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Abstract: In many countries around the world heating (and cooling) has been and will remain the
biggest energy sector, but it is still widely dominated by fossil energy sources today. Wastewater as a
source of renewable energy contains large amounts of heat and due to its place-bound localization in
urban sewer systems it is usually also situated in very close distance to potential heat consumers.
However, one has to keep in mind that heat extraction from wastewater might have undesired
impacts on temperature-sensitive treatment processes in the related wastewater treatment plant
(WWTP). To assess the potential impact of in-sewer heat recovery on inflow temperature, two different
approaches are available today: a simple (but less significant) alligation alternate, or very accurate
(but less practical) mathematical models. To close the gap between practicability and significance
this article introduces a novel approach to pre-assess the suitability of in-sewer heat recovery sites
based on little and easily available data considering energy- and wastewater-related perspectives.
A case study application demonstrates the informative value and general usability of the approach.
Consequently, the proposed procedure can provide guidance and a template for related investigations
at any place in a conventional (combined or separated) sewer system.

Keywords: climate change; renewable energy; wastewater treatment plant; heat pump; heat exchanger;
relevance tree

1. Introduction

Climate change is one of the great challenges of our times. In this context, the United Nations [1]
demand “access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all” and “urgent action
to combat climate change and its impacts” as formulated in their goals for sustainable development.
In this regard the climate and energy framework of the European Union [2] defines (i) a cut in
greenhouse gas emissions, (ii) an increase in the share of renewable energy and (iii) an improvement
in energy efficiency as key targets. Following recent discussions, one might get the impression that
they primarily address and highlight the importance of “green” electricity and mobility, respectively;
however, “green” heating (and cooling) still appears rather underrepresented in this discourse. This is
difficult to understand, because in many countries (of the European Union) this sector already is and
will remain the biggest of the three energy sectors [3], which presently is still widely dominated by
fossil energy sources (mainly natural gas) [3]. In the search for renewable heat sources, wastewater
has attracted increased attention in recent years, culminating in the official acknowledgement of
wastewater as a renewable source of energy in a late-breaking recast of the European directive on the
promotion of the use of energy from renewable sources [4]. This is due to the fact that wastewater
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contains significant amounts of untapped heat (originating from the use of warm/hot water in domestic,
commercial and industrial applications) [5–8].

This thermal energy content of wastewater could be rather easily recovered by the application of
a heat exchanger situated in the wastewater flow and a subsequent heat pump installation [9]. In that
scenario, wastewater heat recovery could take place at three different locations in the wastewater
system [10]: (i) in-house, (ii) in-sewer and (iii) in-effluent at a wastewater treatment plant (WWTP).
The latter site provides benefits in terms of high and continuous flow rates of (treated) wastewater, but
is frequently linked with disadvantageous energy supply distances due to the remote location of a
WWTP in a settlement. For the two former sites, the situation is basically vice-versa, with lower and
discontinuous (untreated) wastewater flows but typically closer supply distances to potential energy
consumers. However, apart from these more energy(-economical) considerations, one has also to be
aware of one major drawback related to wastewater treatment and water pollution control, namely,
a possible impact of in-sewer heat extraction on temperature-sensitive treatment processes in WWTPs
situated downstream [11]. In this context one must recall that the main objectives of wastewater systems
are the protection of human health (community hygiene and urban flood control) and (receiving)
water pollution control [12]. However, this should not totally preclude wastewater heat recovery,
although it may limit it to appropriate locations. To tackle the challenge of predicting/evaluating the
(possible) effects of in-sewer heat recovery on the inflow temperature of a WWTP, the current literature
proposes two approaches: (i) a common alligation alternate, which provides an expected wastewater
temperature decrease at the WWTP by simply opposing expected wastewater temperature decreases
and flow rates at the heat recovery site and the wastewater flow rate in the influent of the related
WWTP [13], or (ii) different mathematical modelling approaches, such as the very holistic concept in
the Swiss TEMPEST model [14], which inspired the development of the more parsimonious Dutch
model [15]. A less data-intensive concept was also developed in England [16], which was later used
for integration into the hydrodynamic SWMM model (Storm Water Management Model) conducted in
Austria [17], as well as two Swedish developments, one focusing primarily on the property level of a
wastewater system [18], the other with a more system-wide perspective [19]. Concluding, the former
approach of the alligation alternate is rather easy to apply but tends to overestimate the actual impact.
The latter modelling concepts tend to be more accurate in predicting potential temperature changes,
but their practicability suffers from a multitude of required input data for model set-up and calibration.

Although both approaches have their strengths, they do not appear particularly suitable for a quick
and conclusive first identification and pre-assessment of the most promising in-sewer heat recovery
sites in a settlement (and are better recommended for subsequent and more detailed investigations).
To support the closure of the existing gap between significance and practicability, this article introduces
a novel approach to pre-assess the suitability of in-sewer heat recovery sites by applying the method
of relevance trees considering both energetic and wastewater perspectives. This work is based on
the following research questions: (i) what thematic categories are relevant for the pre-assessment of
in-sewer heat recovery sites, (ii) what (measurable) criteria can be used to evaluate these categories
and (iii) how can these categories and criteria, respectively, be joined in a structural and logical context
to provide a clear working flow for the pre-assessment procedure. Besides the theoretical framework,
the practical application of the developed approach is presented with a case study.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Theory Framework

The presented suitability pre-assessment of in-sewer heat recovery sites is based on the relevance
tree method. This is an evaluation method that is used in environmental planning for the ordinal
classification of investigated planning options/scenarios according to the subsequent queries of different
assessment categories/indicators. This approach enables the analysis, simplification and evaluation
of complex systems as well as the preparation of transparent and comprehensible decision-making
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processes [20]. Hereby, pre-defined categories and assigned assessment criteria, respectively, are
structured and visualized in a network (tree) that is structured in a hierarchical order (the more
important, the higher ranked the category/criteria). The creation of a relevance tree is done in several
steps [20,21]. In the first step, the characteristics are listed according to their importance (the more
important, the higher ranked), followed by classification of the characteristics (e.g., yes/no, threshold
values). In a further step, the number of classes/grades of the ordinal scale are determined, and finally
the characteristics are assigned classes/grades (value ranges). Every situation under consideration that
has certain combinations of attributes can be assigned to a certain class in a transparent way.

An advantage of this method is that the classification is objectively justified, and the evaluation
determined by the construction of the relevance tree (sequence of criteria, type of branching) is
expressed transparently and clearly [21]. However, the decomposition of complex issues can also
represent a disadvantage if a holistic view is neglected [20].

2.2. Pre-Assessment Procedure Development

To develop the framework of the relevance tree, relevant aspects related to in-sewer heat
recovery are collected and summarized in conclusive categories. To guarantee a comprehensive view,
this working step considers two perspectives: one related to energy and one related to wastewater.
These categories define not only the conceptual orientation in the pre-assessment procedure but
also provide, in a second step, the framework for the definition of related pre-assessment criteria.
These criteria allow a qualitative and/or quantitative evaluation of the defined categories, and thus
provide the decision basis for the actual pre-assessment. However, to complete the entire procedure,
the defined categories/criteria must be organized in a (relevance) tree structure considering a specific
hierarchical order. The entire pre-assessment procedure will be applied in a case study to demonstrate
its practicability.

The definition of relevant categories is based on a detailed review of three different literature sources:
(i) a Swiss guideline for the planning, approval and implementation of wastewater heat recovery
systems [22]; (ii) an Austrian information brochure summarizing the key outcomes of two national
research projects concerning wastewater heat recovery and the integration of wastewater-based energy
into local energy supply concepts [23]; and (iii) a German guideline on wastewater heat recovery [24].
We consider the limitation of the used materials to selected literature in the German language justified
for two reasons. On the one hand, these three countries already have many years of practical experience
in the field of wastewater heat recovery. On the other hand, some of the key contents of this literature
will thus be made available for the international, mainly English-speaking community.

Figure 1 summarizes the different steps needed to develop the pre-assessment procedure.
The collection of relevant aspects and their categorization is done in four subsequent steps: (i) the

above presented materials are screened for key aspects described in connection with in-sewer heat
recovery; (ii) the identified aspects are transferred into a table where each column represents one
of the three literature sources, and the aspects of equal or comparable characteristics/meaning are
placed side by side along the same line; (iii) the contents of each line are summarized under a thematic
umbrella term (conclusive category) displayed in the fourth and last column of the table; and (iv) the
categories are grouped according to their primary relevance to an in-sewer heat recovery site via either
their “energy-related potential” or “wastewater-related vulnerability”. This differentiation particularly
serves information purposes and supports the later structuring of the relevance tree.

The definition of pre-assessment criteria for each category is, again, made in three subsequent
steps: (i) the above-presented materials are screened a second time, but now in the context of the
different categories; (ii) threshold values, minimum requirements, restrictions, and so on that have
been quoted in the literature are summarized in a new table where the different lines represent the
specific categories and the columns represent the original materials; and (iii) the apparent most suitable
pre-assessment criterion for each line is derived and displayed in the fourth and last column of the table.
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Those categories still lacking an appropriate criterion after the screening of the presented materials
require a review of additional literature sources.

The set-up of categories/criteria in a relevance tree structure follows the approach described
in [20] made up of three subsequent steps. Firstly, all categories are brought into a hierarchical
order wherein the ranking of categories is based on their specific significance and importance to
in-sewer wastewater heat recovery (planning), while also considering the logical structure of the query
procedure. In addition, the categories are grouped according to their relevance to the investigated
site in regards to “energy-related potential” or “wastewater-related vulnerability”. Following the
hierarchical order of the categories, the related criteria are integrated in a (relevance) tree structure.
Based on the structure of the criteria, suitability levels are introduced at the “root” of the (relevance)
tree representing the pre-assessment results.

To demonstrate its practicability, the developed pre-assessment procedure is applied in a case study.

Figure 1. Steps for developing the pre-assessment procedure (own presentation).

2.3. Case Study Site

The case study site was situated in a rural Austrian village of around 2500 inhabitants. It is a
growing regional center, and consequently serves not only residential purposes but also provides a
location for notable commercial sites, various schools, a main hospital and so on. The related sewer
system also serves neighboring settlements.

The designated in-sewer heat recovery site was located in a peripheral area of the settlement with
mixed structural functions (commercial, schooling, recreation). Consequently, possible heat consumers
were manifold in the area. The applicability of the pre-assessment procedure will be demonstrated
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using an existing school building (estimated heated area of 5000 m2 with an assumed energy demand
of 100 kWh/m2*a).

Without intentionally anticipating any results regarding the derivation of categories relevant for
in-sewer heat recovery, one can say that the wastewater flow rate at the intended site was of crucial
importance. For a simple and less data-extensive pre-assessment, we suggest estimating the flow
rate based on connected population and commercial/industrial sites (population equivalents (PEs)).
However, in the context of the presented case study, short-term in-sewer measurements were carried
out by a local consultant [25] on behalf of the wastewater utility in June 2020. Consequently, we directly
used the following (rough) information collected on wastewater flow and wastewater temperature:

• measurement point (MP) 1: dry weather flow of around 30–40 L/s and about 19 ◦C
• measurement point (MP) 2: dry weather flow of around 20–30 L/s and about 18 ◦C
• measurement point (MP) 3: dry weather flow of about 5 L/s and about 19 ◦C

Figure 2 provides an overview of the designated in-sewer heat recovery site.

Figure 2. Location of the designated heat recovery site (own representation).

Wastewater collection was based on a separated system. The related WWTP was situated around
10 km downstream. Its current capacity comprises 37,500 population equivalents (PEs), with an
average load of around 20,000 PEs. Dry weather flow was between 3000 to 4000 m3/d (around 35 to
45 L/s). The wastewater temperature in December 2019 was slightly above 8 ◦C, while in September
2020 the average temperature was around 15 ◦C [26].

3. Results

3.1. Energy- and Wastewater-Related Categories

The review of the three mentioned documents resulted in the deduction of eight different thematic
categories determined to be relevant for in-sewer heat recovery and suitability (pre-) assessment.

To describe the “energy-related potential” at an in-sewer heat recovery site, the following four
categories were determined to be of relevance:

• Heat demand: The heat demand/consumption of an intended supply site is a key factor as it defines
the technical and economic boundary conditions of the intended heat supply system [22–24].

• Supply distance: The supply distance between the sites of heat recovery and heat demand/consumption
and the related transportation heat loss, respectively, limit the economic feasibility of an in-sewer
heat supply system [23,24]. Otherwise, if the point of heat consumption is in close vicinity to the
local WWTP, heat recovery from the effluent might even be more favorable compared to in-sewer
heat recovery [23].
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• Wastewater flow rate: The dry weather wastewater flow (depending on the PEs connected
upstream) at the intended in-sewer heat recovery site determines the available heat recovery
potential [22–24]. In this context it should be mentioned that wastewater temperature during
dry weather also plays an important role. However, this parameter cannot be derived from
easily accessible sources (such as connected PEs) but must be measured, and thus requires more
effort for data collection. For this reason, we did not consider wastewater temperature in our
pre-assessment procedure. However, as stated in the discussion section of this article, in-sewer
measurements are recommended as a subsequent investigation step for locations that appear
promising after the pre-assessment. In this context it is also necessary to mention that due to the
possible seasonal variation of wastewater flow and temperature measurement, campaigns are
recommended to be carried out during the heating period.

• Operating hours: Long-term heat demand/consumption (all-day, year-round) is related to the
continuous and thus more economic operation of a heat recovery system [23,24].

The additional four categories concerned the “wastewater-related vulnerability” of an in-sewer
heat recovery site:

• Wastewater temperature-related requirements/constraints: The main purpose of a WWTP is water
pollution control. The performance of wastewater treatment and especially nitrogen removal
efficiency strongly depends on wastewater temperature. Related threshold values are defined
according to national laws/guidelines prohibiting in-sewer heat recovery from interfering with
the protection of the receiving waters [23,24].

• Share of total wastewater flow: The wastewater flow at the intended in-sewer heat recovery
site compared to the total flow at the influent of the WWTP is related to the expectable
heat-extraction impact (cooling) on the influent of the WWTP. The lower the share of the
flow at the intended in-sewer heat recovery site, the less significant the possible impact of heat
extraction on the wastewater temperature at the inflow of a WWTP. This is important in regard to
the temperature-sensitive processes in a WWTP [22–24].

• Remaining flow distance: Wastewater temperature reduction due to in-sewer heat extraction
might be (partly) compensated along the remaining flow distance towards the WWTP [23,24].

• Sewer operation and maintenance: The main purpose of a sewer system is community hygiene
and urban flood protection. Installation and operation of in-sewer heat recovery facilities may not
adversely influence the functionality of the sewer system [22–24].

3.2. Selection of Assessment Criteria

To quantify and thus pre-assess the presented categories, related criteria were derived from the
defined material and, where necessary, from additional literature, respectively.

3.2.1. Heat Demand

Concerning the heat demand of the intended supply site [22,23], 100 kW was determined to be
the minimum requirement (for economic feasibility). Consequently, we defined this heat demand as
an initial value. To allow a more differentiated pre-assessment, we introduced a gradual increase up
to a maximum level of 300 kW. We considered this range appropriate for single object investigations
(administrative buildings, schools, etc.). Ultimately, the following heat-demand criteria were included
in the pre-assessment method: 100, 125, 150, 175, 200, 225, 250, 275 and 300 kW.

3.2.2. Supply Distance

In regard to the supply distance between the sites of heat recovery and heat demand, practical
experience [27] has revealed a rather proportional correlation between supply distance and heat
demand, where the (economically feasible) supply distance directly increases with the supplied heat
demand. Table 1 summarizes the supply distance criteria applied in the pre-assessment method.
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Table 1. Heat supply distances depending on supplied heat demand (own representation, based on [28]).

Heat Demand (kW) Bridgeable Supply Distance (m)

100 ≤100

125 ≤125

150 ≤150

175 ≤175

200 ≤200

225 ≤225

250 ≤250

275 ≤275

300 ≤300

In addition, we also considered the spatial context between the location of the heat consumption
and the WWTP to be a supply distance criterion (distance between heat demand and WWTP). This is
justified by the fact that, for consumption points in the close vicinity of a WWTP (e.g., within
1 km), heat supply from the effluent is considered more favorable compared to an in-sewer heat
extraction. [7,23].

3.2.3. Wastewater Flow Rate

The dry weather wastewater flow rate at the investigated in-sewer site is an important parameter,
as it defines heat content/potential in the wastewater. It therefore stands in close relation to the heat
supply potential and the required heat extraction or degree of wastewater cooling, respectively.

Equation (1) [24] provides the wastewater heat extraction at the intended in-sewer heat recovery
site PRS based on the heat demand supplied by the heat pump PHP at a certain heat pump’s coefficient
of performance (COP). In our case, this value was assumed to be 5, indicating that a heat demand of
5 kW required 4 kW of thermal energy from the wastewater and 1 kW of electric energy from the grid
to run the heat pump.

PRS =
PHP(
COP

COP − 1

) (1)

PRS = Wastewater heat extraction [kW]
PHP = Supplied heat demand [kW]
COP = Coefficient of performance = 5

Equation (2) [24] shows the required heat extraction at the designated in-sewer heat recovery site
∆TRS depending on the actual dry weather wastewater flow rate (QRS) and the intended wastewater
heat extraction (PRS) (also considering the specific heat capacity of (waste)water (c)). As a result,
the required extraction could also be interpreted as the expected drop of the wastewater temperature
at the investigated site.

∆TRS =
PRS

QRS ∗ c
(2)

∆TRS = Wastewater heat extraction [K]
QRS = Wastewater flow rate (dry weather) [L/s]
c = Specific heat capacity of 4.2 kJ/kg*K (or 1.16 kWh/m3*K)

The application of both equations provides information on (required) wastewater heat-extraction
levels depending on the applied heat demand and actual dry weather wastewater flow rate at the
investigated in-sewer site. Concerning the latter, [22–24] have suggested a minimum quantity of 10 L/s
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of (average) dry weather flow, which we defined as a base value in our procedure. Concerning the
former, we referred to the already-mentioned heat-demand criteria (levels). Combining both aspects,
Table 2 differentiates (arithmetic values of) wastewater heat-extraction levels in four ranges (<2.0, <1.0,
<0.5 and <0.25 K) depending on different heat demands and dry weather wastewater flows.

Table 2. Wastewater flow rate criteria (own representation, based on [28]).

Heat Demand PHP (kW) Dry Weather Wastewater Flow Rate QRS (L/s)

100 ≥10 ≥20 ≥40 ≥80

125 ≥12.5 ≥25 ≥50 ≥100

150 ≥15 ≥30 ≥60 ≥120

175 ≥17.5 ≥35 ≥70 ≥140

200 ≥20 ≥40 ≥80 ≥160

225 ≥22.5 ≥45 ≥90 ≥180

250 ≥25 ≥50 ≥100 ≥200

275 ≥27.5 ≥55 ≥110 ≥220

300 ≥30 ≥60 ≥120 ≥240

Heat extraction ∆TRS (K) (rounded) <2.0 <1.0 <0.5 <0.25

3.2.4. Operating Hours

The higher the operating hours of a heat supply system (heat pump), the more efficient it can
be operated from an economic point of view [22–24]. According to [7], mixed settlement structures
combining residential and commercial uses (offices, etc.) appear very promising as they combine
different diurnal heat-demand curves, leading to specific operating hours of the heat supply system of
up to 4500 full load hours. However, for simple mono-structural uses such as in residences, 1500–2200
full load hours are common figures (at least for Central Europe). Based on these requirements, we
considered the distinguishing criterion in our approach to be 2200 operating hours per year.

3.2.5. Wastewater Temperature-Related Requirements/Constraints

As already stated before, wastewater temperature-related requirements/constraints in a WWTP
primarily concern the processes of nitrogen removal. In our article we consider Austrian national
regulations, although our suggested approach can also be easily adapted to other national concepts.
The Austrian regulation on wastewater emissions from municipal WWTPs [29] defines nitrogen
removal efficiency (denitrification) threshold values as well as maximum ammonia concentrations
in the effluent (nitrification) that are dependent on the size of a WWTP. In general, the former is
obligatory for wastewater temperatures beyond 12 ◦C, while the latter is required for wastewater
temperatures beyond 8 ◦C. In our approach, we accordingly set a wastewater temperature of 8 ◦C at
the inflow of a WWTP as a minimum requirement. The 12 ◦C threshold was also used as an additional
distinguishing criterion.

3.2.6. Share of Total Wastewater Flow

The share/proportion of wastewater flow at the intended in-sewer heat recovery site (partial
wastewater flow rate) compared to the total wastewater flow at the inflow of the related WWTP
provides an idea of the impacts of heat extraction that can be expected on the inflow temperature of a
WWTP. Ref. [13] presents a simple method for estimating the effects of in-sewer heat recovery on the
inflow temperature of WWTPs based on a simple alligation alternate. Figure 3 graphically applies this
approach (using theoretical heat-extraction levels of 0.25 and 1.00 K), indicating that smaller partial
wastewater flow rates (QRS/QWWTP) imply lower expected decreases in inflow temperature.
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For the differentiated pre-assessment of intended heat recovery sites, our approach distinguishes
two shares of total wastewater flow as representative of the pre-assessment: ≤0.25 and ≤0.5. In the
context of wastewater temperature change one should also mention that [24] considered a decrease of
up to 0.5 K in the influent of the WWTPs not critical. Although we do not agree with this assumption as
a general definition (from an Austrian perspective, related temperature drops at WWTPs with inflow
temperatures around 12 or 8 ◦C are critical), it can be supportive in the pre-assessment, at least to a
certain extend. This is because it defines a kind of reference value for interpreting heat-extraction
levels (in Table 2) from a more wastewater-related perspective.

Figure 3. Heat recovery/temperature reduction relationship (own representation, based on [13]).

3.2.7. Remaining Flow Distance

The modelling approaches presented in the introduction section of this article aim to predict
wastewater temperature (changes) along an in-sewer flow path. This approach is considered rather
complex, as it requires input data of various temperature influences (e.g., soil temperature, in-sewer air
temperature, lateral inflows). The longer the remaining flow distance, the more temperature-sensitive
wastewater aspects have to be taken into account. Consequently, one could assume that heat extraction
might even be (partly) compensated along the remaining flow path. Ref. [30] showed a network in
Germany in which the wastewater temperature condition was rather stable along the sewer system.
Ref. [13] observed an Austrian sewer system where in-sewer wastewater temperatures seemed to
adapt to a steady-state condition within a rather short flow distance. Ref. [31] reported comparable
observations from one city in Italy. In addition, modelling results in [32] revealed rather low decreases
in wastewater temperature along the flow path (e.g., about 0.2 K for wastewater of 10 ◦C along a
flow distance of 10 km). Although these observations may not have a general validity due to the
vast amount of site-specific influences, they still support the assumption that heat extraction could be
(partly) compensated for along the remaining flow distance to the WWTP. In our approach we set the
distinguishing flow distance to 5000 m (as 1000 m has already been addressed in the “supply distance”
criterion, and the 10,000 m from [32] appears to exceed the dimensions of many sewer systems).

3.2.8. Sewer Operation and Maintenance

Heat exchangers situated in the main flow of a sewer system might reduce hydraulic capacity
and complicate the different tasks of sewer operation and maintenance (e.g., cleaning, inspection,
rehabilitation). Also, the installation and maintenance work of a heat exchanger may not interfere
with the proper functioning of the wastewater system. In-sewer wastewater heat recovery in a bypass
helps to avoid these problems (although these solutions consume more space and have a higher cost).
Our pre-assessment procedure addresses this issue by asking whether a bypass installation is possible
or not, but it only addresses the basic technical and spatial boundary conditions. Economic aspects
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(e.g., minimum heat demand) require additional investigation at locations that appear promising after
the pre-assessment.

3.3. Method for Suitability Pre-Assessment

To establish the method/procedure for pre-assessment of in-sewer heat recovery sites, the presented
categories and their related criteria, respectively, will be joined in a (relevance) tree structure basically
interlinked by simple yes/no queries. Their arrangement follows a hierarchical order mainly based on
the assumed significance and importance of each category, but also considering logical query structures
and the easy availability of data in regard to specific criteria. To provide a better orientation for the user,
the tree is divided into two thematic sections: the upper part of the tree addresses the energy-related
potential, the lower part the wastewater-related vulnerability. Figure 4 provides an overview of the
relevance tree structure. This illustration aims to explain the practical applications of the procedure
from a more theoretic point of view.

For the pre-assessment of in-sewer heat recovery sites in general, and concerning the energy-related
potential in particular, we consider the (expected) “heat demand” to be the most important category, as
it defines the boundaries of the intended supply system. Consequently, it is the starting point of the
entire approach, and thus symbolically framed in bold. In the presented overview, the criterion value
is left blank, while the relevance trees of practical applicability for the nine different energy demands
defined in Section 3.2.1 (range from 100 to 300 kW) can be found in Appendix A of this article.

The next query concerns the “operating hours” of the intended heat supply system. From a
hierarchical point of view, this aspect might be addressed later, but due to its close relation to heat
demand it is related here for logical reasons. As discussed in Section 3.2.4, our approach applies a
distinguishing value of 2200 h per year. Operating hours below this value are considered a knock-out
criterion in our approach.

The following queries address the “supply distance” category. The distance between the heat
demand and the WWTP is important, as a distance below a certain range (in Section 3.2.2 we defined it
as 1000 m) indicates the effluent of a WWTP to be more favorable compared to an in-sewer application.
As presented in Table 1, the (bridgeable) distance between the heat recovery site and the site of heat
demand strongly depends on the actual heat supply/demand. Supply distances beyond the indicated
ranges we consider to be a knock-out criterion. The value of this criterion is left blank here, but it is
included in the heat-demand-specific trees in Appendix A.

The last queries of the energy-related section of the tree concern the “wastewater flow rate” at
the investigated in-sewer site. From a hierarchical point of view, this category certainly deserves a
higher priority, as it expresses the available heat potential. However, as this aspect requires greater
data collection efforts (connected PEs), it is prioritized last. Here, flow rate queries are determined in
ascending order according to the values indicated in Table 2, with actual flow rates below the necessary
value (demand depending) considered knock-out criteria. As flow rates are closely related to the
(coverable) heat demand, values of this criterion are left blank here, but are included in the specific
trees in Appendix A.

The contents of the dashed framing can be understood as intermediate results that offer a more
informative character, outlining the theoretic structure of the approach but without direct practical
relevance to the pre-assessment procedure. For this reason, these contents are not included in the
trees for practical application summarized in Appendix A. As displayed in Table 2, the flow rate is not
only closely related to the (coverable) heat demand, but to the heat extraction in the wastewater as
well. This latter parameter provides a connection between the energy and wastewater sections of the
approach, as higher levels of heat extraction might not only result in higher degrees of heat supply but
also in more significant impacts on the inflow temperature of the WWTP.

Consequently, the first query in the wastewater section concerns the “share of total wastewater
flow” at the investigated in-sewer site. According to Section 3.2.6, our approach subsequently
distinguishes between two different partial flow rates (between 0.50 and the more favorable 0.25).
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Furthermore, it reconsiders the heat-demand-related (and thus pre-defined) wastewater flow rates
from Table 2. High shares of wastewater flow at the investigated in-sewer sites (beyond 0.5) are
considered a knock-out criterion if the previous queries provided a high level of heat extraction at the
heat recovery site. Once more, the values of this criterion are left blank here but are included in the
specific trees in Appendix A.

Figure 4. Overview on the theoretic relevance tree structure (own representation, based on [28]).
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The following query concerns the “wastewater temperature-related requirements/constraints”.
Here, the procedure basically follows the logic that higher partial flow rates subsequently require
higher wastewater temperatures at the inflow of the WWTP. As our approach applies the Austrian
regulatory background, one must distinguish between two thresholds. While wastewater temperatures
above 12 ◦C are considered basically favorable, wastewater temperatures below 8 ◦C are in any case
seen as a knock-out criterion.

The next query addresses the “remaining flow distance” from the investigated in-sewer site to
the related WWTP. Following the contents of Section 3.2.7, the distinguishing value is set to 5000 m
here. Falling below this value might also be a (late) knock-out criterion, but usually only when all the
previous queries have also provided rather poor results.

The last query of the wastewater section of the tree concerns the category of “sewer operation
and maintenance”. Here, the approach distinguishes the possibility of in-sewer heat recovery in
a bypass solution. This is not considered to be a down-grading but not a knock-out criterion in
the pre-assessment.

The dashed framing at the end part of the procedure (again) displays intermediate results that
better follow the second section of the pre-assessment. They have an informative character but are
not included in the trees for practical application summarized in Appendix A. At this point in the
pre-assessment, a basic variety of six possible intermediate results can be derived in which those in
the same column have a comparable overall suitability. The interconnections between the different
categories/criteria and their impact on the pre-assessment can be summarized as follows: (i) the higher
the inflow temperature at a WWTP the better; (ii) the lower the heat extraction from the wastewater
the better, although higher extraction rates can be “buffered” by higher inflow temperatures; (iii) the
remaining flow distance (as well as the bypass possibilities) has minimal influence.

The ending point of the entire pre-assessment approach is a statement of the investigated location
on the suitability for in-sewer heat recovery, here again symbolized using bold framing. In this context,
the suitability is ordinally classified based on a five-scale school grading system: (1) most suitable,
(2) very suitable, (3) suitable, (4) less suitable and (5) not suitable.

It may surprise the reader that certain criteria appear more than once in the relevance tree
(e.g., inflow temperature WWTP > 8 ◦C, remaining flow distance). This is for practical reasons, as it
makes the pre-assessment process clear and traceable for a specific location. However, we want to
make clear that each category/criterion is only queried once during the application of the method.

3.4. Case Study Application

The previous section presented the theoretical set-up of the relevance tree for pre-assessing the
suitability of in-sewer heat recovery sites. Now, the entire approach will be applied to the case study
presented in Section 2.3 and Figure 2, respectively.

In the case study, a school building was supplied with heat extraction from wastewater. For that
purpose, three possible in-sewer sites (manholes) in the immediate surroundings were identified (heat
recovery sites M1, M2 and M3). Those sites made short-term in-sewer flow measurements available so
that data collection efforts could be reduced, as flow rates did not have to be estimated based on the
connected PEs. However, the heat demand on the school had to be derived from the heated surface
area and an assumed (average) heat demand for the area. Furthermore, WWTP inflow parameters
(wastewater flow rate and temperature) as well as the distance from the intended in-sewer sites to
the WWTP and the school had to be collected based on a geographical information system. Table 3
summarizes the relevant data for the pre-assessment.
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Table 3. Collected data and information of the case study application (own representation).

Approximate distance to WWTP 10 km

Inflow temperature at the WWTP 8.2 ◦C

Inflow rate at the WWTP 40 L/s

Assumed size of the heated floor space 5000 m2

Assumed heating demand 100 kWh/m2*a

Assumed operating hours of the heat recovery system 3000 h/a

Estimated total heat demand of the school building 170 kW

Applied heat demand (selected relevance tree) 175 kW

Heat recovery site M1 M2 M3

Distance between recovery and supply site 150 m 50 m 50 m

In-sewer wastewater flow rate 35 L/s 25 L/s 5 L/s

Remaining flow distance 10 km 10 km 10 km

Bypass installation possible yes yes yes

The data collection revealed a heat demand of around 170 kW, suggesting the application of the
175-kW relevance tree (compare Appendix A). However, further investigation could be limited to sites
M1 and M2, as the flow rate of 5 L/s at M3 was below the minimum requirement of 10 L/s defined in
Section 3.2.3. Therefore, location M3 can directly be pre-assessed as “not suitable”.

As Figures 5 and 6 show, operating hours and supply distance were appropriate for both sites M1
and M2. Concerning M1 (Figure 5), the flow rate was around 35 L/s, which led to a rather unfavorable
partial flow rate figure of 0.875 (based on the 35 L/s indicated in the query box and 40 L/s at the WWTP).
Due to the fact that the inflow temperature of the WWTP was below 12 ◦C, M1 appears “not suitable”,
at least for the supply of 175-kW heat. Regarding M2 (Figure 6), the flow rate was about 25 L/s, which
led to a slightly more favorable partial flow rate figure of 0.4375 (based on the 17.5 L/s indicated in the
query box and 40 L/s at the WWTP). However, the low inflow temperature of the WWTP tips the scales
of M2 toward “not suitable” for the intended heat supply.

In Figures 7 and 8, the same procedure for M1 and M2, respectively, is repeated for a reduced heat
demand of 150 kW. The partial flow-rate figures, allowing conclusions regarding the possible impact
of heat extraction on the inflow temperature of the WWTP, appear more promising (0.75 for M1 and
0.375 for M2). However, they are still too critical for the WWTP, as here again the inflow temperature
query is the knock-out criterion for both sites leading to a pre-assessment result of “not suitable” for
the intended heat supply.

In the next step, the intended heat supply is further decreased to 100 kW. This is, however,
a knock-out criterion for site M1, as the supply distance of 150 m exceeds the maximum of 100 m
defined in Table 1 (100 m per 100 kW). Consequently, Figure 9 shows the pre-assessment process for
the only remaining site, M2. Compared to the previous investigations, a partial flow rate of 0.5 here
seems not very favorable. However, due to the lower heat demand, which implies a lower required
level of heat extraction, the overall impression of the site is more promising. The inflow temperature
of the WWTP (below 12 ◦C) is again a decisive criterion. However, the long-lasting flow rate and
possibility for bypass installation show that M2 appears at least potentially “suitable” as an in-sewer
heat recovery site for partial supply of the school building.
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Figure 5. Pre-assessment process for heat recovery site M1 for an intended heat supply of 175 kW (own
representation, based on [28]).
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Figure 6. Pre-assessment process for heat recovery site M2 for an intended heat supply of 175 kW (own
representation, based on [28]).
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Figure 7. Pre-assessment process for heat recovery site M1 for an intended heat supply of 150 kW (own
representation, based on [28]).
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Figure 8. Pre-assessment process for heat recovery site M2 for an intended heat supply of 150 kW (own
representation, based on [28]).
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Figure 9. Pre-assessment process for heat recovery site M2 for an intended heat supply of 100 kW (own
representation, based on [28]).

4. Discussion

4.1. Interpretation of Case Study Results

The pre-assessment presented in the previous section reveals that out of the three intended heat
recovery sites, only M2 appeared “suitable” for in-sewer heat recovery.
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Concerning M3, the low wastewater flow rates, implying a rather neglectable heat potential,
fulfilled a very obvious knock-out criterion. The interpretation of M1 is more complex, as the high
wastewater flow rates are quite promising in principle, but the supply distance for the designated heat
demand has to be considered as already critical. In addition, the wastewater flow rate at this site was
in the range of the inflow rate at the WWTP, indicating a rather direct conveyance of the temperature
extraction. In combination with the already quite low wastewater inflow temperatures at the WWTP,
this fact also fulfills a knock-out criterion.

Regarding M2, the pre-assessment result also has to be interpreted as the site not being
automatically “suitable” for in-sewer wastewater heat recovery, but with potential for a deeper
look into the site-specific conditions. As previously mentioned, for getting a better impression of the
long-term heat-potential measurement of wastewater flow and temperature during the heating season
is recommended (at least representative daily curves for the coldest month). The only measurements
detailed allow concrete propositions for the available heat potential. In addition, the flow and
temperature data collected at the intended in-sewer site have to overlap with corresponding curves
from the influent of the WWTP (especially as the inflow temperature appears to be very close to the
threshold value of an accepted level). This direct comparison will allow more reliable statements on
the potential impact of in-sewer heat extraction on inflow temperature. If the measurement campaign
provides promising results, the next step would be to carry out a feasibility study.

In the context of the investigated school, the feasibility study would have to address a few issues.
Firstly, as the available in-sewer heat potential might only cover a part of the school’s total heat
demand, wastewater heat could be used to cover a base load demand, although for peak demand an
additional heat source would be necessary. This peak supply system could also be used as a backup
in case the heat extraction from wastewater had to be suspended due to underrunning a minimum
wastewater temperature at the inflow of the WTTP. Secondly, a combined supply of heat and cool
would increase the operating hours of the wastewater heat supply system (heat pump) and thus its
economic efficiency. Thirdly, photovoltaic installations on the school’s roof area could (partly) provide
the required electricity for the heat pump. This might also have positive effects on the economic
feasibility of the intended installations.

4.2. Practicability of the Proposed Method

The proposed method for pre-assessing in-sewer heat recovery sites proved its general practicability
in the case study application. Due to the fact that the proposed method is based on commonly available
information, data collection is not a very challenging task. Subsequent queries of different thematic
categories/criteria in the relevance tree allow a quick and conclusive identification of promising locations
by concurrently providing a deeper understanding of site-specific conditions and the interactions in
the investigated framework.

Although the handling of relevance tree(s) is very easy and straightforward, a quick check of
specific (knock-out) criteria can be recommended as a preliminary step. From our experience, the
following three (out of our eight categories/criteria) were very appropriate in this context: (i) do heat
demand and supply distance match (Table 1); (ii) do heat demand and flow rate match (Table 2); and
(iii) are inflow temperatures at the WWTP beyond treatment-related thresholds. A short verification of
these aspects immediately reveals a weak point could make the application of the entire pre-assessment
procedure more than questionable. However, in this context one should keep in mind that a partial
supply of heat demand (in combination with another source) might also be an option. In such a case,
quick check parameters should be adapted accordingly.

Finally, one has to consider that the focus of the presented study was only on one specific heat
extraction/supply site. Actually, the suggested approach also permits system-wide investigations.
If a wastewater operator intends to promote in-sewer heat recovery, the approach could be used to
“proactively” identify promising sites in the wastewater system. With knowledge of the location of
potential heat sources, an energy supplier could “reactively” pre-assess the suitability of suggested
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sites by considering relevant energy-related boundary conditions (e.g., heat demand, supply distance).
In contrast, an energy supplier could “proactively” identify possible heat sources in the vicinity of an
intended heat consumption point. With knowledge about the intended in-sewer heat recovery site(s),
the wastewater utility could “reactively” pre-assess its suitability in consideration of wastewater-related
boundary conditions (e.g., partial flow rate, inflow temperature at the WWTP). Consequently, the
suggested approach provides quick and comprehensive information whether (follow-up) feasibility
studies make sense or not. Furthermore, it certainly helps to improve targeted communication between
stakeholders (energy and wastewater utilities, municipalities).

4.3. Strengths and Weaknesses of the Approach

As indicated in the introduction section of this article, recent literature has highlighted two
approaches for predicting/evaluating the possible impacts of in-sewer heat recovery on the inflow
temperature of a WWTP: the simple to apply (but less significant) alligation alternate, or more accurate
(but data-intensive) modelling approaches. The proposed pre-assessment method can complement
the existing concepts by filling the gap between significance and practicability. However, it does
not only analyze the possible impacts of in-sewer wastewater heat recovery, but provides a broader
view on the entire system by integrating energy- and wastewater-related perspectives. Consequently,
it provides more information compared to the common alligation alternate with minimal additional
data collection efforts. The pre-assessment helps to identify the most promising in-sewer sites that are
worth investigating in more detail. The subsequent evaluations could include the implementation of
a mathematical model. Pre-assessment results support a targeted model set-up, as they provide an
initial outline of the most interesting and critical parts of the entire system.

At the same time, one has to always keep in mind that (in-sewer) wastewater heat recovery
is a very complex and interactive task. To ensure its practicability, the proposed pre-assessment
procedure incorporates certain simplifications. First of all, as the pre-assessment results in an ordinal
ranking of the investigated site(s), the query structure follows a simple yes-no approach based on
sharp threshold values for the different thematic categories/criteria (depending on the applied heat
demand). Consequently, the pre-assessment is rather strict, even if a value is only slightly below the
defined target. Secondly, an important but difficult parameter to obtain is the wastewater flow rate at
the intended heat recovery site. An estimation based on the connected PEs is always possible; however,
per capita water consumption data can vary locally and usually does not take infiltration water into
account. Wrong estimations of wastewater flow can be very misleading. Therefore, a consultation with
the local wastewater utility is recommended in order to verify flow estimations. Short-term in-sewer
measurements can also be supportive (as in the presented case study). Thirdly, the wastewater flow
rate is also important in another context—it implies the available heat potential in the wastewater, and
thus is strongly related to the heat demand and he possible heat extraction (cooling) of the wastewater
(see Table 2). To cover a broad variety of possible applications (heat demands), we consider a rather
wide range of wastewater flows. However, the ordinal background of our approach implies that all
flow rates within a certain range are considered equal, irrespective of their actual (cardinal) value.
This approach incorporates a certain imprecision, which we accept to keep the number of queried
criteria (and thus the complexity) of the (relevance) tree at a manageable level. Finally, the partial
wastewater flow rate is an important criterion by which to estimate the possible impact of in-sewer
heat recovery on the wastewater temperature at the inlet of a WWTP. For its calculation, the related
query in the relevance tree only demands the inflow of the WWTP (QWWTP), as the flow rate at the heat
recovery site (QRS) is not defined by the actual value but by the applied threshold value from Table 2.
This simplification implies a certain inaccuracy, but keeps the relevance tree simple and manageable.
Furthermore, it guarantees the consistency between heat demand, in-sewer flow rate and expected
heat-extraction (according to Table 2) in the different relevance trees.

Summarizing the above, the suggested approach provides a pre-assessment of possible in-sewer
heat recovery sites and not a detailed and final evaluation. Being aware of the methodological and
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technical constraints of the procedure certainly can support a proper interpretation of the obtained
suitably grades. Furthermore, the currently applied criteria/threshold values are primarily based on
contents of the applied materials from German-speaking countries. An adaption of the pre-assessment
procedure/relevance trees considering specific boundary conditions and experiences of alternative
regions is possible and recommended. Future enhancements of the concept might also include not
only a heating, but also a cooling demand, as well as additional categories and criteria (e.g., minimum
cross-section of intended sewer segments).

5. Conclusions

Wastewater as a source of locally available and renewable heat can certainly be a valuable
contribution to the ongoing transition of energy systems for counteracting global warming. In this
context, heat extraction in sewer systems implies short heat supply distances and thus promising
economic benefits from an energy perspective. However, one has to keep in mind that from a
wastewater perspective the primary goal of wastewater systems is public health, urban flood protection
and water pollution control. Consequently, in-sewer heat recovery must neither impede proper sewer
operation and maintenance nor (temperature sensitive) treatment processes in a WWTP. From an
integrated point of view, both perspectives (climate and water protection) serve the superior goal of
environmental protection. As a consequence, both aspects should not be considered mutually exclusive
but inclusive.

This article suggests an approach for pre-assessing potential in-sewer heat recovery sites that
addresses both perspectives and aims to close the gap between the currently available approaches that
are either rather simple to apply but less significant, or very accurate but less practical. According to
the research questions formulated in the introduction section, this article presents thematic categories
to describe the energy-related potential (heat demand, supply distance, (dry weather) wastewater flow
rate and operating hours) as well as the wastewater-related vulnerability (wastewater temperature
requirements/constraints, share of total wastewater flow, remaining flow distance and sewer operation
and maintenance) of an intended site. Furthermore, (measurable) criteria are defined, allowing a
qualitative and/or quantitative evaluation of each thematic category. Finally, all criteria/categories are
joined in the form of a relevance tree to provide a clear working flow for the pre-assessment procedure.

The theoretical background of the work is based on literature from German-speaking countries
that already have notable experience and expertise in this field. From a practical point of view, the
introduced approach was tested in an Austrian case study. It proved its informative value along with
an easy and simple application. Although developed and tested under relatively “local” boundary
conditions, we believe that the presented concept can serve as an applicable guidance and template for
pre-evaluating potential in-sewer heat recovery from an integrated perspective at any conventional
(combined or separated) sewer system. The article does not only contain a detailed description of
pre-assessment categories and criteria in the main text, but also a summary of exemplary relevance trees
for suggested heat supplies (heat demands), summarized in Appendix A. This information can support
practitioners (e.g., wastewater utilities, energy suppliers, engineering offices, municipal departments)
around the world to develop tailor-made solutions that consider their site-specific contexts and
demands. Finally, our approach should help facilitate the screening of potential in-sewer heat recovery
sites, and make the decision-making behind subsequent feasibility studies more transparent. Future
wastewater management will still serve its primary duties in regard to water protection and pollution
control. It might also provide additional benefits in regard to climate protection. This article intends to
support this development.
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Appendix A

Figure A1. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 100 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A2. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 125 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A3. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 150 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A4. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 175 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A5. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 200 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A6. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 225 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A7. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 250 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A8. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 275 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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Figure A9. Relevance tree for an intended heat supply of 300 kW (own representation, based on [28]).
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