American Journal of Environmental Sciences

Review Paper

Prospects of Using Wastewater as a Resource-Nutrient
Recovery and Energy Generation

"Musfique Ahmed, 'Chowdhury Kamrul Hasan,
"Hafizur Rahman, 'M. Ali Hossain and *Sheikh Aftab Uddin

! Department of Environmental Science,
School of Environmental Science and Management, Independent University, Bangladesh, Dhaka, Bangladesh
*Institute of Marine Sciences and Fisheries, University of Chittagong, Chittagong 4331, Bangladesh

Article history
Received: 12-05-2015
Revised: 02-06-2015
Accepted: 23-06-2015

Corresponding Author:

Musfique Ahmed

Department of Environmental
Science, School of Environmental
Science and Management,
Independent University,
Bangladesh, Dhaka, Bangladesh
Email: musfiquel615@gmail.com

Abstract: It is well understood that both untreated and partially treated
wastewater comprise substantial amount of resources, which can be
recovered and utilized for different purposes. Since Waste Water
Treatment Plant (WWTP) is energy intensive and expensive, substantiating
the WWTPs with Resource Recover Technologies (RRTs) will not only
save a considerable amount of energy but also make the environment
cleaner and safer. In line with this, this paper seeks to review several
RRTS and to identify their limitations. Several effective nutrient recovery
methods using both biota (e.g.,, microalgae, duckweed, aquatic
macrophytes) and chemical processes (e.g., struvite precipitation and
HAIX resin) are discussed in this study. The recovered nutrients can be
used as fertilizer, animal feed and for production of protein rich by-
products. In order to enhance the efficiency of nutrient recovery processes,
several researchers suggest introducing hybrid system of nutrient recovery.
On the other hand, biosolids, biogas, conserved heat, effluent flow,
Microbial Fuel Cells (MFC), Microbial Electrolysis Cells (MEC) can
potentially be employed to produce electricity and other forms of energy
that can meet the demand of existing WWTPs. Moreover, the comparative
analysis of these technologies in terms of advantages and disadvantages
and their recovery potential has been discussed. The review analysis
indicates that despite having limitations, several RRTs are being practiced
mostly in developed world. Future research should focus on how to
increase the efficiency of existing RRTs and identify innovative RRTs
available in developing countries.

Keywords: Resource Recovery, Wastewater, Treatment Plant, Nutrient,
Energy Generation

Introduction

Wastewater Treatment Plant (WWTP) is a
prerequisite to maintain good quality of surface water as
most of the treated water from wastewater plants is
discharged into nearby water bodies. Inadequate
treatment of wastewater allows bacteria, viruses and
other disease-causing pathogens to enter groundwater
and surface water. Furthermore, the whole treatment
process in a WWTP requires substantial amount energy
in the form of electricity, natural gas or other fuels
(Stillwell et al., 2010). Additionally, waste sludge
disposal is another critical factor to maintain a WWTP
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properly. But, waste sludge and wastewater both contain
good amount of recoverable nutrient. Therefore, the
wastewater industries throughout the world continue to
explore sustainable resource recovery technologies
considering such factors as increasing rate of population,
increasing demand of sustainable resources, rigid
nutrient discharge limits and strict rules for sludge
disposal (Woods et al., 1999). That explains the
necessity of considering wastewater as a resource
(nutrient and energy). The huge amount of energy which
is required to run the WWTP can be generated on-site by
implementing  different  technologies.  Efficient
wastewater treatment systems possess the ability to
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produce 100% of their operational energy. These plants
employ new technologies to ensure proficient operation
and to recover and reuse the resources (NACWA, 2009).
Similarly the nutrients conserved in wastewater can be
recovered and used in fertilizer industry and other
applications by provisioning nutrient recovery
technologies. The overall sustainability of WWTPs can
be improved by reducing the use of nonrenewable
resources, minimizing  waste  generation and
implementing resource recycling approaches. Research
has been carried out on these different approaches,
some of them have been done on large scale and some
of them are limited to pilot scale. But, most of these
technologies are applied in developed countries. This
research paper works to review these technologies and
to identify the limitations of these approaches. This
paper is divided in to two sections- in the first section
nutrient recovery approaches have been discussed
while the other section deals with the energy generation
technologies. A detail discussion has also been
presented to comparatively analyze the knowledge gaps
and limitations of these technologies.

Significance of Resource Recovery from
Wastewater

Wastewater contains a high amount of organic
matter, nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) (Deng et al.,
2006), a considerable amount of magnesium (Mg)
(Suzuki et al., 2007), different macro and micro elements
(Ali and Schneider, 2008) and heavy metals (Liu ef al.,
2011) due to which it is considered as one of the major
polluting agents discharged into the environment
(Rahman et al., 2013). Most of the wastewater
treatment plants are implemented with the objective of
removing the nutrients from wastewater, not
recycling. The main challenge of recognizing
wastewater as a ‘renewable’ resource will begin with
the recovery of these organic matters and elements.
Intensive research is required to identify the full range
of nutrient extracting processes and how this resource
can be commoditized. In context to the present
situation of the resource market and technological
advancement, recovery of precious products from
WWTPs is considered as a great challenge (WERF,
2010). Nitrogen and phosphorus are important organic
plant nutrients and also utilized for optimization of
animal and plant production. A large amount of
nitrogenous and phosphate fertilizers is applied in the
soil every year to increase the fertility of the soil
(Rahman et al., 2013). The efficient supply of these
nutrients can be ensured by implementing different
nutrient recovery technologies and by extracting them
from sludge and wastewater. Due to the strict discharge
regulation and the depleting reserve, there is an

100

increasing trend of research and development of
wastewater treatment technologies to remove and
recover these nutrients from wastes (Kelly and He, 2014;
Rittmann et al., 2011). The result of removing greater
concentrations of nutrients from the wastewater is that
the wasted sludge has a greater concentration of
phosphorus, nitrogen and magnesium (Jaffer et al.,
2002). Using emerging technologies to recover nutrients
from this waste sludge is the prime objective of nutrient
recovery in wastewater treatment plants. Obtained
nutrients can be used not only in agricultural industry but
also in the production of various commodities which
require nutrients as raw materials.

The energy latent in wastewater and biosolids
exceeds by ten times the energy used to treat it and can
potentially meet up to considerable percentage of the
national electricity demand. The major concern in using
fossil fuel for generating power in WWTPs is
increasing of greenhouse gas emission, which has
severe effect on atmosphere and also in exaggerating
climate change. Wastewater utilities worldwide are
involved in all areas of renewable energy, from
traditional sources such as wind, solar and hydropower,
to energy derived from biomass (such as biogas), to
research in emerging technologies. The high amount of
electricity required for generating a WWTP can be
drastically reduced by on-site energy generation using
these technologies. Also, Acetic acid, ammonia,
aliphatic hydrocarbons, hydrogen, metals, methanol
which are recoverable at the time of anaerobic
digestion can be used for manufacturing emulsions,
resins, plastics, synthetic fibers, adhesives, fertilizers,
animal feeds, refrigerants, production of
pharmaceuticals and formaldehyde etc. (WERF, 2010).
Evaluation of current resource recovery options (e.g.,
biosolids use, nutrient recovery), as well as identifying
the next generation resources (e.g., biopolymers, trace
metals, chemicals, nutrients) that are cost effectively
recoverable, are both highly needed in the wastewater
treatment industry (WERF, 2010).

Nutrient Recovery

In this section several promising techniques of
nutrient recovery from wastewater have been discussed
to assess their suitability. This discussion will facilitate
to identify the appropriate techniques of nutrient
recovery depending on the composition of wastewater
streams and nature of the treatment plant.

Nutrient Recovery by Biological Organisms

Biological organisms generally used for nutrient
recovery include microalgae (Umble and Ketchum,
1997; Voltolina et al., 2005), duckweed (Alaerts et al.,
1996; Cheng et al., 2002; El-Shafai et al., 2007; Oron,
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1990), wetland plants (Dixon et al., 2003; Fuchs et al.,
2011; Machado et al., 2007) and crops etc. (Mo and
Zhang, 2013). The recovering efficiency of these
biological organisms is primly dependent on the
potential biomass growth, as nutrient generally recovered
through biomass production. Table 1 presents the
potential uses of nutrients recovered by various
biological organisms along with their biomass content.

Microalgae have good nutrient uptake, generally used
for nutrient removal rather than nutrient recycling.
Previous studies show the research gap on recycling
techniques of nutrients by using microalgae. However,
most studies provided an N or P removal rate of over
60% by aqua species (Boyden and Rababah, 1996;
El-Shafai et al., 2007; Mo amd Zhang, 2012, 2013;
Rectenwald and Drenner, 2000; Umble and Ketchum,
1997; Voltolina et al., 2005). Microalgae are superior
among all other organisms in terms of nutrient removal
as these can be grown rapidly in brackish water, so
competition with other crops of arable and freshwater is
avoidable (Cai et al., 2013; Chisti, 2007). Using
microalgae for nutrient recovery is also cost and energy
efficient compared to other conventional water treatment
technologies (Mo and Zhang, 2013).

The mechanisms of algal nutrient uptake need to be
understood properly to maximize the nutrient removal
from different wastewater streams like domestic,
industrial and agricultural. All the major nutrients i.e.,
carbon, phosphorus, nitrogen, sulfur need to be
provided with other ionic components like sodium,
potassium, iron, magnesium, calcium etc. for algal
growth (Cai et al., 2013). An innovative approach is to
use algal pond which is very effective in phosphorus
recovery from wastewater. Relatively short retention
times and shallowness contribute to the higher biomass
productivity of the high rate algal ponds. The typical
ponds contain 1% phosphate content of algal dry
biomass, which can be increased to about 3.3% in the
algal ponds (Richmond, 2003). That will also reduce
costs for harvesting, transporting and spreading the
biomass as a fertilizer by over 60% compared to algae
with ‘standard’ phosphorus content (Shilton et al., 2012).

In recent years, researchers have started to work on
floating macrophytes such as water hyacinth and
duckweed and its role in wastewater treatment and
potential for nutrient recovery (Al-Nozaily et al., 2000;
Boniardi et al., 1994; Cheng et al., 2002; Ennabili et al.,
1998; Skillicorn et al., 1993). In aquatic macrophyte-
based treatment systems, the sewage nutrients are
recovered and changed into simply harvested protein-
rich by-products. Recycling systems based on the
treatment of municipal wastewater with protein
production using duckweed represent a comprehensive
solution (Culley and Epps, 1973; El-Shafai et al., 2007;
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Hammouda et al., 1995; Oron et al, 1988). The
duckweed has high productivity, high protein content,
low fibre content, large nutrient uptake, easy handling,
harvesting and processing and extensive growing
period (Abdalla er al., 1987; El-Shafai et al., 2007,
Hammouda et al., 1995; Oron et al., 1984; Rodrigues and
Oliveira, 1987; Shelef et al., 1982). Use of duckweed
pond is energy efficient process as the ammonia is
converted into plant protein directly in this system
(Mbagwu and Adeniji, 1988; Oron et al., 1987;
Zirschky and Reed, 1988). Secondary effluent provided
by the duckweed pond satisfies the irrigation and
aquaculture reuse criteria and ensures annual yield of
about 55 t/ha dry matter under sufficient conditions
(El-Shafai et al., 2007; Oron, 1990). Upflow anaerobic
sludge blanket (UASB) may play a fundamental role in
the improvement of duckweed pond performance. The
treatment efficiency can be improved by providing
adequate pre-treatment for sewage like UASB to
release nitrogen and phosphorus. The organic carbon
present in effluent can affect the efficiency of
duckweed ponds and pre-treatment of wastewater in a
settling cone for about 8 hour may enhance the
ammonia uptake (El-Shafai et al., 2007; Oron et al.,
1987). A duckweed based system has been reported by
Xu and Shen (2011) which maintains a high phosphate
removal in winter despite of limited duckweed growth.
This ascribed the improved protein accumulation by the
duckweed and nutrient uptake by attached biofilm of
algae and bacteria (Shilton et al., 2012).

Another effective approach is constructed wetland
system that is generally implemented with emergent
macrophytes which are adapted to grow up through the
water column with their root zone and stems submerged.
Constructed wetland is a biofiltration system which is
often built to reduce a large amount of pollutants from
waste water prior to flowing into the water body,
groundwater or natural wetland (Yocum, 2006). Reed
grasses, Cattails, Bulrushes are some of the most
common types of plants which can be used in
constructed wetland (Ahmed and Arora, 2012). Some
researchers state that effective biomass growth is the pre-
consideration in phosphorus removal from wastewater
wetlands (Korner et al., 2003). High uptake in
macrophytes with phosphorus contents of up to 2.9% is
achievable through this process (Chaiprapat et al., 2005).
It has also been found that the contribution made by
biofilms growing on the plants can be significant and has
been reported to account for up to 31-71% of
phosphorus removal. Recent literatures describe that the
constructed wetland is more widely applied than the
other technologies, but most of these constructed
wetlands do not recycle the nutrients for secondary uses
(Shilton et al., 2012).
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Table 1. Using of different biological organisms for nutrient recovery (Cai ef al., 2013; Shilton ef al., 2012)

Biological organisms

Annual Biomass yield ton/ha Uses

Microalgae 69-91

Macrophyte (Duckweed) 35-106

Macrophyte (Constructed wetland) 35-106

Livestock feed

Biofuel production

Fertilizer

Fish biomass

Biogas production
Alcohol-based fuel production
Plant food

Cattle feed

Food for aquatic organisms (fish, molluscs, shrimps)
Human food supplements
Cosmetics

Nutrient Recovery by Chemical Process

About 70-80% nitrogen and 50% phosphorus of
domestic wastewater are contained in urine, resulting
urine separation a potential method for nutrient recovery
(Jonsson, 2001; Larsen and Gujer, 1996). In most of the
developing countries, urine and grey water, all are
collected in same connection line, so urine separation
system hasn’t been developed in that extent due to
expensive construction requirements and aesthetic
problem. But, a urine recovery rate of 70-75% has
been estimated by using the urine-collecting toilets
(Rossi et al., 2009). Urine treatment is complicated task
due to complex composition which changes from fresh
urine to hydrolyzed urine once it leaves the human body
and flows through urinals, toilets and wastewater piping.
Urine separation is a very energy proficient technology
contrasted to other recycling technologies (Benetto ef al.,
2009; Flores et al., 2009; Mo and Zhang, 2013). The
nutrients present in the urine can be recovered through
different technologies like struvite precipitation, HAIX
resins etc. Separation of urine from wastewater also
decreases the pressure of excess nutrient load on
WWTPs (Larsen et al., 2009).

Wastewater which contains a high amount of
phosphorus and nitrogen is a good source of struvite.
Although Struvite (MgNH4PO46H,0) contains a
significant amount of nitrogen and magnesium, it is a
phosphate fertilizer and an effective alternative source of
rock phosphate to maintain the agricultural production
system (Rahman et al., 2013). Struvite precipitation is
generally conducted by using diverse types of reactors
like automated reactors (Antonini et al., 2011), simple
hand-operated reactors (Etter et al., 2011) or by
electrolytic magnesium dosage (Hug and Udert, 2013;
O’Neal and Boyer, 2013). Struivite precipitation is
preferable as the recovery process is simple and removes
ammonium which is easily usable as fertilizers, thus
avoiding transportation costs (Woods et al., 1999).
Recovering rate of phosphate is very high by using
struvite crystallization. Controlled struvite crystallization
(Fig. 1) is a prominent way of nutrient recycling by

taking out struvite from sludge digester liquors because
of its high concentrations of phosphorus, ammonium
and magnesium (Forrest et al., 2008; Marti et al.,
2010). Different theoretical and experimental
processes have been adopted by the researchers for the
successful recovery of struvite (Abbona et al., 1982;
Hao and Loosdrecht, 2006; Pastor et al., 2008;
Rahman er al., 2013; Ronteltap et al., 2007,
Wilsenach et al., 2007). Using of struvite precipitation
has been increased worldwide due to its economic
feasibility. It has been projected that a Wastewater
Treatment Plant (WWTP) with a flow rate of only 20
ml/min has the capacity to produce struvite worth of
10250 USD-25000 USD per year, which is
commendable (Jaffer et al., 2002). In Japan, several full
scale crystallization processes have been applied which
show capacities ranging from 100 to 500 kL/d and
producing 100-500 kg/d of struvite (Mo and Zhang,
2013; Miinch and Barr, 2001; Ueno and Fujii, 2001).

Fig. 1. Struvite  crystal produced from wastewater

(Rahman et al., 2013)
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Another very promising approach of nutrient recovery
is using Hybrid Anion Exchange (HAIX) resin, however
very little study has been done on this approach. The main
component of HAIX resin is strong-base anion exchange
resin which is saturated with metal oxide nanoparticles.
As general strong base anion exchange resins have been
developed for removal of sulfate over phosphate
(Gregory and Dhond, 1972; O’Neal and Boyer, 2013),
these HAIX resins have a higher selectivity for phosphate
over competing anions like sulfate (Blaney et al., 2007,
Pan et al., 2009; Sengupta and Pandit, 2011). Although,
Hydrated Ferric Oxide (HFO) particles are physically
weak and consent to only single use, they are frequently
used to form the HAIX resin because of their chemical
stability and cost-effectiveness. These particles bind the
phosphate on the surface of HFO through the formation of
inner sphere complexes (Blaney et al., 2007; Pan et al.,
2009; Sendrowski and Boyer, 2013). HAIX resin is
selective for phosphate in the presence of sulfate,
chloride, bicarbonate and nitrate (Blaney et al., 2007;
Pan et al., 2009; Sengupta and Pandit, 2011). Previous
research study shows that HAIX resin can effectively
remove phosphate over the pH range 6 to 8 and
temperature has a negligible effect on phosphate removal
(Blaney et al., 2007). HAIX resin has been tested for
phosphate removal from lake and stream water,
domestic secondary wastewater cffluent, industrial
wastewater effluent, reverse osmosis concentrate from
wastewater treatment and sludge liquor from
wastewater treatment (Blaney et al., 2007; O’Neal and
Boyer, 2013; Pan et al., 2009). More than 80%
phosphate has been recovered with HAIX-FE resin
(Blaney et al., 2007; Sengupta and Pandit, 2011) and by
using waste regeneration solution solid-phase fertilizers
can be precipitated as struvite and calcium phosphate
(Kumar et al., 2007; O’Neal and Boyer, 2013).

Most of the nutrient recovery chemical processes are
currently in research and development stage and few
have been implemented on a full scale basis. In spite of
struvite precipitation and ion exchange, calcium
phosphate precipitation has also been evaluated as a
promising approach. One existing process for achieving
this is the DHV Crystalactor, a fludizied bed reactor.
This technology has been implemented as a full scale
system at the wastewater treatment plant of
Geestmerambacht, Netharlands and has been operated
since 1994 (Woods et al., 1999). But much study has not
been found on this system.

Hybrid Approaches of Nutrient Recovery

In order to improve the sustainability of nutrient
recovery system, several researches have been done
by combining different systems. One of such hybrid
systems is designed by coupling anaerobic
fermentation and Microbial Fuel Cell (MFC)
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techniques with the conventional activated sludge
process, thus enabling the energy recovery from sewage or
sewage sludge (Ma et al., 2013; McCarty et al., 2011).
Some innovative approaches have been investigated to
explore the innovative treatment flow-sheets with respect
to the resource recycling and reuse (Kelley et al., 2009;
Sutton et al., 2011). For instance, Kelley et al. (2009)
developed a hybrid system for organic carbon and
struvite recovery (Ma ef al., 2013). Another integrated
method by combining biological process with
physical-chemical unit processes has been designed
by Sutton et al. (2011). The method allows the
conversion of the organic matter in the wastewater to
methane, the removal and recovery of phosphorus and
nitrogen from the wastewater. Sutton et al. (2011)
developed a new flow sheet by combining four treatment
steps like an aerobic Membrane Bioreactor (MBR), a
waste solids pretreatment system which is coupled with
an anaerobic MBR digestion system and physical-
chemical systems to achieve nutrient removal (Fig. 2).
Most of the organic carbon present in the wastewater
was converted into a particulate or slurry form and the
solids are then digested with the anaerobic digestion
system. The continuous Backwash Filter System
(CBF), operating with a reactive filter media and a
comparatively little Fe addition rate is also a significant
part of the flow sheet. The backwash releasing from
this reactive filter system was then received by the
underflow waste solids of the solid-liquid separation
step. These underflow waste solids had the prospective
to utilize as high phosphorus containing fertilizer
product (Sutton et al., 2011).

In line to this hybrid concept, Ma et al. (2003)
explored a new hybrid process by incorporating
membrane separation reactor. This process comprises of
an up flow Dynamic Membrane Separation (DMS)
reactor, an anaerobic digester (or an MFC), a phosphorus
recovery equipment and a Nitrogen Recovery and Water
Reclamation (NRWR) system (Fig. 3) (Ma et al., 2013).
In this process, organic matters of influent wastewater
were harvested by using the DMS reactor with polymeric
flocculant dosing. A high-strength stream was developed
to concentrate the major part of the organic matters for
energy recovery and the liquid effluent with ammonium
flowing from the system had been utilized for fertilizer
recovery. The normal operation period of the system was
300 days and on average 80% of organic matter were
recovered at a membrane flux of 60 L/(m® h) in this
operation period. The carbon to nitrogen mass ratio
(C/N) and fermentation potential of the recovered
organic matter was higher than the waste activated
sludge. A relatively high ROM recovery is possible in
the DMS process as it allows a sound retention of
particulate fractions and biopolymers, however the
dynamic membrane is less efficient to remove the little
molecules (Ma et al., 2013).
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Energy Generation

The organic matter and nutrients of wastewater,
conserved thermal heat, kinetic energy produced due
to wastewater flow can be used to generate on-site
energy at the wastewater treatment plant. This energy
production can definitely reduce the pressure on the
general load of energy to run the treatment plant.
Moreover, it will not only reduce the energy cost but
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also remove the hazardous contaminants and improve
the discharged water quality. In this section several
techniques and methods have been discussed which
are generally applied for energy generation in WWTP
worldwide.

Energy Generation by Biogas

The biogas produced from anaerobic digestion of
waste can be used to heat and electricity generation.
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Combined Heat and Power system (CHP) is a significant
and reliable technology to generate electricity at WWTP
which has anaerobic digesters installed on them
(Bennett, 2007). CHP is cost effective and environment
friendly emitting less greenhouse gases and other
pollutants. As it is a combination of both heat and power
system, it ensures minimum use of fuel (NACWA,
2009). Around 340 Megawatts (MW) of electricity could
be generated if more than 500 plants of U.S.A that
presently use anaerobic digestion without CHP would
have installed CHP facilities. That would also reduce
emission of 2.3 million metric tons of carbon dioxide
annually (NBP, 2014). An assessment of plant biogas
yield and gas quality, including the degree of hydrogen
sulphite and other contaminants, is required to choose
the appropriate CHP engine size (Bennett, 2007). Pre-
treatment is effective to improve biogas production. The
organic material can be transformed into biodegradable
volatile solids by decomposing sludge cells in pre
treatment process. Carbon dioxide (CO,), water vapour
and contaminants need to be removed to ensure
improved utilization of biogas (Frijns et al., 2013). The
general electrical efficiency of biogas engine is only
35%, which can be increased to about 80-90% by
setting up new CHP of more than 40% electric
efficiency (Frijns et al., 2013) Generated electricity
from biogas can be utilized to meet up the required
electricity of the WWTP, so dependence on the external
power system can be reduced. It has been observed that
onsite energy requirement of WWTP has been met up
through the generation of energy by CHP in Austria
(Wett et al., 2007) and Iran (Nouri et al., 2006).

Energy Generation by Biosolids

In wastewater treatment plant, sludge is usually
converted to biosolids which require huge electricity.
Biosolid disposal is always a concern for municipalities
which are densely populated and have a limited
disposable area. Landfilling, land spreading and
composting are methods of biosolid disposal whereas
incineration is an alternative, more costly disposal
method (Stillwell et al., 2010). But, significant energy
can be generated by using biosolid incineration
technology and this energy can be used for electricity
generation. This is an innovative approach to managing
both water and energy and suitable for medium to large
wastewater treatment plant. Disposal costs can be
compensated through this process as it can reduce waste
volume significantly (Mo and Zhang, 2013). Multiple
Hearth Furnaces (MHF) and Fluidized Bed Furnaces
(FBF) are the most common equipment options available
for biosolids incineration (Stillwell et al., 2010). The
major components of a MHF are a refractory-lined,
circular steel shell with several shelves and a central,
rotating hollow cast iron shaft from where arms are
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expanded (Fig. 4A). Biosolids are gathered in the center
of the MHF through a spiral path via the top hearth. In
the middle hearth of the system, solids get burnt and ash
is cooled down the bottom before discharging. Heat is
released from the burnt solid and flow of hot gases are
generated which also works as a countercurrent to
incoming solids. Combustion efficiency can be
optimized by reusing the countercurrent flow of air and
solids (EPA, 2003). FBF is more efficient, more stable
and easy to operate than MHF which has shell and
shelves similar to MHF (Fig. 4B). A fludized sand bed
works as the prime component of this system. The solids
are fed in to the sand bed by using the nozzles and then
the solids and heated sand get mixed. The volatile
matters of the solids get burnt and the liquid is
evaporated from the solids. The discharging pipe at the
top of the furnace is used to discharge the ash and water
vapor, whereas the whole combustion process occurs in
the sand bed and freeboard (EPA, 2003).

Producing biosolids through sludge treatment often
covers more than 50% of the total treatment cost.
Sludge incineration process now mainly focuses on
the recovery of energy for electricity production. The
amount of energy that can be obtained strongly
depends upon the water content of the sludge and the
modification and performance of the incineration,
mechanical dewatering and drying processes
(Rulkens, 2008). In most new applications and retrofit
incinerator designs, there is the ability of recovering
heat. This is mature technology and commonly used,
but still considered underutilized. Japan has done
exceptionally well in practicing this technology by
using about 55% of their sludge for incineration. US,
Denmark, France, Belgium and Germany have used
around 25, 24, 20, 15 and 14% of their sludge
respectively for incineration (Mo and Zhang, 2013;
Wang et al., 2008; Werther and Ogad, 1999).

Thermal/Heat Energy Generation

Heat pumps can be used to extract thermal energy
stored in the wastewater and can produce low
temperature heat from wastewater with the help of
electricity. This heat can later be used for heating and
cooling purposes. They are mainly applicable for
onsite purposes when there are heating and cooling
demands in nearby communities. This technology
performs well in relatively cold climate. It has been
reported that over 500 wastewater heat pumps are in
operation worldwide, with thermal capacities ranging
from 10 kW to 20 MW (Schmid, 2008). An ideal heat
pump system is consisting of compressor, condenser,
evaporator and expansion valve (Fig. 5). Heat pump
technology uses a reverse refrigeration cycle to factor
low temperatures to useable heating levels.
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Fig. 5. Schematic diagram of heat pump, adapted from (Jacobson and Vestergaard-Hansen, 2013)

The compressor works as the primary component of the
vapor-compression refrigeration cycle, which receives
refrigerant as saturated vapor through evaporator. Later
the refrigerant is compressed isentropically to the
condenser pressure. To ensure that refrigerant is
completely vaporized at the time of entering the
compressor, the refrigerant is slightly superheated. Heat
transformation to the circulating water makes the
refrigerant a saturated liquid while leaving the
condenser. The rejected heat is transferred to the
storage tank via the circulation pump as heat
energy.(Kahraman and Celebi, 2009). The available heat
in raw wastewater or effluent is called low grade heat.
Heat recovery from raw wastewater is comparatively
more challenging than from treated wastewater (effluent)
as it contains solids and other constituents in
concentrations much higher than those for effluent.
Besides, fouling and clogging of heat exchangers are
major concern in case of raw wastewater. Thus raw
wastewater requires some pre-treatment prior to heat
recovery process. However, a significant limitation of
effluent applications is that wastewater treatment plants
are not often located near the potential users of the heat.
Technology currently exists to recover heat from both
raw wastewater and effluent, with implemented
examples found in Canada and elsewhere in the world.
Although there are more complexities in the operation
and maintenance of raw wastewater heat recovery
systems compared to effluent applications, continued
technology development will mitigate these challenges
to some extent in the future (Bush and Shiskowski,
2008). Heat pumps are reliable, require low operation
and maintenance costs (Neave, 2010).

Hydropower Generation

The hydraulic head loss stored as energy in the
treated effluent of WWTP can also be used to generate
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hydroelectricity. This technology uses turbines or other
devices installed in pipelines, canals and aqueducts to
generate electricity from effluent water (CEC, 2005).
Treated effluent of WWTP is redirected from the outfall
pipeline and passed through one or more turbine
generator units before discharging in to the receiving
stream. Electricity that has been generated by the
generator can be delivered to the wastewater plant via an
independent transmission line that interconnects with the
wastewater treatment plant’s electrical distribution
system or also can be connected to the electric utility
grid (EPA, 2013). Fig. 6 illustrates a schematic diagram
of a hydropower system installed in WWTP. The head
difference and the water flow rate are the major
considerations to ensure high energy production from
hydropower plant, it requires to flow from higher level to
lower level with significant speed (Gaiusobaseki, 2010).
In late 70’s and early 80’s, these systems have been
practiced in some of WWTPs of New England but
achieved partial success. About 255 MW of electricity
was produced in the man-made hydropower plant of
California (CEC, 2005). Recent use of micro power
turbine, which requires low head loss to generate
electricity, has gained popularity. This is well developed
technology and available for widespread use. Reduction
in costs, improvement in technologies and notable
financial incentives would be beneficial in expanding the
use of micro-hydropower technologies (Curtis and
Douglas, 2011).

Energy  Generation Bioelectrochemical

Technology

by

Wastewater contains organic pollutants, hydrogen
and high value chemicals which can be utilized to
produce energy. Electrically-active bacteria are used in
an electrochemical cell to break down the organic matter.
Both biological and electrochemical processes are
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coupled to generate electricity, hydrogen and other
chemicals in the Bioelectrochemical Systems (BES).
Microbial Fuel Cells (MFCs) and Microbial Electrolysis
Cells (MECs) are the two most renowned and developed
biotechnologies. One anode-cathode combination is used
in these electrochemical systems where an electrical
circuit is created with the help of external wire (Fig. 7)
(EC, 2013). Production of electricity is the main function
of MFCs whereas MECs utilize electricity to drive
chemical reactions to generate hydrogen and other
chemicals. If wastewater is used in these electrochemical
cells, then organic matter of the wastewater can be

Treated
effluent

removed in the process. Generally bacteria are used in
these cells to break down the organic material at the anode
under anaerobic conditions. The bacteria release electrons,
protons and carbon dioxide in the solution at the time of
breaking down the organic material. The anode collects
the electrons, which then travel to the cathode via an
external circuit and protons travel through the solution in
the cell to the cathode. The carbon dioxide then can be
captured and reused to generate electricity. Thus MFCs
and MECs used in wastewater treatment can not only
remove organic matter from the wastewater but also can
be used for nutrient recovery (EC, 2013).

o e
Treated F4
wastewaterf ¢ H:0
— s

(z)

Anodic Chamber
Cathodic Chamber

Raw 1—
wastewater 0,

w::'l.:\:c::or' ¢ H;
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Raw 1
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Fig. 7. Schematic diagram of MFC (left) and MEC (right) cell (Escapa ef al., 2014)
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MECs are very useful as they require little energy to
treat wastewater and at the same time can produce
hydrogen or other chemical products. Significant energy
saving is achieved as the aeration cost is reduced and the
amount of sludge production is reduced (EC, 2013).
MEC shows noteworthy environmental benefits than
MFC in comparison with other anaerobic treatment
options (Foley et al., 2010). The average power energy
production is about 10 and 100 MW/m* (Liu et al.,
2004). Annually about 0.95 million tons of fossil fuel
has been estimated to be saved in the WWTP of
European Union which installed MFCs (Kim, 2009).

Discussion

Although, resource recovery has become a
significant approach in terms of treating wastewater as
a resource, but still there is an ample research scope in
the field of application. Some of the methods are
limited only to research level which has not been
implemented on field. Without on-field application,
the deficiencies of the methods cannot be overridden
with sustainable provisions.

Most of the previous researchers focused more on the
chemical treatment of recovery compared to the
utilization of biological organisms. Though using
organisms or aqua species can be highly beneficial but
these techniques are not highly in practice. Research
regarding alternative cultivation methods of algae and
reuse of the biomass as a fertilizer or stock food are still
in their formative years. Further research, particularly
at field scale, will enhance the understanding on how to
maximize the phosphorus content of the biomass and
will improve the efficiency of cultivation and
harvesting (Shilton et al., 2012). Constructed wetland
system has been reported as the most efficient and
well-known method worldwide whereas nutrient
recovery through duckweeds has only been evaluated
on pilot scale (El-Shafai et al., 2007). The treatment
efficiency of duckweed ponds might be improved by
providing adequate pre-treatment for sewage to release
organically bound N and P (Alaerts et al., 1996). The
efficiency can also be affected by the organic carbon
presented in the wastewater as COD (Oron et al., 1987).
Moreover, these RRTs are more practiced in the
developed countries compared to the developing
countries. Locally these systems are not well recognized
and lack of expertise is found in developing countries
(Nichols, 1983). Constructed wetlands have been
considered for nutrient recovery in most of the previous
life cycle studies (Dixon et al., 2003; Fuchs et al., 2011;
Machado et al., 2007; Memon et al., 2007). Although
there are lack of information in terms of end use of the
aqua species as nutrients, but all the life cycle studies
showed the effectiveness of constructed wetland over the
conventional treatment processes. Therefore a closed
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nutrient loop needs be considered at the time of life cycle
study on constructed wetland to assess the benefits of
this system accurately. Furthermore, life cycle studies on
nutrient recovery through macroalgae, microalgae,
duckweed and crops require to be conducted to appraise
the benefits of these systems (Mo and Zhang, 2013).

In the past decade, struvite precipitation has gained
interest as a route to phosphorus recovery (Doyle and
Parsons, 2002). It has been recognized as a potential raw
material for fertilizer industry because of the cheaper
source of nitrogen and phosphorus in wastewater and
provided that the quality of crystals recovered can be
controlled (Rahman et al., 2013). Scaling problem has
been reported in several plants with the formation of
struvite (Bhattarai et al., 1989; Jaffer et al., 2002;
Mamais et al., 1994). Unintentional struvite formation
can block valves, pipes, centrifuge bowls and pumps
(Miinch and Barr, 2001) and lead to reduced flow
capacity and eventual equipment failure. The blockage
of pipes leads to an increase in pumping costs; as the
diameter of the pipe is reduced; more energy is required
to move the sludge. Also, the time taken for the sludge to
be moved from one place to another has been increased
(Jaffer et al., 2002). Many investigations are carried out
on struvite formation to prevent the scaling problem
and explore possible exploitation for the benefit of
wastewater companies and industries as a fertilizer.
Except two studies, where reduction of greenhouse
gas emission has been evaluated through the
controlled struvite precipitation (Britton et al., 2007),
economic benefit has been emphasized in most of the
life cycle assessments of various struvite precipitation
studies. In spite of knowing the prospective nutrient
recovery from source separated urine, several gaps in
knowledge are restraining the accomplishment of this
stratagem. Principally, effectiveness of HAIX resin on
phosphate removal from urine had not been observed
in previous research works. Although by using
clinoptilolite some research has assessed the
effectiveness of diluted wurine on ion-exchange
(Kocaturk and Baykal, 2012), no specific data is
found regarding their affect on phosphate removal
using HAIX resin (O’Neal and Boyer, 2013).
Although combination of these different systems will
ensure highest amount of nutrient recovery, but hybrid
methods are always neglected and minimum research
works have been performed on them. Studies are
required to examine the potentiality and sustainability
of hybrid systems with several technologies, as each
technology has its limits for the amount of nutrient it
can recover. There is also no previous work that has
examined which wastewater stream is most effective
for nutrient recovery by using innovative hybrid
systems. These knowledge gaps are needed to be
addressed to ensure maximum nutrient recovery with
sustainable methods.
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There are some limitations which have restricted the
use of CHP, biosolid incinerator, MFC and other
technologies for energy generation through wastewater
treatment. High capital and operational cost is major
restraint in using CHP technology. The analysis suggests
that production of electricity from a CHP system
requires two times the resources needed for producing
electricity from the local power plant. Hence, it is not
economical in terms of resource utilization to digest
sludge for electricity production (Mo and Zhang, 2013).
On the other hand biosolid incineration has gained
popularity only on those places where waste disposal has
been a foremost problem. Incineration technology also
creates trouble because of uncontrolled emission of air
from combustion and due to operational difficulties.
Moreover, biosolids incineration can be a net energy
producer only when the water content is reduced to
below 30% (McCarty et al., 2011). In case of heat
pumps, extracted heat can only be used in on-site as the
thermal energy cannot be transferred over long distances.
Ensuring considerable head difference and significant
kinetic energy confine hydropower system to be installed
in all types of WWTP. MFC and MEC application is
limited to pilot scale, so further investigation is required
to on-field level to assess the sustainability and
applicability of these technologies. Although, energy
generation technologies are quite familiar and widely
applied, life cycle studies on these technologies are very
limited (Mo and Zhang, 2013).

Conclusion

Our literature review shows that wastewater and
inadequately treated effluent contain significant
amount of resources, for example, energy, nutrients
and other chemicals. In view of the impact of these
chemicals on the environment and the sustainability of
the Wastewater Treatment Plants (WWTP), adopting
Resource Recovery Technologies (RRTs), either as an
integral part of WWTPs or in isolation, is highly
important not only in developed countries but also in
developing countries. The main objective of this paper
is to portray the prospect of considering wastewater as
a resource eventually which can reduce the intensity
of pollution and the demand of energy and nutrient.
Some of the imperative nutrient recovery and energy
generation technologies have been discussed and their
applications have been reviewed. Additionally their
limitations have been examined. Several effective
processes of nutrient recovery from wastewater using
biological organisms like microalgae, duckweed,
aquatic plants, chemical processes like struvite
precipitation, use of HAIX resin etc. are discussed in
this study. These recovered nutrients can be used as
fertilizer and protein rich by-products. Moreover, several
innovative hybrid approaches have been discussed which
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are implemented to ensure the sustainability of the
nutrient recovery approaches. On-site energy generation
technologies are more commonly applied and renowned
compared to the nutrient recovery technologies.
Biosolids, biogas, conserved heat, effluent flow, MFC,
MEC can be used to generate on-site energy to produce
electricity and other forms of energy for conventional
onsite use. The major challenges of implementing the
energy generation technologies are high construction and
maintenance cost and lack of suitable area. As nutrient
recovery technologies are not widely used and there are
limitations in life cycle studies on these technologies,
these technologies need thorough investigation and
extensive application. To overcome the limitations,
hybrid approaches are needed to be significantly
considered as well. Moreover integration of different
technologies can be encouraged by adequate funding
and enhanced policy and regulations. For proper
utilization of RRTs in developing countries, future
research should focus on how to increase the efficiency
of existing technologies and identify novel ways and
means of resource recovery.
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