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Abstract: The development of a power system based on high shares of renewable energy sources
puts high demands on power grids and the remaining controllable power generation plants, load
management and the storage of energy. To reach climate protection goals and a significant reduction
of CO2, surplus energies from fluctuating renewables have to be used to defossilize not only the
power production sector but the mobility, heat and industry sectors as well, which is called sector
coupling. In this article, the role of wastewater treatment plants by means of sector coupling is
pictured, discussed and evaluated. The results show significant synergies—for example, using
electrical surplus energy to produce hydrogen and oxygen with an electrolyzer to use them for
long-term storage and enhancing purification processes on the wastewater treatment plant (WWTP).
Furthermore, biofuels and storable methane gas can be produced or integrate the WWTP into a local
heating network. An interconnection in many fields of different research sectors are given and show
that a practical utilization is possible and reasonable for WWTPs to contribute with sustainable energy
concepts to defossilization.
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1. Introduction

The energy and the water sector are both essential and vital elements of modern life. Water
has to be provided and distributed to citizens, as well as discharged and treated with a substantial
use of energy. On the other side, water is used to generate power and deliver or recover energy for
human purposes. Due to these facts, the challenges are globally to provide these important services.
Furthermore, water and energy systems are complex and strongly linked but are mostly operated
independently. Facing climate change forces this water-energy nexus into a more environmentally
sustainable system for a rapidly growing population on the globe. Therefore, energy efficiency, energy
savings and energy recovery have become development goals all over the world. Nevertheless, every
country has, on the basis of its power generation composition, its own unique chances, opportunities
and obstacles to handle [1–4].

In regard to meeting the targets of the Paris Agreement of 2015 [5] or the United Nation Sustainable
Development Goals [4], a system change is needed now, and the world has to act immediately. Although
some countries are proactive and take a leading part in promoting renewable energy sources (RES), the
actual efforts are, by far, not sufficient. Nevertheless, there are promising developments for the year
2018. The global investments in the new generating power capacity of RES exceeded that in fossil and
nuclear power, with a share of 65%. In several countries, the power sector is transforming rapidly,
with growth rates of over 10%, and proportions of more than 20% RES in energy production have been
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reached, like in Uruguay, Germany and the United Kingdom [6]. The gradual extension of RES and
the expedited abandonment of fossil and nuclear energy production results in new problems but also
new opportunities for power supplies. There is a shift from demand-oriented power generation to a
production-driven generation of electrical energy. In an electricity system with a high share of RES,
flexibility options are needed to counterbalance fluctuating wind and solar-based power production to
maintain the high standards in its supply [7]. For now, there are just a few hours of surplus energy
but with proportions of more than 60% RES; times in which supply exceeds demand are increasing
significantly. On this basis, there will be a high need of short-term flexibility in the near future to
stabilize power grids and further integrate RES into the energy grids [8]. Short-term storage options
are classified in the range of seconds up to 24 h (daily storage). These energy surpluses and deficits
have to be balanced by flexible energy generators and consumers. Furthermore, long-term storage
capacities are needed to provide enough energy in times of deficits on a larger scale. This is caused
by longer periods of low amounts of available wind and sun. To compensate these fluctuations and
store or generate energy, based on its availability, fundamentally different applications compared to
short-term flexibility are required [9].

Energy has always been stored, but the focus and the technologies used have changed. Storage
concepts like pumped storage plants, battery or compressed air systems are not suitable for long-term
storage—too expensive or cannot provide enough capacities for an extensive use in every country [10].
Additionally, ecological issues and resource scarcity have to be considered. Unlike solar and wind-based
energy production, biogas is the only RES that can be directly stored and flexibly adjusted to the
production of electrical energy or heat purposes. This is possible due to a flexible power and gas
production, which can be realized by biogas plants or wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs) with
anaerobic sludge digestion [11–13]. The required storage technologies are available but must be
re-evaluated, utilized or combined appropriately to the new challenges and obstacles, especially
regarding economic feasibility during the transformation process from a fossil-based energy system to
a renewable energy system [9].

Part of a solution in facing climate change could be a comprehensive use of widely spread
existing infrastructure, like in the water sector. For short-term flexibility, it has been shown that
WWTPs are capable of performing on energy markets without endangering system functionality
to stabilize energy grids with its existing aggregates and ensure the further integration of RES into
energy grids [14–16]. The capability of providing ancillary services and taking the fluctuation of
the electrical energy consumption/generation pattern into account without endangering the WWTPs’
systems’ functionalities is shown in [16]. Such a contribution applies as well for long-term storage
concepts, theoretically shown, e.g., in [15]. In the following, the focus is on practical implementations
of long-term storage concepts according to sector coupling, with special focus on its interaction
with WWTPs.

Sector coupling describes the interconnection between the sector’s heat, gas, mobility, nonenergetic
use of fossil resources (e.g., chemistry/industry) and electrical energy under the use of RES due to
appropriate technologies [9]. Especially the gas sector provides with its natural gas infrastructure
(NGI) a nearly infinite storage option for RES [17,18]. Similar to the NGI, large WWTPs are commonly
distributed close to municipal infrastructures with significant synergies in nearly all of the targeted
fields of sector coupling, which makes them preferable locations for a transposition [15,19,20].
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The available literature is widely scattered across the different addressed topics, and a
comprehensive compilation is missing—in particular, with special focus on the water sector and
WWTPs. Therefore, the present work provides a systematic review on several fields of sector coupling
and their interactions with WWTPs based on the literature. Starting from describing available and
reasonable technologies, followed by analyzing the current situation, evaluating the effects of an
implementation on the plant and giving examples for actual worldwide, practical applications in
WWTPs, the state of the art is summarized. The objective is not only to collect and present knowledge
but also provide a basis for decisions to future plant concepts due to evaluating realized projects. This
paper refers to synergies, opportunities and downsides that are given to WWTPs as a local energy
center in the role of sector coupling and long-term energy storage.

2. Sector Coupling with WWTPs

Sector coupling is realized by the interconnection between RE surplus and the conversion into
storable energy forms and is widely called power-to-X (PtX) based on the targeted sector (e.g.,
power-to-heat, power-to-gas, etc.). There are a lot of Power-to-X projects on the international level,
whilst countries with high shares of RES are more endeavoring, simply because they are more affected.
Unsurprisingly, countries like Germany take a leading part in development and realized/planned PtX
projects [21]. For the German water sector, potential analysis shows that a significant contribution
can be provided in terms of ancillary services, as well as gas flow rates, for long-term storage [16,22],
which applies for other countries as well.

WWTPs are ideally suited in a special way for handling different energy forms. They are not only
flexible (electrical) energy consumers, with their purification aggregates (cf. [16]), but also flexible
producers, with their anaerobic sludge digestion and the subsequent needs-oriented production of
electrical energy (cf. [12,23]). They are also able to function as a heat sink (e.g., heating of the digestion
tanks) and are capable to provide usable heat sources (e.g., waste heat from combined heat and
power plant (CHP) units). Furthermore, a wide range of gases can be utilized: Despite a direct
use of electrical energy generated by CHP units, the produced digestion gas supplies, with its 35%
carbon dioxide (CO2) content, a valuable and sustainable green CO2 source for further Power-to-Gas
(PtG) applications, like methanization, which enables a direct feed-in of methane (CH4) into the local
gas grid. Moreover, the produced hydrogen (H2) can be used on the plant as well (e.g., biological
methanization) instead of a mere production and feed-in into the natural gas grid. The operation of an
electrolyzer for PtG can be integrated in holistic plant solutions considering different gaseous energy
forms and heat. The usually unwanted by-product O2 can also be used for aeration in the biological
treatment or further treatment processes such as ozonization for removing micropollutants from the
wastewater. This enables synergies and opportunities in both sectors: WWTPs are able to contribute to
the energy sector and face their own new challenges in wastewater treatment at the same time (e.g.,
micropollutant removal).

Figure 1 gives an overview of the multiple utilization paths and the complex interactions with
different sectors and the WWTP. This demonstrates that WWTPs are reasonable energy centers, which
are located at nearly every urban area. In the following, the focus is on new findings and realized
projects in the field of sector coupling explicitly concerning and interacting with WWTPs for the
different sectors.
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Figure 1. Interaction of wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs) with different technologies and sectors.
Reproduced from [16], Technische Universität Kaiserslautern: 2019.

3. Gas-Sector

3.1. Power-to-Gas in WWTPs

A capable long-term storage concept for renewable surplus energy is the transformation into
gaseous energy carriers, like H2 and CH4, called power-to-gas (PtG). With that technology, energy can
be stored and, later on, used again for power production to compensate energetic deficits on a large
scale. In a first step, H2 is produced by the utilization of surplus energy via an electrolyzer, which
splits water (H2O) into H2 and oxygen (O2). In a further step, the produced H2 can be upgraded with
CO2 to CH4 (Sabatier process). Thus, PtG is divided in two classes: PtG-H2 and PtG-CH4. A general
comparison of the two concepts is given in Table 1. The core process thereby is the electrolysis, with
three different suitable processes: alkaline water electrolysis, polymer-electrolyte membrane electrolysis
(PEM) and high-temperature steam electrolysis. Further information and more detailed descriptions
on different electrolyzer types can be taken from the report [24]. Whereby the PEM electrolysis seems
to be the best-suited option in this framework due to technical advantages regarding fast load changes,
good partial-load operations and a good scalability, especially in small-scale implementations (usually
below 1 megawatt connected load), like in WWTPs [15,25].
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Table 1. General comparison of Power-to-Gas (PtG)-H2 and PtG-CH4 concepts (adapted and extended
from [9,18,26]).

Power-to-Gas(-H2) Power-to-Gas(-CH4)

Chemical equation
(simplified)

2H2O →
Electrolyzis

2H2 + O2
2H2O →

Electrolyzis
2H2 + O2

4H2+CO2 →
Methanization(CO2)

CH4+2H2O

Efficiency * 54%–84% 49%–79%

Advantages

• Easier direct use in the mobility
sector due to higher
market penetration

• No CO2 source needed (more
independent in location selection)

• Higher efficiency than PtG-CH4
• Contribution to decarbonization in

the industry and mobility sectors
due to more customer availability

• Accessible infrastructure available for
all fields using natural gas

• Easier to compress, to store and to
transport due to a triple-higher energy
density than H2

• Nearly infinitely storable due to
the NGI

• No additional gas treatment needed
due to biological methanization

Drawbacks

• Limited feed-in capacity of the
NGI (2%–10% volume)

• H2 infrastructure
hardly developed

• Additional transformation step needed
(higher costs and loss in efficiency rate)

• Slightly lower efficiency than PtG-H2
• Constrains due to available CO2

sources (e.g., restrictions in location
selection, green CO2 source, etc.)

* Efficiency may vary due to the type of storage, the pressure and the used technology (further information is given
in [9]). NGI: natural gas infrastructure.

Nevertheless, the produced gas needs to be stored. The NGI is a huge, easily accessible
and well-distributed storage system for long-term storage and providing natural gas to customers.
Furthermore, it is one of the best-developed and accessible infrastructures in most countries. A part of
the produced H2 can be directly stored in the NGI (e.g., 2◦–10% volume in Germany), and for the CH4,
the storage capacities are nearly infinite due to almost identical chemical attributes of the gases [10,18].
With this background, the surplus energy can be stored, distributed and is accessible for months up
to years to compensate seasonal fluctuations in the energy production without building one’s own
distribution/storage system [9,26].

Therefore, PtG plants have to be located close to the gas grid. As biogas plants are mostly located
in rural areas, large WWTPs are present in nearly every urban location, mostly close to the NGI.
This makes WWTPs favorable as a PtG location. Another big advantage of WWTPs with anaerobic
digestion as a possible location for a PtG plant is the already existing gas infrastructure on-site and
the existing know-how on handling gases. On plants with anaerobic sludge digestion, a suitable
infrastructure is available in terms of digestion tanks, gas storages and combined heat and power
plants (CHP). Furthermore, one of the biggest challenges for PtG(-CH4) is the lack of an appropriate
CO2 source (“green carbon”) [9]. This is a major benefit of WWTPs due to an easily accessible and
sustainable biogas with a high CO2 content of nearly 35% volume [27]. To use the CO2, it is possible to
extract it from the biogas (biogas treatment) or use the raw biogas directly to upgrade the CH4 content
to feed-in quality for the NGI. A techno-economical study of state-of-the-art of such methanization
concepts for PtG was conducted by [28] and showed that, especially, biological methanization has a
great potential for further development. For WWTPs, a utilization is possible by directly inserting H2

into the digestion tank or upgrade the biogas to a feed-in quality with a special external reactor [28–31].
Basic plant concepts for PtG implementations in WWTPs and the theoretical feasibility are shown

in [15], characteristic values and a feasibility study for upgrading biogas with H2 are given in [31].
A large-scale practical demonstration for a two-year operation is located at the Avedøre WWTP,
Denmark [32] and for a biogas plant in Pirmasens, Germany [30]. Both implementations could
demonstrate a successful upscaling from a laboratory scale to a nearly full scale. A continuous feed-in
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of the produced CH4 with a high level of flexibility of the biological processes could be established
and is running in a stable operation. Nevertheless, an implementation of PtG requires a high control
of real-time data and complex coordination of the different parameters, like the CO2 supply, power
supply, operation of the electrolyzer, storage of intermediate gases and utilization of oxygen and
heat [32].

Although PtG in WWTPs is technologically possible, much remains to be done. Especially
regarding optimization in the coordination of the different material flows and embedding the system in
the whole WWTP operation business to gain the full benefits of the synergies. Due to the complexity of
process engineering of big WWTPs itself, implementing PtG concepts are quite challenging. However,
the greatest problems in implementing are not technology driven but the legal and regulatory
framework, which makes the systems so far not feasible without funding (e.g., for Germany: cf. [15,31]).
Better conditions would lead to dropping prices, a needed market penetration and faster development
for full-scale application.

It can be stated that WWTPs are able to implement PtG systems and can ensure an efficient
methanization due to a constant and viable CO2 source. In addition, it provides a supplement flexibility
option for energy grids as a flexible RES. Furthermore, a sustainable and beneficial utilization path for
oxygen is given, which leads to unique location advantages for WWTPs.

3.1.1. CH4 Utilization

Reaching an “energy-positive WWTP“ is the proclaimed goal of many operators of anaerobic
sludge digestion plants, which can be primary realized by reducing energy consumption, mostly
due to efficiency measures, and increasing biogas production. Therefore, the produced digestion
gas is mostly used in CHP units in WWTPs to produce electricity. The present literature shows that
increasing self-sufficiency is still the dominant topic rather than an interest in holistic and overarching
utilization of the different energy forms (e.g., [33–35]). This is mostly caused by missing incentives
and the regulatory framework and taxes, which makes selling gas/electricity not economically viable
in contrast to a use on-site (e.g., in Germany; [9]). The economic feasibility of anaerobic digestion in
WWTPs is highly dependent on the legal framework conditions. A large-scale study of the feasibility
of a conversation from aerobic to anaerobic stabilization was conducted in [36]. It could be shown
that it is feasible even for WWTPs at sizes of 20,000 PE120 under fitting circumstances (for Germany).
Furthermore, the boundary conditions favoring conversation were evaluated, but it was also shown
that, especially, taxation systems have a huge impact, and feasibility has to be examined individually
for each plant and each country’s framework [36].

In a future RE-dominated system, biogas should be used to generate electricity with the CHP units
if the RE production in the grid is lower than its demand and vice versa. If the demand is below the
actual production, the CHP unit would be shut down, and the electrolysis is used to convert the energy
surplus into CH4 and stored in the NGI afterwards. Another possibility of a holistic gas usage could
be a more centralized than decentralized electricity production for the CH4. The (electric) efficiency of
modern CHP units in WWTPs is around 43%, with an electrical power scale in the range of 100 up to
1000 kWel [37]. At the same time, big natural gas power plants reach up to 60% [38]. Under a holistic
point of view, the overall benefit from the utilization of the gas would be much higher to feed the
(green) gas into the NGI and utilize it in large power plants. This would increase the electric energy
output from the same gas by ~ 17% and replace fossil natural gas in the NGI at the same time.

Isolated feed-in endeavors of WWTPs are made, e.g., at Hamburg WWTP [39] or Pfaffenhofen
WWTP [40]. First efforts of rethinking for plants larger than 30,000 PE120 of feeding in the biogas
as a suitable alternative to CHP usage on a countrywide scale are made in Switzerland [19,41]. In
2019, a guideline [42] for the plant operator and planner was published, giving specific advice for
decision-making and implementations in WWTPs. Both systems got their advantages and drawbacks
shown in Table 2. Finally, decision-making will be determined economically and differ widely due
to local boundary conditions. Compared to both options, revenues of selling energy (gas, electrical
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energy and heat) and energy trading on energy exchanges (e.g., control energy and load-management)
have to exceed the incurring costs for construction, machinery, energy, maintenance and legal
authorizations [42].

Table 2. Advantages and disadvantages of using digestion gas on-site and feeding into the natural gas
infrastructure (NGI) (adapted and extended from [42]). WWTP: wastewater treatment plant.

Electrical Energy Production on-Site Feeding into the NGI

(+) use for self-sufficiency purposes (reduced fees in power
purchasing) (+) full use of the energy content of the digestion gas

(+) heat demand of the WWTP fully covered (+) substitution of fossil CH4 in the NGI

(+) local production of renewable energy (+) separated CO2 due to the gas treatment usable as a
green CO2 source for PtX systems

(+) usable surplus heat for local district heating (+) new opportunities for alternative heat concepts
(+) emergency power generation

(+) providing control energy for energy grids (−) gas treatment installations required
(−) excess heat possibly not usable (−) new heat management required

(−) lower efficiency than utilization in bigger power plants (−) higher costs for electricity purchase due to not fitting
taxation systems

(−) no incentives for a utilization of otherrenewable heat
sources (e.g., heat recovery)

(−) highly dependent on the local boundary conditions
(e.g., connection and distance to the NGI)

(+) Advantage; (−) Drawback.

The waste heat from the CHP units usually covers the heating demand of the digester tanks
and the operating buildings. Abandoning the standard of using the CHP waste heat could lead to a
higher energy demand for heating purposes due to a feed-in instead of an on-site utilization of the
gas. However, this fact may be the missing incentive for plant operators to integrate new renewable
heat solutions, like heat recovery from wastewater. Furthermore, the most digestive tanks lack a
proper insulation. Improving the reduction of heat losses could lower the thermal energy demand
significantly, down to a manageable amount even without CHP units. For conventional WWTPs with
fitting feed-in conditions, it is presumed that implementing PtG concepts are a considerable addition
to trigger additional synergies and improve the overall efficiency. The authors of [32] showed that it
is possible that the missing waste heat can be substituted by the heat production of an electrolyzer
and the methanization reactor as well. Additionally, the produced metabolic by-water during the
methanization process can be used in the digestion tanks to enhance biogas production [32].

3.1.2. O2-Utilization: Usage of O2 From Electrolysis in Wastewater Treatment

Another synergy for PtG in WWTPs is the use of O2 from the electrolyzer. PtG systems are usually
focused on H2 production, thus O2 is—as an unintended by-product—usually just vented-off due to a
missing application [26]. During the different wastewater treatment steps, O2 is needed in the aeration
tanks for the biological degradation of carbon and nitrogen (nitrification) and can also be utilized to
produce ozone (O3) for micropollutant removal or sludge disintegration.

The intake of O2 for biological treatment is usually realized by inserting compressed air
(blowers/compressors) into the system and supplying the bacteria with the needed oxygen. This
part of wastewater treatment is the biggest energy consumer, with 50%–70% of the overall energy
consumption [43,44]. Based on that fact, it is often claimed that big energy savings could be achieved
due to a reduced gas volume needed, caused by higher O2 rates (pure O2 got a five-times higher O2

content than air). However, there are contradictory scientific evidences for the actual feasibility and
impacts of an implementation beyond theoretical considerations. Especially, the benefits of a pure O2

system in comparison to a conventional municipal system on a large scale are insufficient [45]. Based
on a market analysis conducted in [46], using pure O2 is usually more interesting in treating industry
wastewater than for municipal WWTPs.

The major benefits and drawbacks of using pure O2 instead of compressed air to enhance
wastewater treatment are shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Benefits and drawbacks for using pure oxygen for aeration purposes in wastewater treatments.

Benefits Drawbacks

• Reduction of the needed gas volume due to a five-times
higher O2 content of pure O2 than compressed air [47]

• Better O2 transfer rate and higher dissolved O2
concentrations due to higher possible biomass
concentrations [48]

• Smaller and more compact basin constructions are
possible for locations with limited spatial conditions [46]

• Better sludge sedimentation is possible, lower specific
sludge production and better sludge volume index [49]

• Pure O2 is usable to support aeration processes as an
additional system and compensate peaks in O2 demand
caused by, e.g., tourism regime or viticulture [47,50]

• Good short/medium-term reconstruction measures for
capacity increases in purification quality [51]

• Reduction of the pH level due to
insufficient CO2 stripping, which can
inhibit nitrification processes [46,47]

• An additional mixing system is
required because of the reduced gas
flow rates [47,48]

• Higher demands on material quality
and safety measures [48,52]

• Problems with sludge sedimentation
could occur [48,51]

• Usually, higher operation costs, if no
other synergies, are used [32,46,48]

In the following, promising conductions related to enhanced purification quality and/or energy
savings are summarized.

One of the first worldwide electrolyzer implementations in WWTPs for O2 utilization was
conducted in 2002 in Barth (Germany) to support the biological treatment during high-load phases
and avoid capacity extensions. The annual average load amounts to 10,000 PE120, but during tourism
season, the loads peak up to 24,000 PE120, and the plant was not able to handle those peaks with the
existing plant configuration. With the electrolyzer-driven supportive O2 system, the seasonal influence
was manageable, and no capacity extension was needed [50,53]. The PEM electrolyzer was used from
2002–2007, and since 2009, an alkaline electrolyzer generates O2 for treating the wastewater. However,
the H2 utilization path (fuel-cell bus) was abandoned due to two major break-downs and the lack of
further funding [53].

Regarding purification quality, approaches for a pure O2 system in Spain showed no significant
increase in COD (chemical oxygen demand), BOD (biochemical oxygen demand) or TN (total nitrogen)
removal, whilst energy savings were assumed [54]. In contrast, a study in Germany showed that, in
comparison with a conventional system, an additional reduction of up to −20% for COD and TN is
possible, but no energy savings could be achieved [47]. At the Nürnberg WWTP (Germany), pure
oxygen is successfully used for years as the first biological treatment step for COD removal [55], and at
the Lynette WWTP (Copenhagen, Denmark), pure O2 was used to support the biological treatment
step for 15 years. In Neustadt (Germany), a pure oxygen system was implemented and used for years
to handle and ensure the legal discharge values due to high viticulture-related load peaks of nearly
100% compared to the usual loads [51].

At the PtG implementation in Avedøre (Denmark), it is shown via laboratory experiments that
the use of pure O2 is possible, and purification processes are not inhibited by the use of pure O2.
Furthermore, the already pressurized O2 from the electrolyzer is able to displace the corresponding air
blower operation to supply the aeration basins [32]. The implementation of an O2 utilization would
increase the overall system economy but was not implemented in full scale due to high investment costs
caused by misfitting local plant circumstances. Nevertheless, in combination with an above-described
PtG system, the feasibility in WWTPs could be reached towards a single investment (cf. [32]).

For pure oxygen systems, an additional mixing system is required, and deeper basins are favorable
due to a longer contact of the O2 bubbles with the media. The authors of [46,47] showed that shallow
basins or volatile fill levels might cause losses in the purification quality. Furthermore, the reduced gas
volume of the pure O2 system is insufficient for mixing the media and preventing sludge settling in
common aeration tanks. This also causes a lower CO2 stripping, which could result in a reduced pH
level for wastewater with low buffer/acid capacity and inhibited nitrification processes at pH levels
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under 6.6. To solve this problem, it could be required to add chemicals (e.g., milk of lime; cf. [47])
or add additional aeration times for the system (cf. [46]) to sustain the biological treatment. This
issue could also occur with aeration tank depths of 6 meters or deeper [56]. Other cost savings could
thereby be offset, leading to similar or higher total operating costs for the use of pure O2 systems.
Claimed reduced overall basin volume or smaller basins must be viewed critically as well, because
sludge concentration is not limited by the O2 input but of the thickening in the secondary clarifier.
Nevertheless, due to the needed deeper basin construction, the space requirements are reduced and
favorable for, e.g., very limited field conditions. Whilst [49] claims better sludge characteristics like
sedimentation properties or sludge volume indices, in contrast, [48,51] could not observe a similar
effect. Additionally, for an implementation of an O2 system, an expensive O2 storage and piping
infrastructure is needed, with special arrangements regarding corrosion, higher fire risk and a special
safety concept due to dealing with pure O2 [48]. Further instructions regarding handling O2 in WWTPs
are given in [52].

In summary, the results of the evaluated scientific papers are partially contradictory, e.g., enhanced
purification quality or space requirements. However, the long-term experiences of several WWTPs
with supportive O2 utilization show that it is even on a large scale possible and reasonable if the local
boundary conditions are fitting or require special arrangements. However, no economic statements
were given in those publications. The popular claim that using pure O2 will result in energy (and cost)
savings for the WWTP could not be proven in any practical implementation, but higher operating
costs were mentioned in [51]. Nevertheless, it can be stated that at least similar or better purification
results could be achieved with the use of pure oxygen regarding COD, BOD and NH4-N (e.g., [47,54])
and energy savings are theoretically possible (e.g., [32]).

3.1.3. O2 Utilization: Micropollutant Removal via Ozone Produced from Renewable O2

At present, removing micropollutants is getting more and more important for the water sector.
In Switzerland, it is even ordered by law for municipal WWTPs above 80,000 PE120 [57]. This is
discussed in several other countries as well (e.g., Germany, [58]), or additional steps for micropollutant
removal are set up on plants unsolicited (e.g., WWTP Mannheim, Sindelfingen, etc.; Germany). Besides
adsorption on activated carbon, oxidation of the micropollutants is a suitable removal process. This
leads to another future benefit in operating an electrolyzer in WWTPs by upgrading O2 to O3, which
could be used in a further treatment step. This additional process stage will result in a substantially
higher energy demand for WWTPs, e.g., for a 100,000 PE120, WWTP 22.5 kWh/(PE*a) to 58.3 kWh/(PE*a)
(cf. [59]). In a future holistic WWTP concept, O2 is produced by a RE-driven electrolyzer and closes
another loop of resource and overall efficiency. In the next steps, O3 is produced and the water
treated, followed by a biological treatment step to remove the by-products due to the ozonization
process to ensure the effluent quality [60]. Using the ozone to remove micropollutants is a commonly
used technology in WWTPs [61,62]. Guidelines for the preinvestigation, design and operation are
described in, e.g., [63]. This makes ozonization a preferable option for removing micropollutants in
combination with PtG systems, leading to more feasibility for both applications. Like dealing with
O2, O3 requires special precautions in handling as well, which should not be underestimated in daily
business. Those are, for instance: use of specific materials, needed O3 detectors, ventilation systems
and safety concepts [64]. First approaches in the form of feasibility studies for a full-scale application
for such a system are conducted at WWTP Mainz (Germany) with a planned start in 2021 [65,66].

4. Heat-Sector

PtH describes technologies that transform the electrical surplus energy of RES into heat. The
scarce available publications on that topic substantiate that using electrical energy to utilize and store
heat in a PtH concept is not an issue and not state-of-the-art in WWTPs so far. The dominant topics in
the heat sector are mostly regarding internal optimization concepts using the waste heat for building
heating, sludge treatment and in anaerobic sludge digestion (cf. [67]), as well as heat recovery from the
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sewer system or influent/effluent of the WWTP (cf. [68,69]). Nevertheless, PtH and heat concepts hold
a respectable potential for sector coupling, even if they are not in the actual focus for plant operators.

In addition to a high electricity demand, WWTPs with anaerobic sludge digestion usually also
have a high demand for heat of 30 to 50 kWh/(PE*d) with big seasonal fluctuations [70]. Compared
to electrical energy, heat is an even more complex field to manage. This is caused by the different
parameters, which have to match in terms of the amount of needed heating energy, time of demand,
different temperature levels, various possible technologies and the nearly unique framework of each
WWTP. Heat supply is usually handled as a by-product from the production of electrical energy
from the CHP units and, therefore, not demand-driven and in competition with on-site electricity
production [70]. Further information in this regard and specific proposals for the implementation of
optimized heat and cooling concepts for WWTPs are given in [67].

Typical heat sources in WWTPs are exhaust gases from the CHP units and other combustion
processes (e.g., pyrolysis and hydrothermal carbonization); waste heat from aerators/blowers and
drying processes or heat recovery from wastewater [71]. Typical heat sinks are given in forms of sludge
treatment (e.g., preheating, sludge drying and thermal disintegration); building heating and hot water
preparation and heating of the digestion tank [67].

Especially, the digestion tanks are a reasonable heat sink, which is interesting for further
investigations. They are usually operated on a mesophilic temperature level of 34 ◦C to 38 ◦C; however,
a thermophilic temperature level of 48 ◦C to 55 ◦C is possible as well [72]. As a biological process, minor
fluctuations are not harmful for the system, but effects in biogas production are possible, depending on
the rate of increasing the temperature due to a needed adaptation time for the microorganisms. The
authors of [73] showed that temperatures up to even 50 ◦C (change to thermophilic temperature level)
are possible without losses in biogas quantity and quality with stable processes in the digestion tank. In
this regard, existing studies show different effects concerning methane yield, methane concentrations
and needed adaptation time (cf. [73–75]). Thereby, a gradual temperature change is advisable and
should not exceed 2 ◦C per week [76], whilst a direct heating within 24 h could result in a drop of
methane yield and methane concentration [74]. Under the approach of using the digestion tanks for
PtH purposes, a calculated raise or lowering of the usual operation temperature level is intended, and
the digestion tank is used as a “hot water storage”. The potential of this storage option is huge: with
an average digestion tank volume of 50 l/PE [72] and a specific heat capacity of water of 4.19 kJ/(l*K),
the specific energy storage results in 58.2 kWh/(K*PE) or nearly 17.5 GWh for a 100,000 PE120 WWTP
for a temperature rise of 3 K.

A PtH concept can be implemented directly via heating rods/boilers or indirectly via different
types of heat pumps. However, electrode boilers are commonly used for PtH on an industrial level due
to the need of a high-temperature process heat. It is possible to integrate such a system into existing
heat cycles, but it depends highly on the local boundary conditions. Requirements are an all-the-year
heat sink and a power grid connection with sufficient electrical power reserve [9].

Published practical implementations on a scientific level for “classic” PtH concepts in WWTPs
are hardly available. Nevertheless, some holistic approaches in local energy concepts demonstrate
promising interconnections between WWTPs and the heat sector. The authors of [77] showed for a
commercial district located in Milan (Italy) that a PtH system complemented by sewage heat recovery
is competitive to individual, distributed heat pumps. In addition, WWTPs are able to participate in
local heat supply systems by feeding-in surplus heat [35,70,78,79]. This is realized, e.g., at the Hamburg
WWTP, which is feeding heat into the district heating systems for the container terminals of the port of
Hamburg. Furthermore, the Hamburg WWTP is testing an aquifer storage by using the groundwater
to store heat surplus during the summer to compensate for seasonal fluctuations and save heating
energy in the winter [79,80]. The aquifer storage is located beneath the WWTP and includes heat of
the nearby industry as well—summing up to nearly 400 GWh/a. By using 100% green energy, this
system is able to provide CO2-free district heating with economically acceptable costs of avoiding CO2

emissions below 100 € per ton and year [80].



Energies 2020, 13, 2088 11 of 20

Thermal energy potentials of the Austrian WWTPs are stated in [81], showing that WWTPs are
able to contribute significantly in local district heating concepts by recovering energy from digester gas
production and wastewater effluent. Based on that, the authors of [78] proposed a set of methods to
integrate the potentials into local energy concepts, considering spatial, environmental and economic
issues. It is shown that the heat generation from WWTPs offers an alternative to conventional heat
generation at competitive costs.

Besides heat, cooling concepts are also an interesting approach to using energy surplus. Cooling is
needed in WWTPs for the air conditioning of the operation buildings and cooling down the processed
heat (e.g., blowers for aeration and digestion gas) [35]. This can be realized due to, e.g., sorption
chillers, which work like heat pumps but just the other way around. Whereas, in heat pumps, a lot
of heat is to be dissipated at a higher temperature, in chillers, the aim is to absorb as much heat as
possible at a low temperature and, thus, provide cooling [9]. Further information regarding different
cooling technologies are given in [82].

Regarding economic feasibility, it can be stated that single-handed PtH systems (even on an
industrial level) were in the past, just in combination with high revenues from the control energy
market profitable. On the basis of significantly decreasing prices, new business cases have to be
found [18]. Nevertheless, compared to other general storage concepts (e.g., batteries, load-shifting, etc.),
thermal storages are cheaper, even if prices for other technologies are dropping [9]. However, even if a
single implementation of classic PtH systems is not yet feasible, the chances to utilize surplus thermal
energy from WWTPs are given but considerably underestimated or unknown. The actual benefit may
not be using surplus energy from the subordinate energy grids but taking a more significant role in the
local energy system. Integrating WWTPs in local district heating is possible without high investment
costs compared to new developments in the vicinity of towns due to an intelligent use of the existing
and surrounding infrastructure, provided that the spatial framework is suitable. In addition, thermal
energy from WWTPs is a continuous and reliable source of energy, which can be substantially used in
district heating, substituting fossil energy sources and reducing greenhouse gas emissions (cf. [78,81]).

5. Mobility Sector and Power-to-Fuel

The mobility sector is one of the most relevant factors and affected by the biggest challenges in
reducing greenhouse gas emissions and energy consumption [83,84]. In perspective, it is predicted
that, especially, road transport will rise even more and double in terms of CO2 emissions from 2010
to 2050, up to 14–18 Gt CO2 [85]. Therefore, a change in transport is mandatory to achieve climate
protection goals. In fact, to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, decrease dependencies from crude oil
imports and emissions of pollution and noise in cities, the mobility sector has to be nearly completely
decarbonized [86]. The potential of RES is huge, e.g., using H2 in vehicles: 1.0 kWh H2 is able to
replace 1.5 to 2.2 kWh fossil fuel in transport and prevents 465–680 CO2-eq [9].

To realize defossilization under the use of RES in the transport sector, different types of technologies,
types of drive and fuels are available, each with different technology levels and market penetration rates.
These include e-mobility, fuel-cell cars and combustion engines using fuel made from renewables. The
comparison of the efficiency of drive concepts shows advantages for battery electric vehicles [87]. That
is one reason why many car companies actually focus on this concept. Nevertheless, the comparison of
total life-cycle greenhouse gas emissions shows that the difference is not as relevant as it seems when
only comparing efficiency. All type of drives have advantages and disadvantages, and the assessment
of life-cycle greenhouse gas emissions depends heavily on the assumed boundary conditions (e.g.,
battery size, range and RES) of the individual considered study [88]. Therefore, all types of drive will
find its application area and will be part of a mix of technologies in the mobility sector. This variability
will be needed to progress in achieving climate protection goals (cf. Table 4).
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Table 4. Different types of drives and used renewable fuels [87].

Type of Drive Type of Fuel
Efficiency of Drive

Concept
(%)

Life-Cycle Greenhouse Gas
Emissions *

(g CO2-eq/km)

Battery electric vehicle + battery Electrical energy 75–85 40–80

Fuel cell + electric vehicle Hydrogen 25–35 50–70

Combustion engine Synthetic fuel 10–20 -

Combustion engine Biofuel - -

* [88]: overall driving performance of 150,000 km, battery 60 kWh and further assumptions.

Though, advanced biofuels and biomethane are still represented just in small shares; especially
biomethane is growing rapidly in some countries [6].

The production of fuels for the mobility sector in WWTPs is not state-of-the-art but demonstrated
in several projects (e.g., [45,89]). Besides providing electrical energy for e-mobility, there are basically
two types of fuels usable: gaseous fuels (H2 and CH4) and liquid fuels (biofuel and synthetic fuel).

The production of gaseous fuels (CH4 and H2) by WWTPs using RES was discussed before
in the PtG section of this paper. The utilization of these fuels in the mobility sector is successfully
demonstrated in several practical implementations (e.g., [50]). The Henriksdal WWTP in Sweden
produces and upgrades biogas for 280 buses used in public transportation [90]. Furthermore, the
PtG plant at the Pfaffenhofen WWTP (Germany) will serve as a CH4-fuel provider for 250 buses as of
2020 [91]. Further small-size mobility studies (1 to 6H2 buses) are conducted in Barth, Kaisersesch
and Sonneberg, Germany [45,50,92]. Another way to produce H2 is possible via gas reformation from
the biogas and was tested in Bottrop (Germany), as well as methanol synthesis (power-to-liquid), but
not continued due to missing profitability whilst the technical feasibility could be shown (cf. [89,93]).
Another way to produce H2 is the fermentative conversation of organic mass like sewage sludge or
molasses, called “dark fermentation” (cf. [94]).

Besides WWTPs as power-to-mobility locations, there are a lot of ongoing and planned projects
given in [21] related to the use of H2 and CH4 for transportation in Europe.

WWTPs are able to produce liquid biofuels as well (state-of-research), e.g., through microalgae
using wastewater as a nutrient source. This offers a (theoretically) efficient way to remove nutrients
than conventional tertiary treatment together with a biomass production that does not use agricultural
land or compete with food crops but still lacks feasibility on a large scale [95]. The drawbacks are
a high demand of light and a subsequent poor performance during the wintertime for European
climatic conditions. This would result in needed technical lighting and big basins, which can offset
any feasibility.

Furthermore, the economic production of H2 and synthetic fuel from sewage sludge is examined
in Rosenheim, Germany [96]. Advantages of synthetic liquid fuel and CH4 (as a natural gas substitute)
is the usability in existing and established combustion technologies, which can be used as interim
solutions to a future, e.g., H2-based mobility that differs substantially in the forms of the types of
drive and needed infrastructure from the conventional system [97]. WWTPs are able to accompany
that transformation by providing the currently required type of fuel and reducing the construction of
interim solutions.

At first sight, fuel-based vehicles seem concurrent to electric vehicles. However, the existing energy
system cannot provide enough capacity for a full-scale private e-mobility, especially not-controlled
charging in local electric distribution grids. Furthermore, battery-driven vehicles are not suitable
for transportation vehicles [98]. As a result, a mix of fuel-based mobility for long distances and
transportation of goods, as well as electric vehicles for individual mobility in the cities, could be a
suitable solution.

Apart from technical issues, the high demand of special raw materials for batteries and fuel cells
raise additional ecological problems, which have to be taken into account. The authors of [99] state that
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tolerable environmental effects, working conditions in mining areas and violations of fundamental
rights, as well as the needed amount of raw materials on a large scale, are not given for an abrupt
transformation in transportation. Along with technical progress, the conditions of mining, the needed
materials and their supply chains have to be developed gradually at the same time. This is transferable
to other sectors, like catalysts in the electrolyzer or battery-storage systems.

From a realistic point of view, the capacities of WWTPs compared with the entire demands of fuel
are just a contribution to a future solution. However, the authors of [45] showed that the provided
H2 by WWTPs corresponds with the amount of needed fuel in the respective urban area with the
size of the WWTP. Therefore, a WWTP of 50,000 PE120 that generates O2 for aeration purposes via a
PtG system comprises the H2 potential of more than an average-sized filling station. The technical
proportions between the PtF-concepts and WWTPs fit, but implementations are mostly in combination
with other reasonable energy concepts. Nevertheless, this fact is no disadvantage, and WWTPs offer
considerable opportunities to take a part in the local sector of mobility as a fuel provider in terms of
production and location for filling stations. Combining fuel production and public transport, especially
in combination with other synergies, seems reasonable.

6. Conclusions

The evaluation in this paper illustrates the wide spectrum of interactions and possibilities for
WWTPs. It is shown that the water sector is capable of taking part in sector coupling in many ways
and generates multiple synergies and advantages towards a stand-alone solution of the different
applications. The scale of an implementation in WWTPs is mostly much lower than on an industrial
level but with a transferability to a high number of suitable locations and individual solutions. For
many cases, a quantitative statement from literature/reports is not transferable due to the laboratory
scale. Mostly, just the opportunity and feasibility could be evaluated, but in the end, it has to be tested
individually on the considered plant. First, practical implementations are realized by small, local
networks taking environmental protection as a top priority for their own local policy development,
even without funding.

Across all the literature, obstacles and challenges resemble one another. Technological feasibility
is mostly given, but the most relevant obstacle is the lack of economic viability driven by a regulatory
framework that does not fit to a fast-changing energy environment. That relates, e.g., to Germany, from
not fitting the taxation treatment of energy storage systems and power purchases to inconsequential
funding mechanisms and other regulatory backgrounds, which lag behind the technological progress
for a fast energy transition [6]. There is a need for establishing a framework for sector coupling
regarding the special, manifold and complex interactions of the many affected sectors with each other.
This includes a further development and coordination of norms and standards across the national level
as well.

Furthermore, WWTP operators have to be supported in day-to-day businesses to handle additional
tasks caused by sector coupling. Key objectives of the plants will always be treating wastewater as
the main priority. Especially, smaller WWTPs are often not able to provide the needed financial and
human resources for additional activities in such a variety of tasks outside the usual disciplines. New
business models for operating innovative technologies have to be found and to make use of as much of
the synergies as possible. WWTPs would switch from locations of just treating wastewater to local
energy and resource facilities, with all their benefits and drawbacks. In conclusion, the water sector
is a notable and reasonable player in the field of sector coupling, especially in times of changes to a
renewable energy system.

7. Outlook and Further Approach

To implement such innovative technologies in WWTPs, a holistic analysis of the available resources
on the plant is necessary, e.g., energy production, flexibility options and gas flow rates. These have
to match with the surrounding infrastructure (industry, public transportation system and energy
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grids) and the energetic environment (local heat demands, available energy surplus, etc.). For the
Mainz WWTP (400,000 PE120; Germany), a wide-range sector-coupling analysis was carried out,
which includes an overall analysis followed by a detailed feasibility study for the most promising
results [65,66]. In the following, based on these conductions, the findings that are necessary to prepare
and realize such an implantation are presented:

• The upcoming needed technical knowledge of every sector is very diverse and causes many
interconnections. This requires interdisciplinary expertise, with challenging tasks for every
specialist in his field, which cannot be handled by a single player.

• Whilst every expert group can handle their specific field the best, the interconnections can rise up
to major problems due to missing experiences and require a very close cooperation.

• Coordination and handling of the utilization path among each other of the competing available
resources and their data management is very challenging in terms of gas flow rates, energy
production, heat demands and storage management.

• Linking new components with significant impacts on plant processes to existing systems is
difficult, e.g., coordination of the electrolysis gases: O2 production, O3 generation and O3 demand
for wastewater treatment or the use of H2 by supplying public transportation and feeding into
the NGI.

• The plant operators and the political decision-makers have to be involved and convinced from the
start to carry out and promote such big municipal implementations and investments.

• Only a motivated and reliable team is able to keep up with a challenging and difficult
regulatory environment.

• Local and/or federal funding is up-to-now mandatory to use the potential of sector coupling
in WWTPs.

Assembling a responsible interdisciplinary team is therefore a prerequisite for working on such
a diversified project. This includes at least one of the following experts: general planner for large
construction measures, plant operator, energy supplier, grid operator, scientific support and various
engineering expertise depending on the targeted sectors. This team should develop a practicable
and technical-economic feasible concept based on the local situation. After selecting and specifying a
preferred variant to be implemented, the funding situation needs to be clarified before finally deciding
on the implementation.

In the meantime, at the Mainz WWTP, the political and technical decision-maker has given their
consent, and the positive notification of federal funding has arrived. The project will start in 2020 with
further regulatory preparations, assessments and the invitation of tenders. The start of implementation
is planned for 2021.
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