hemisphere are artisanal
and small-scale gold mining (ASGM), deforestation, and forest fires [8]. In Brazil, rapid and
large-scale deforestation is a cause for concern. Environmental monitoring data indicate
that deforestation destroyed approximately 6,606,499 hectares between 2019 and 2022, with
the most significant negative impact observed in the Amazon rainforest (58%) and Cerrado
(Brazilian Savanna) (32%) biomes [9]. Deforestation directly influences the atmospheric
emission of mercury contained in terrestrial ecosystems and the transportation of inorganic
mercury through erosion and surface runoff [8]. Indeed, recent studies conducted in the
Cerrado biome (Central Brazil) have indicated that changes in land use in watersheds
result in higher mercury concentrations in artificial [10] and natural lake sediments [11,12].
The same pattern emerged in lake sediments from watersheds affected by deforestation in
the Amazon rainforest [13] and the Atlantic Forest [14]. Forest fires in Brazil are directly
associated with deforestation [15] and the impacts of fires on the biogeochemical cycle of
mercury have different spatial scales. Surface runoff of ash resulting from biomass burning
affects aquatic ecosystems on a local scale, while atmospheric mercury emissions and its
transport can influence areas located far from the fire source [16]. Therefore, the mercury
dynamics in tropical regions highly threatened by anthropogenic activities need attention.

Specific physicochemical properties, such as pH, oxidation–reduction potential, dis-
solved oxygen, and suspended solids in solution, are important factors in mercury’s
availability and mobilization in freshwater ecosystems [17], since they control mercury’s
speciation and transport between the water column, sediment, and biological commu-
nities [18]. Sediments play a major role in the dynamics of natural aquatic systems [19]
and are key to evaluating the contamination of a given water body [20]. Sediments can
act as an important Hg sink and harbor micro-organisms that convert inorganic Hg into
one of its organic forms, methylmercury (MeHg) [21], which is easily absorbed by the
biota, therefore entering the aquatic trophic chain [22,23]. However, little is known about
the influence of the interaction between geomorphology, land use, and physical–chemical
water parameters on mercury concentrations in sediments. This knowledge gap is mainly
due to the uneven geographical distribution of mercury research [8]. Indeed, in Brazil,
studies on environmental mercury have mainly focused on the Amazon, an ecosystem of
global and regional ecological relevance [24].

The Araguaia River (Central Brazil) maintains a complex mosaic of lentic and lotic
ecosystems, which have a rich and diverse ichthyofauna [25], making it fundamental for
the conservation of water resources and biodiversity [26]. However, the Middle Araguaia
is characterized by a rapid geomorphic response to degradation by anthropogenic activi-
ties [27], so changes in land use since the 1970s have resulted in increased erosion, sandy
sediment transport, and river flow [28,29]. These changes can influence local environmental
characteristics and the biogeochemical cycle of mercury. A recent study indicated that the
high intensity of land use in the Middle Araguaia is associated with higher water turbidity,
electrical conductivity, and higher mercury concentrations in lake sediments [12]. Geology
is another factor that can control the occurrence and availability of mercury in natural
ecosystems. It is worth noting that the Middle Araguaia floodplain has rocks in a specific
geological gradient, with plutonic igneous origin further south and sedimentary rocks to
the north [30,31]. However, there still needs to be more information on the influence of
geological factors on the accumulation of Hg in sediments.

Thus, this study aims to quantify mercury concentrations in the sediments of 50
natural lakes in a 750 km segment of the Middle Araguaia River (Central Brazil) to compare
concentrations between lakes flowing through non-urban and urban areas of different
geological origins within the Cerrado biome.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The Araguaia River is the main fluvial system of Central Brazil [32]. Flowing through
the Cerrado and with a small part under the Amazon rainforest, its watershed has an
area close to 377,000 km2 and a mean annual discharge of 6420 m3s−1 [33]. This river is
important to the Neotropical biodiversity [34] and has three major reaches in its 2110 km
extension: upper, middle, and lower. Its lower course confluences with the Tocantins
River [33], which joins the southern tributaries of the Amazon River [35].

The focus of our study is the Middle Araguaia segment. The geomorphology and flood
dynamics of the Middle Araguaia result in a rich mosaic of natural lakes, characterized as
abandoned channels, oxbow and meander spires, marginal dykes, and lateral accretion
lakes [36]. Based on geological contact and outcrops, we identified that in the south
portion of the study area, the river flows over the XambioáNeoproterozoic unit (NPx) and
the Santa TerezaNeoproterozoic suite (NPgamma). In the central area, it flows over the
XambioáNeoproterozoic unit (NPx), the Serra DouradaPaleoproterozoic unit (PP2sd), and
the Rio dos ManguesPaleoproterozoic complex (PPgamma); while in the north section it
flows over Quaternary terrains (Qag).

We surveyed the total mercury (THg) in bottom sediment from 50 lakes along 750 km
of the Middle Araguaia floodplain, during the period of flood, which is when most of
the lakes are navigable, to study the relationship between geological groups, land use,
physicochemical variables, and THg concentrations.

We assigned each sampling point to a geological group and to one of two land
uses. We labeled sampling points closer than 12 km from an urbanized area, “urban”
(n = 16), and those farther than 12 km from an urbanized area, “non-urban” (n = 34).
The labels for the geological groups we used were Group 1 (NPx/NPgamma), Group 2
(NPx/PP2sd/PPgamma), and Group 3 (Qag) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location of the sampling sites, split into three different sections (1/south; 2/center; 3/north)
in the Middle Araguaia River floodplain in January 2019.

2.2. Sample Collection and Mercury Determination

The collection of bottom sediment samples was conducted manually or using an
Eckman dredge. All samples were stored in polyethylene bags and kept cool until sample
preparation and chemical analysis. In situ measurements of pH, dissolved oxygen (DO),
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temperature, oxidation–reduction potential (ORP), total dissolved solids (TDS), electrical
conductivity (Ec), and turbidity levels accompanied environmental sampling at each point
with a multi-parameter Horiba probe (Kyoto, Japan). Sediment samples were dried in an
oven at 40 ◦C, followed by maceration and subjection to a sieve shaker (Bronzinox) for
10 min, to a granulometry of 600 µm, 250 µm, 120 µm, and 20 µm. After homogenization, we
stored the smallest particles (20 µm) in Eppendorf® polypropylene tubes for quantification
of Hg [37].

We determined THg concentrations at the Analytical and Environmental Chemistry
Laboratory (LQAA) at the University of Brasilia, using atomic absorption spectrophotome-
try on a Lumex® Zeeman AAS RA 915+ analyzer (Lumex) with Zeeman effect correction.
After weighing samples in a high precision balance, we inserted them directly into the
analyzer in a quartz boat. Sample decomposition occurred in the first chamber heated up
to 740 ◦C, and analyte atomization took place in a second heated chamber, heated up to
700 ◦C [38].

All glassware used for analyses was submitted to rigorous cleaning procedures that
included acid washings (with HNO3 5% for 24 h) and rinsing with ultrapure water. Analyt-
ical quality control was performed using certified reference material SS-2 (contaminated
soil) and accompanied by analysis of reagent blanks, with an 88% average recovery. The
coefficient of variation between replicates varied from zero to 16% and the limit of detection
was 0.024 ng.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

We used multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with Wilk’s lambda to test
the geological formation’s effect on THg concentrations and related water parameters.
Since we studied a route of the Araguaia River with high geological complexity and many
changes in land use, we opted for the nested ANOVA model to evaluate the differences in
Hg concentrations, considering the interactions of land uses (urban and non-urban), with
different geological substrates. This model evaluates interactions between factor groups,
without crossing factor groups. Therefore, because land uses are nested or hierarchical
within the different geologies, this model is the most suitable. We assessed the significance
of condition-dependent effects by considering each geological formation with its nested
land use as a different condition. Having established which conditions were significant,
we ran nested ANOVA to compare the averages of THg, DO, pH, temperature, ORP,
TDS, electrical conductivity (Ec), and turbidity of the groups categorized by geological
formation. The probability p < 0.05 and confidence intervals of 95% between averages
showed significant differences in the tests performed. We used Tukey HSD to test the effect
(p < 0.05) of specific groups in THg concentrations and water parameters and the Type
III test to determine the effect size of each variable within each group. For this analysis,
we used Group 3 non-urban for comparison. All statistical analyses were generated using
Statistica 10 software (StatSoft Inc., Hamburg, Germany).

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) assessed the relationship between Hg concen-
trations, water physicochemical parameters, and geological formation. We employed PCA
in a dataset of 300 observation values (six parameters determined at 50 sampling sites),
excluding temperature and ORP due to previous results and TDS for its correlation with
electrical conductivity. We performed the PCA with the prcomp function of the stats pack-
age and built a biplot with the ggbiplot function of the ggplot_pca package with R software
(R Foundation, Vienna, Austria). The PCA axes were chosen based on the Kaiser–Guttman
criterion, selecting only the axes with eigenvalues above one [24].

3. Results

Our results showed that land use nested in geology influenced sediment THg in lakes
in the Middle Araguaia floodplain. Table 1 shows a summary of the univariate nested
ANOVA for each group.
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Table 1. Intercept and p-values from univariate analysis (nested ANOVA).

THg 1 DO pH Temp Ec TDS Turb ORP

Intercept 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000 0.00000
Geo-nested

land use 0.00111 0.00502 0.00667 0.24639 0.00000 0.00000 0.08403 0.52510

Land use 0.00501 0.00406 0.00208 0.66064 0.64745 0.64717 0.30527 0.78711
1 THg: THg in sediments; DO: dissolved oxygen; Temp: temperature; Ec: electrical conductivity; TDS: total
dissolved solids; Turb: turbidity; ORP: oxidation–reduction potential.

The effect of the interaction between geology with nested land use was significant for
sediment THg (Table 2).

Table 2. Mean and standard deviation values of physicochemical variables for each category.

Geology Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

Nested Land Use Urban Non-Urban Urban Non-Urban Urban Non-Urban

n 50 7 7 3 12 6 15

THg 1 (ng/g) 76.14 ± 39.03 † 119.71 ± 05.44 a * 79.74 ± 14.53 b * 105.40 ± 17.29 abc * 81.36 ± 17.89 bcd * 46.27 ± 21.37 e 56.05 ± 38.62 be

DO (mg/L) 5.57 ± 2.10 * 2.86 ± 1.81 a 6.00 ± 1.95 b 7.00 ± 0.61 b 6.45 ± 2.00 b 6.07 ± 1.92 b 5.43 ± 1.69 b

pH 6.28 ± 0.49 * 6.34 ± 0.45 a * 6.31 ± 0.40 a † 6.44 ± 0.20 a * 6.37 ± 0.41 a * 6.55 ± 0.25 a 6.01 ± 0.62 b

Turb (NTU) 6.92 ± 5.64 7.32 ± 3.92 a 6.58 ± 1.28 a 6.96 ± 1.76 a 10.65 ± 9.46 ab 3.01 ± 0.91 ac 5.46 ± 3.46 ac

Temp (◦C) 30.61 ± 1.74 29.46 ± 1.09 a 30.32 ± 1.34 ab 31.58 ± 1.90 ab 31.38 ± 2.37 b 30.46 ± 0.95 ab 30.53 ± 1.63 ab

Ec (mS/cm) 0.035 ± 0.013 † 0.043 ± 0.008 a * 0.036 ± 0.005 a * 0.045 ± 0.007 a † 0.046 ± 0.008 a 0.024 ± 0.008 b 0.026 ± 0.013 b

ORP 241.42 ± 54.06 244.57 ± 82.91 262.42 ± 24.79 256.00 ± 58.02 225.33 ± 54.09 221.00 ± 30.79 248.26 ± 56.38
TDS (g/L) 0.023 ± 0.008 † 0.028 ± 0.005 a * 0.023 ± 0.003 a * 0.029 ± 0.005 a † 0.029 ± 0.005 a 0.015 ± 0.005 b 0.016 ± 0.008 b

* p < 0.05 (nested ANOVA). † p < 0.001 (nested ANOVA). a–e denote significant differences among columns
(groups) according to Tukey’s test (p < 0.05). 1 THg: THg in sediments; DO: dissolved oxygen; Turb: turbidity;
Temp: temperature; Ec: electrical conductivity; ORP: oxidation–reduction potential; TDS: total dissolved solids.

Within Group 1, there was a statistical difference (p = 0.02) in sediment THg between
urban and non-urban sites. THg did not vary significantly between Group 1 and Group 2,
but there was a significant reduction in sediment THg in Group 3 urban sites (Table 1;
Figure 2a). Figure 2 illustrates the comparison of mean values of the parameters that
were under significant influence by the interaction of geology and land use and highlights
statistical differences.

The MANOVA indicated that the interaction between geological groups and land
use had a statistical significance (p < 0.05) in the physicochemical variables we analyzed,
and land use was significant (p = 0.05) in the interaction. The univariate nested ANOVA
revealed that land use had a significant impact on sediment THg; however, when we
considered land use nested within the geological formation, the interaction with sediment
THg became even stronger (Table 2). Type III analysis of parameters and β indicated that
sediment THg was most active in Group 1 urban. The analysis removed Group 3 non-urban
and used it to assess the interaction of each predictor.

Thus, regarding mercury, proximity to urbanized areas influences sediment THg levels
in the Middle Araguaia floodplain; but the interaction is stronger when we consider land
use nested within the geology of the area.

Land use nested in geology affected DO, pH, Ec, and TDS in lakes in the Middle
Araguaia floodplain. Table 1 shows that the effect of the interaction between geology with
nested land use was significant for most water variables but it was larger for Ec and TDS
(Table 2). Because of the correlation between Ec and TDS, we decided to present only TDS
in Figure 2.

The univariate nested ANOVA revealed that land use had a significant impact on DO
(p = 0.004) and pH (p = 0.002). Additionally, when we considered land use nested within
the geological formation, the interaction remained significant for DO (p = 0.005) and pH
(p = 0.006) and showed an influence on Ec (p < 0.05) and TDS (p < 0.05) (Table 2).
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Tukey’s test showed a significant decrease in mean DO levels in Group 1 urban (Table 1;
Figure 2b) and in pH levels in Group 3 non-urban (Table 1; Figure 2c). TDS and Ec are
correlated parameters; therefore, as expected, they displayed a similar statistical difference
in Group 3 (Table 1; Figure 2d). Despite not being influenced by the geological groups with
nested land use, we highlight that turbidity had a statistical difference between Group 2
non-urban and Group 3 (p < 0.05), while temperature only differed significantly between
Group 1 urban and Group 2 non-urban (p = 0.02). However, there was no statistical
difference concerning ORP (Table 1).

Type III analysis of parameters and β indicated that the most active variables in each
group were as follows: Group 1 urban: THg (β = 0.57); Group 1 non-urban: Ec (β = 0.27);
Group 2 urban: Ec (β = 0.34); Group 2 non-urban: Ec and TDS (β = 0.64); and Group 3
urban: pH (β = 0.36). DO showed the highest β (β = −0.42) in Group 1 urban.

Confidence intervals of 95% showed that the interaction between geology and land
use was a major factor influencing the variability in sediment THg. The results allowed
for the determination of which variables differed significantly among distinct geological
formations with their nested land uses, and the magnitude of their influence. However,
it was not possible to find a pattern. This could be due to the complexity of the study,
the length of the study area, or the divergence in the number of non-urban and urban
sampling sites.
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The data were then subjected to a spatial multivariate statistical method to further
explore spatial patterns in water physicochemical variables affected by different geological
formations and proximity to urbanized areas. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) evalu-
ated the spatial correlation and similarity of the eigenvectors with the factors scoring of the
geological and land use groups. The PCA ordination of the samples is plotted in Figure 3,
where it is possible to analyze how the water parameters relate to both geology (Figure 3a)
and land use (Figure 3b).
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The first two axes of the PCA explained 61.5% of the variation in the data (Figure 3). Axis 1
indicates the separation of the sampling units in Group 3 from those in
Groups 1 and 2. There was a positive correlation of electrical conductivity, turbidity,
and pH with Axis 1, mainly associated with the sampling sites in Groups 1 and 2. In
contrast, water transparency, associated with Group 3, was negatively correlated with
Axis 1. With Axis 2, we found a positive correlation with dissolved oxygen and pH and a
negative correlation with THg concentrations in the sediment, which were predominantly
associated with Group 1 sampling sites (Figure 3a). Concerning land use, there is no clear
pattern of the ordering of the variables between “urban” and “non-urban” groups; however,
water transparency links to the sampling sites located far from urban areas (Figure 3b).

4. Discussion

Our results indicate that sediment THg in the lakes in the Middle Araguaia River
floodplain is related to the association of the geology of the area and its land use. Our
statistical model revealed that sediment THg in sampling sites within Group 1 and Group 2
was significantly influenced by this interaction, which was stronger in Group 1 urban
(p < 0.001). Despite their different geological constitution, THg concentration did not
differ significantly between these groups. Group 1 (NPx/NPgamma) is made of volcanic
and mafic rocks, such as biotite, muscovite, quartz, shale, granite, alkali-granite and
tonalite, [30,31,39,40] while Group 2 (NPx/PP2sd/PPgamma) is constituted by volcanic,
mafic and sedimentary rocks (biotite, muscovite quartz, shale, sandstone, siltstone, silt, clay,
sand, and gneiss) [41–43]. Group 1 had the highest average for THg (Table 2) and there
was a statistical difference between urban and non-urban within this group (p = 0.02). The
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highest THg values were seen in urban sampling sites close to Nova Crixás (P09, P10, and
P11). There was a significant reduction in THg between Groups 1/2 and Group 3 urban
(Figure 2a), but there was no difference in significance between land uses in Group 3 or in
Group 2.

The significant reduction in THg found in Group 3 corroborates the assumption that
sedimentary rocks are not as rich in Hg as mafic and igneous rocks. Group 3 (Qag) consists
of alluvial deposits [30,31] and a complex mosaic of morpho-sedimentary units formed by
sediments made of laterized sandy conglomerates and other sedimentological composi-
tions [44]. Volcanic and mafic rocks can carry a large quantity of sulfur [45] and sulfur-based
compounds contribute to the metal binding capacity of freshwater wetland sediments [5].
It could also be due to the strong affinity that mercury has for organic matter, notably
through binding with organic thiols [6]. The first body fossil of a microscopic metazoan
was observed in rocks deposited towards the end of the Neoproterozoic period [46] and
Quaternary terrains are more ancient. These results were corroborated by the Principal
Component Analysis, which indicated an association between THg concentrations and
geological groups constituted of volcanic and mafic rocks (NPx/NPgamma—Group 1 and
NPX/PP2sd/PPgamma—Group 2) (Figure 3).

Our results partially meet the works of Tong et al. [47] and Ioele et al. [48], who
concluded that urbanization has an impact on mercury content in the aquatic environment.
In the Middle Araguaia floodplain, we verified this only in Group 1. This may be due to
the cities surrounding the sampling points not being heavily industrialized and having
small populations [49]. In addition, the discontinuity of the stable, high and flat lands
along the river, as well as irregular areas, act as natural barriers to the establishment
of activities such as extensive agriculture and large-scale urban infrastructure, though
there are croplands in plateaus where the flat topography favors the practice of highly
mechanized, intensive annual crop production [50]. The Middle Araguaia flows mainly
in the lower areas of the Araguaia River Basin, which are unfavorable for large-scale land
use [32,51]. Additionally, it is difficult to determine the direction of the surface runoff from
agriculture or other activities.

Despite the uneven number of urban (n = 16) and non-urban (n = 34) sites, the
nested analysis showed that the proximity to urbanized areas interacted significantly
with the geology of the area and statistically influenced sediment mercury in the region
(Table 1). However, it is noteworthy that some areas classified as non-urban had some
type of anthropogenic impact, such as small-scale agriculture and livestock. Because of
these findings, we highlight that the association of geological constitution and land use
significantly influences the level of Hg contamination in sediments of lakes in the Middle
Araguaia floodplain.

The Araguaia plain is classified as a clear water floodplain, characterized by low
transport of clay sediments, low levels of organic matter, relatively high water transparency,
and a pH between 5 and 8 [52]. These environmental conditions are not favorable to the
accumulation of Hg in the sediments [17,53] so the presence of THg in high concentrations
indicates the existence of other drivers. In the Tapajós River, for example, despite also
being a clear water system, the high concentrations of Hg are associated with gold mining
and large-scale deforestation in its watershed [13,54]. Although the Araguaia River and
some of its tributaries have a history of artisanal gold mining, since there are several
orogenic gold deposits in the area [55], we did not link it to the presence of mercury in the
study area because sites that could have been influenced by this activity had average THg
concentration. In this study, the interaction between geology and land use had a greater
impact on THg and DO in Group 1 urban, where DO had its lowest values and sediment
THg presented the highest concentrations (Figure 2). The mapping of the scores confirmed
that DO and THg are inversely related in the study area (Figure 3), which indicates that the
geology with its nested land use has an opposite effect on these physicochemical variables:
while this interaction increases sediment THg, it decreases OD in water. However, PCA
suggested a negative relation between eigenvectors THg and pH, and this differed partially
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from the ANOVA results, which showed a strong effect of the interaction on pH only in
Group 2 urban, where its value was not statistically different, and a negative correlation
between these variables in urban sampling points. pH only varied significantly in Group
3 non-urban surroundings, where it showed the lowest values, but THg concentrations
were also low in this area. pH interferes in the production of dimethylmercury and
monomethylmercury, but the total amount of mercury methylated remains approximately
the same [56]; therefore, it is acceptable that pH does not interfere with the amount of THg.

In our study, we found that the interaction between geological constitution and land
use in the Middle Araguaia River floodplain influences TDS and conductivity significantly,
especially in Group 1 urban and Group 2 non-urban. They varied comparably with THg,
with the lowest values in Group 3 areas. TDS concentration describes the presence of
inorganic salts and small amounts of organic matter in the water while conductivity is the
measure of water’s capacity to conduct electrical current and these parameters correlate.
The sources of material in TDS and conductivity can come from nature, i.e., geological
conditions and seawater, and from human activities, i.e., domestic and industrial waste
and agriculture [57]. Since Hg, TDS, and electrical conductivity have similar sources, it is
reasonable that they display comparable behavior.

Concerning turbidity, initially, the ANOVA indicated that the interaction between
geology and land use did not have a significant influence on lakes in the Middle Araguaia
floodplain (Table 1). However, when we analyzed the effect on each group, there was
a statistical difference in Group 2 non-urban. The turbidity measured in nephelometric
turbidity units (NTU) is often used as a rough index of the fine suspended sediment con-
tent of the water [58], so we believe that this portion of the study area must present a
higher rate of erosion, which knowingly contributes enormous amounts of fine suspended
sediment and consequent turbidity to river and lakes. We found no effect of the interac-
tion between geology and land use over temperature or ORP in the lakes in the Middle
Araguaia floodplain.

5. Conclusions

This study focused on the total mercury concentrations in the bottom sediments
of lakes in the Middle Araguaia River, Brazil. Spatial variation in THg in the samples
from each of the 50 stations provided strong indications that the geological constitution
associated with land use explains its distribution in the area. Sampling sites in regions of
mafic rocks and close to urbanized areas had the highest values for THg. In the Middle
Araguaia floodplain, both the geological constitution and proximity to urbanized areas
influence sediment THg, but the effect is greater when their interaction is considered.

We found that this interaction also influences water physicochemical variables. pH
values were significantly lower in Group 3 non-urban areas, while DO showed a significant
difference in Group 2 urban areas. Turbidity varied significantly among the assigned groups,
as did TDS and conductivity in water suffer influence from this interaction. However, we
could not establish a relationship between geological formations with their nested land use
and ORP or temperature.

Our study provides new data on the presence of Hg in a tropical region that is part of
an extremely important biome, the Cerrado. The gathered data may be extremely useful
for comparison with similar areas in the world and can contribute to understanding the
ecological risks of anthropic influence in the Cerrado, as well as support decision-making
policies aimed at public health and Hg pollution control in the Tocantins–Araguaia basin.
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