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ANAEROBIC DIGESTION PROCESS FOR
LOW-SOLID WASTE

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application 60/594,991, entitled, “Anaerobic Digestion Pro-
cess for Low-Solid Wastes”, filed May 25, 2005, the contents
of which are herein incorporated by reference.

FIELD OF INVENTION

This invention relates to wastewater treatment. More par-
ticularly, this invention relates to an anaerobic digestion pro-
cess for the treatment of domestic wastewater sludge utilizing
thickened sludge allowing for reduced reactor size.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

There is considerable interest in the treatment of wastewa-
ter sludge. Anaerobic digestion of municipal wastewater
sludge typically requires the use of large holding tanks sized
to accommodate enough sludge to account for a 20-day
hydraulic retention time. In addition to these tanks, equip-
ment is used to constantly stir the contents. This new process
requires a much smaller tank and no stirring equipment, and
yet does not sacrifice performance as compared to standard
anaerobic digestion processes. Resulting equipment costs
and capital costs are reduced considerably. Land require-
ments are similarly reduced.

Anaerobic digestion is a microbiological process in which
organic materials are broken down by the action of microor-
ganisms in the absence of oxygen. The anaerobic microor-
ganisms reduce the quantity of organic matter present in the
biologically activated sludge thereby generating bio-gas hav-
ing a relatively high methane gas content. The stabilized
sludge is typically removed from a digestion tank for dewa-
tering and disposal. The methane gas can be burned off or
recovered to supply energy to heat the digesters as well as
supply energy for use elsewhere in the treatment facility.
There exists a great need to maximize the effectiveness and
costs of the anaerobic digestion to allow municipalities and
other treatment facilities to operate efficiently and reduce the
burdens on space. This invention serves these important needs
and others as will become apparent.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

An anaerobic digestion process for the treatment of domes-
tic wastewater sludge that requires less space and funding to
construct. Sludge to be treated is combined with recycled
anaerobic digester sludge to form a blended sludge. The
recycled anaerobic digester sludge provides a source of
microorganisms necessary to initiate the breakdown of
organic matter in the sludge to be treated. The sludge is then
concentrated to increase total solids content to about 10-20%.
Excess liquid is removed from the concentrated sludge. The
concentrated sludge is then digested in an anaerobic reactor
system such as a plug-flow reactor. Some benefits of the
system’s reduced volume, as a result of concentration of the
sludge, include elimination of the necessity of substantially
continuous stirring and the new possibilities for the types of
construction to be used for the reactor. In addition to the
reduced cost of the process itself, the process creates biogas
that can be used to offset energy requirements for the process.
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In accordance with one aspect of the invention there is
provided a method for the treatment of sludge generated in a
wastewater treatment system including the steps of blending
sludge to be treated with recycled anaerobic digester sludge to
form a blended sludge, concentrating the blended sludge
wherein the total solids content is increased to about 10% to
about 20% and excess liquid is removed, transferring the
excess liquid for aerobic digestion, digesting the concentrated
sludge in an anaerobic digestion systems and recycling a
portion of the digester waste stream to provide as recycled
anaerobic digester sludge input for the blending step. In cer-
tain embodiments the sludge to be treated is primary and
waste activated sludge. In an advantageous embodiment the
reactor of the anaerobic digestion system is a plug-flow reac-
tor. In a further embodiments the temperature of the anaerobic
digestion system is maintained by a heating jacket. The
anaerobic digestion system may also be insulated to maintain
a substantially constant temperature. In certain embodiments
the reactor of the anaerobic digestion system is small volume
reactor relative to the size of a reactor used in a conventional
digestion process. Reducing reactor size results in a signifi-
cant economic advantage and allows the use of standard-size
plastic or metal tanks as opposed to the pre-stressed concrete
required in larger systems. In certain aspects the digesting of
the concentrated sludge in an anaerobic digestion system is
performed in the absence of substantially continuous stirring.
Eliminating the requirement for stirring substantially reduces
the cost and complexity of the system. In certain aspects the
blended sludge is concentrated using a centrifuge. In alterna-
tive aspects the blended sludge is concentrated using a belt
filter press. Alternatively a combination of these means, and
other, could be used to concentrate the blended sludge. The
concentrated, blended sludge can be transferred to the anaero-
bic digestion system using an auger. In an advantageous
embodiment a portion of the produced biogas can be captured
to offset the cost of the wastewater treatment process.

In alternative aspects the present invention provides a
method for treating sludge generated in a wastewater treat-
ment system including the steps of blending sludge to be
treated with recycled anaerobic digester sludge to form a
blended sludge, concentrating the blended sludge wherein the
total solids content is increased to about 10% to about 20%
and excess liquid is removed, transferring the excess liquid
for aerobic digestion, digesting the concentrated sludge in a
plug-flow reactor anaerobic digestion system; and recycling a
portion of the digester waste stream to provide as recycled
anaerobic digester sludge input for the blending step. In cer-
tain embodiments the anaerobic digestion system is main-
tained a substantially constant temperature. The temperature
of the anaerobic digestion system can be maintained by a
heating jacket. The anaerobic digestion system may also be
insulated to maintain a substantially constant temperature. In
certain aspects the digesting of the concentrated sludge in an
anaerobic digestion system is performed in the absence of
substantially continuous stirring.

In further alternative aspects the present invention provides
a method for treating sludge generated in a wastewater treat-
ment system comprising the steps of providing primary and
waste-activated sludge to be treated, concentrating the sludge
wherein the total solids content is increased to about 10% to
about 20% and excess liquid is removed, transferring the
excess liquid for aerobic digestion and digesting the concen-
trated sludge in a plug-flow reactor anaerobic digestion sys-
tem. In certain embodiments the anaerobic digestion system
is maintained a substantially constant temperature. The tem-
perature of the anaerobic digestion system can be maintained
by a heating jacket. The anaerobic digestion system may also
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be insulated to maintain a substantially constant temperature.
In certain aspects the digesting of the concentrated sludge in
an anaerobic digestion system is performed in the absence of
substantially continuous stirring.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a fuller understanding of the invention, reference
should be made to the following detailed description, taken in
connection with the accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a flowchart depicting standard (prior-art) anaero-
bic digestion processes. At the top of the figure is shown a
2-Stage Anaerobic Digester (Conventional). At the bottom of
the figure is shown a High-rate Anaerobic Digester.

FIG. 2 is a flowchart depicting the anaerobic digestion
process of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

The disclosed invention is an anaerobic digestion process
for the treatment of domestic wastewater sludge.

By way of background, a wastewater treatment system
cleans wastewater before it is discharged into a receiving
stream. Traditional anaerobic digestion is a stirred, low-solids
process performed in a continuously-stirred tank reactor
(CSTR). Both the conventional and high-rate processes use
this design configuration. FIG. 1 presents a schematic block
diagram of such conventional and high-rate processes that
may be used by a municipality or the like. Typically, industrial
or municipal primary and waste-activated sludge initially
passes along a flow path into an anaerobic digester. In general,
the micro-organisms consume the organic particulates sus-
pended in the wastewater. In this way, the treatment microor-
ganisms reduce contaminants present in the wastewater as
well as the biological oxygen demand. Biogas, including
methane, is one product of the digestion process. In a con-
ventional, two-stage anaerobic digester the product to the first
digestion is passed to a second anaerobic digester without
additional mixing. Following the second anaerobic digestion,
or, in the case of a high-rate anaerobic digester, a first anaero-
bic digestion, the digested product is passed to a belt filter
press where the biosolids are separated from the supernatant.
The stabilized, digested sludge can then proceed towards
disposal.

The new anaerobic digestion process breaks the three
tenets illustrated in FIG. 1. Referring to FIG. 2 there is pre-
sented a schematic block diagram exemplary of the invention.
The new process converts a low-solids problem to a high-
solids one. Whereas the conventional process deals with a
total solids content of 1-4%, the new process thickens this
solids content to 10-20%. This allows for a large reduction in
reactor volume, thus generating large capital cost savings.
Smaller reactor volume also means that different building
materials than pre-stressed concrete can be used. The new
process allows for standard sized plastic or metallic tanks.
The conventional process requires stirring of the sludge,
whereas the new process does not. Finally, the conventional
process utilizes CSTRs, whereas the new process uses a plug-
flow reactor (PFR) which is universally recognized as a more
efficient reactor configuration. Eliminating excessive reactor
size and stirring drastically reduces the equipment costs, and
as a result, overall capital costs.
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The invention will be further described by way of the
following non-limiting examples.

EXAMPLE 1

Development and Characterization of the New
Anaerobic Digestion Process

Process Steps for New Anaerobic Digestion Process:

1. Primary and waste activated sludge are blended with
recycled anaerobic digester sludge.

2. The waste is thickened to increase the total solids content
from 1-3% to 10-20%. Excess liquid (supernatant) from
the centrifugation or belt filter press process is transferred
to the head of the treatment plant for acrobic treatment. The
thickened sludge is transterred into the anaerobic digester
via an auger or similar system.

3. Thickened sludge is added to the anaerobic digester for a
defined retention time. During this period, volatile solids
are converted to biogas and biosolids. A portion of the
biogas (methane and carbon dioxide) can be used to offset
energy requirements for the digestion process. The digester
temperature is maintained by a heating jacket and insula-
tion. This is not possible in conventional or high-rate pro-
cesses because of the size of the reactors. The digester is a
plug flow reactor, and does not require stirring.

4. A portion of the digester waste stream is recycled as
described in step one. The main purpose of this is to main-
tain the microorganism population in the digester. The
remaining portion of the biosolids is removed for disposal
or further processing.

Financial Benefits:
The equipment costs for conventional and high-rate diges-
tion processes (serving 10,000 customers) are as follows:

Equipment Capacity 2-Stage High-rate
Anaerobic 485,851 gal $558,729 —
Digester #1

Anaerobic 485,851 gal $558,729 —
Digester #2

High-rate 364,388 gal — $470,152
Anaerobic

Digester

Gas Collection $120,000 $60,000
Total $1,237,000 $530,152
Capital Cost Tx 7%
Factor

Estimated $8,659,000 $3,711,064

Capital Costs

These costs are for systems serving 10,000 customers.
Costs are in year 2000 dollars. Costs for belt filter presses,
heating equipment, and pumps are not included because they
are common to both systems. Gas collection equipment here
are floating steel covers for the reactors. Costs are estimates
based upon conversations with equipment vendors. However,
the gas collection equipment is estimated to cost less for the
new system, since costs are based upon surface area of the
reactor. The PFR reactor for the new digestion method will
not require a large floating cover or dome. The capital cost
factor is based upon a conversation with a local environmen-
tal engineering consulting firm. Generally, capital costs for a
project are six to seven times the total cost of equipment. The
cost break down for the new system is as follows:
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Equipment Capacity New System
Anaerobic Digester 42,026 gallons $63,000
Gas Collection $5000
Total $68,000
Capital Cost Factor 7%
Estimated Capital Costs $476,000

The digester costs are based upon a tank with dimensions
of 32 feet tall by 15 feet diameter. It is sized for 15% solids
with a hydraulic retention time of 15 days. Based upon these
data, the equipment cost savings of the new process over the
standard 2-stage system is 95%, and 87% versus the high-rate
system.

Capital Cost Savings 2-Stage Process High-rate Process

95%
$8,183,000

87%
$3,235,000

Percentage
Dollars

It should be noted that the 15-day hydraulic retention time
that our process is designed for is constrained by regulations
for class A pathogen reduction (see EPA 40 CFR Part 503 for
regulations for land application of biosolids). Our process
retention time could be further reduced through lime addi-
tions to the treated biosolids to remove pathogens. Through
this process, additional cost savings through reactor size
reduction could be realized. It is also important to note that the
dimensions for the reactor size listed here are for domestic/
municipal sludge treatment only. Applications involving ani-
mal, crop, and other organic wastes may require smaller
digesters, and will also likely have different disposal regula-
tions.

Further Applications:

In addition to the digestion of municipal wastewater
sludge, this technology lends itself to a variety of other waste
digestion problems in industries such as: Swine manure (in-
stead of covered lagoons), poultry waste, crop waste, paper
waste, solid waste pre-landfill treatment, cattle waste, indus-
trial waste, high-solid waste.

These waste streams would require further research and
development to optimize the system operation; however the
principle is sound and would likely only require minor adjust-
ments. For instance, high-solids waste streams would require
adilution step to allow for homogeneous mixing of waste and
anaerobic digester sludge. This would be accomplished by
adding a small tank using process water prior to the thicken-
ing step. The smaller size and cost of the new system lends
itself well to these applications, since conventional systems
are cost and size prohibitive for the private user.

The disclosure of all publications cited above are expressly
incorporated herein by reference, each in its entirety, to the
same extent as if each were incorporated by reference indi-
vidually.

It will be seen that the advantages set forth above, and those
made apparent from the foregoing description, are efficiently
attained and since certain changes may be made in the above
construction without departing from the scope of the inven-
tion, it is intended that all matters contained in the foregoing
description or shown in the accompanying drawings shall be
interpreted as illustrative and not in a limiting sense.
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It is also to be understood that the following claims are
intended to cover all of the generic and specific features of the
invention herein described, and all statements of the scope of
the invention which, as a matter of language, might be said to
fall therebetween. Now that the invention has been described,
What is claimed is:
1. A method for treating sludge generated in a wastewater
treatment system comprising the steps of:
blending sludge to be treated with recycled anaerobic
digester sludge to form a blended sludge;

concentrating the blended sludge wherein the total solids
content is increased to about 10% to about 20% and
excess liquid is removed;

transferring the excess liquid for acrobic treatment;

digesting the concentrated sludge in a single vessel anaero-

bic digestion system wherein the digestion of the con-
centrated sludge is performed without substantially con-
tinuous stirring; and

recycling a portion of the digester waste stream to provide

as recycled anaerobic digester sludge input for the
blending step.
2. The method according to claim 1 wherein the sludge to
be treated is primary and waste activated sludge.
3. The method according to claim 1 wherein the sludge to
be treated is selected from the group consisting of primary
sludge and waste activated sludge.
4. The method according to claim 1 wherein the reactor of
the anaerobic digestion system is a plug-flow reactor.
5. The method according to claim 1 wherein the tempera-
ture of the anaerobic digestion system is maintained by a
heating jacket.
6. The method according to claim 1 wherein the anaerobic
digestion system is insulated to maintain a substantially con-
stant temperature.
7. The method according to claim 1 wherein the blended
sludge is concentrated using a centrifuge.
8. The method according to claim 1 wherein the blended
sludge is concentrated using a belt filter press.
9. The method according to claim 1 wherein the concen-
trated blended sludge is transferred to the anaerobic digestion
system using an auger.
10. The method according to claim 1 wherein digesting the
concentrated sludge in the anaerobic digester produces a bio-
gas and a portion of the produced biogas is captured to offset
the cost of the wastewater treatment system.
11. A method for treating sludge generated in a wastewater
treatment system comprising the steps of:
blending sludge to be treated with recycled anaerobic
digester sludge to form a blended sludge;

concentrating the blended sludge wherein the total solids
content is increased to about 10% to about 20% and
excess liquid is removed;

transferring the excess liquid for acrobic treatment;

digesting the concentrated sludge in a plug-flow reactor

anaerobic digestion system; and

recycling a portion of the digester waste stream to provide

as recycled anaerobic digester sludge input for the
blending step.

12. The method according to claim 11 wherein the anaero-
bic digestion system is maintained a substantially constant
temperature.

13. The method according to claim 12 wherein the substan-
tially constant temperature is maintained by heating the reac-
tor.

14. The method according to claim 12 wherein the substan-
tially constant temperature is maintained by insulating the
reactor.
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15. The method according to claim 11 wherein the digest-
ing the concentrated sludge in an anaerobic digestion system
is performed in the absence of substantially continuous stir-
ring.

16. A method for treating sludge generated in a wastewater
treatment system comprising the steps of:

providing primary and waste-activated sludge to be

treated;

concentrating the sludge wherein the total solids content is

increased to about 10% to about 20% and excess liquid
is removed;

transferring the excess liquid for aerobic treatment; and

digesting the concentrated sludge in a plug-flow reactor

anaerobic digestion system.
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17. The method according to claim 16 wherein the anaero-
bic digestion system is maintained a substantially constant
temperature.

18. The method according to claim 17 wherein the substan-
tially constant temperature is maintained by heating the reac-
tor.

19. The method according to claim 17 wherein the substan-
tially constant temperature is maintained by insulating the
reactor.

20. The method according to claim 16 wherein the digest-
ing the concentrated sludge in an anaerobic digestion system
is performed in the absence of substantially continuous stir-
ring.
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