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Abstract: The water-energy nexus, together with the need for sustainable management of these
interconnected resources, has attracted growing attention from the scientific community. This paper
focuses on this nexus from the point of view of the energy that is required by wastewater treatment
plants, which are intensive energy consumers and major emitters of greenhouse gases. The main
objective of the study is to investigate the possible use of a wastewater plant’s internal chemical,
potential, and kinetic energy, and the addition of external renewable technologies with a view to
achieving clean energy consumption and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. For this purpose,
an analysis is made of the feasibility of introducing alternative technologies—anaerobic digestion,
hydraulic turbines, wind turbines, and photovoltaic modules— to meet the plant’s energy needs.
The plant chosen as case study (Jinamar plant, Canary Islands, Spain) has an energy consumption
of 2956 MWh/year, but the employed methodological framework is suitable for other plants in
locations where the renewable energy potential has previously been analyzed. The results show that
a renewable energy production of 3396 MWh/year can be obtained, more than enough to meet plant
consumption, but also confirm the need for an energy storage system, due to seasonal variability in
energy resource availability. In terms of climate change mitigation, the emission of 2754 tons/year
of greenhouse gases is avoided. In addition, the economic viability of the proposed system is
also confirmed.

Keywords: wastewater treatment plants; renewable energies; greenhouse gas emission; case study;
storage system

1. Introduction

Throughout history, water and energy have been determining factors in the development of
humanity [1]. Despite being conceptually different, water needs energy for the diverse stages that make
up its cycle [2], and it can likewise be argued that, certainly since the invention of the steam engine
in 1712, energy needs water [3]. While water may be a source of energy (hydroelectric, geothermal,
and oceanic), the water industry is undoubtedly energy intensive [4] and it consumes 1723 TWh,
which is the equivalent of 8% of world energy production [5]. Consumption is forecast to double by
the year 2040, highlighting the intensification of desalination processes in the Middle East and North
Africa and wastewater treatment processes in emerging economies [5].

According to data from the International Energy Agency, 583 billion m3 of water are consumed in
electricity production (approximately 15% of the water used globally), of which 66 billion will not be
returned to their source [6]. Depending on the type of fuel used for electricity production, the water
consumption ranges from 0.7 m3/MWh (combined cycle) to 2.7 m3/MWh (nuclear power) [7].
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Despite their interconnection, water and energy tended to be studied and managed independently
until Dr. Peter H. Gleick demonstrated an intrinsic relationship between these two resources in
the 1990s, developing the concept that is known as the “water-energy nexus” [8]. Scientific and
technological developments have since confirmed the close interrelation between the water and energy
sectors [9–11].

In the management of water and energy cycles, this water-energy nexus needs to be considered
in terms of its contribution to global warming through the emission of greenhouse gases (GHGs).
This is supported by the various conclusions of the Kyoto Protocol, the Climate Change Summit, as
well as other different international bodies [12,13]. In progress alongside this, the European Union’s
perspective is to reduce 30% GHG emissions by 2020 and around 80% by 2050, relative to the 1990
levels [14].

The main objective of this work is to quantitatively demonstrate that, by introducing different
clean technologies that allow for them to be less dependent on fossil energy, wastewater treatment
plants (WWTPs) do not necessarily need to be considered as intensive energy consumers and high GHG
emitters, but can instead even be considered as ‘green factories’. This problem is intensified in island
regions that are unable to meet water demand with own resources and are also energy dependent,
needing to import fossil fuels in order to produce electricity.

While several investigations have been carried out in recent years in this respect [15–19], none of
them integrate a complex mix of technologies into their analysis, nor do they prioritize (in the case of
working with several technologies) the use of the intrinsic energy resources of the plant. In this regard,
most of them, such as the works of R. K. Bhatia et al., and Y. Gu et al., analyze different alternatives
to recover the internal energy of the plant using sewage sludge [15,16]. Among these alternatives,
S. Waclawek et al., choose anaerobic digestion as one of the most profitable technologies but they
still do not use external technologies [17]. It will be the research of M. Maktabifard et al., and that
of E. Gürtekin that complement the production of internal renewable energy, together with external
renewable technologies, but only implement solar energy and a hybrid heat pump-solar energy system,
respectively [18,19]. Thus, to our knowledge, is the first time that a complete integration mix of
renewable technologies is been studied for a WWTP. In addition, a completely clean emissions energy
storage has been proposed for solving the problem of intermittent mismatch between renewable energy
supply and demand [20,21]. This also contribute to achieving higher grid capacity, more efficient and
sustainable use of final energy, and greater network security [22].

In this work, a simulation of the integration of five different renewable technologies in a WWTP
is developed. The selection of technologies can be divided into two sections. The first aims to take
advantage of the intrinsic (internal) energy resources that the plant can provide through its infrastructure
(flows and heads) and generated waste (sludge). The second section uses the available natural resources
that characterize the island (solar radiation and wind), implementing solar photovoltaic (PV) and wind
technology as external contributions to the plant. A series of simulations are carried out that establish
various scenarios with different configurations of the technologies employed in order to ensure the
viability of the study from an environmental and techno-economic perspective.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Wastewater Treatment Plant Selection

This present study focuses on the island of Gran Canaria (Canary Islands, Spain), where 91.9%
of the energy coverage of the island is met by imported conventional fossil fuel-based energies [23].
Approximately 11% of this polluting energy ends up in the water cycle. For the purposes of this
study, WWTPs were chosen, as they are one of the greatest GHG emitters (2.66–3.40 kg CO2/m3) [24],
producing 56% of GHG emissions in the water industry [25]. They are also intensive energy consumers
in local city loads (0.38–1.22 kWhe/m3), causing indirect emissions at the same time [26–28].
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All of the 25 WWTPs operated by the Gran Canaria Insular Water Council were previously
evaluated (solar radiation, wind characteristics, pipe layout, and sludge production) with the objective
of choosing a suitable plant for the implementation of the five renewable technologies [29]. The Jinamar
WWTP, with a design capacity of 10,000 m3/d, was selected as test site for this study. This plant is one
of the few that allows for the multiple integration of all renewable energies and, in terms of internal
energy resources, it is in a leading position in the island’s WWTP ranking.

The Jinamar WWTP is located in the eastern part of the island. The primary (roughing filter,
grease and grit separators, and balancing tank) and secondary treatments (membrane bioreactor) are
able to achieve the quality criteria required to irrigate a nearby golf course with the treated effluent.

The annual energy consumption of the plant amounts to 2956 MWh [30]. Plant loads, in accordance
with the plant design (pumping, aeration, primary treatment, sludge treatment, and disposal) were
grouped and distributed over the operating hours of the plant to make up its load profile.

2.2. Design and Estimation of Green Energy Production Technologies

With a view to reducing fossil fuel energy consumption and thereby mitigating climate change,
alternative technologies have been considered, classified according to their implementation in the
plant—external or internal. The range of priorities begins with the use of the internal energy that the
WWTP can develop, thus contributing to the circular economy [31].

2.2.1. Energy Recovery Technologies Internal to the Plant. Sludge Treatment and Microturbines
in Pipes

The chemical energy that can be obtained through the sludge treatment solves a dual problem
unilaterally. The main waste of the plant becomes a second-generation product that provides energy to
the plant and, thereby, avoids its immediate environmental impact [32,33]. Wastewater sludge would
be a viable wet feedstock for biofuels production [34].

Critical reviews, such as the one that was carried out by Tyagi and Lo [35], describe all of the
technologies analyzed for sludge treatment. Of these, anaerobic digestion was selected for its industrial
maturity, simple operation and maintenance, affordable cost, circular economy contribution, energy
production (as one of the main objectives) [36], and low GHG emissions provided that the digested
biogas is properly managed.

Sludge characterization was the first step in the design of the anaerobic digester. For this, eight
tests were carried out, including the analysis of total organic carbon (TOC), chemical oxygen demand
(COD), pH, conductivity, total, volatile and fixed solids, humidity, density, and an elemental analysis
of the carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen, and sulfur content. A total of 26 samples were analyzed following
standard APHA (American Public Health Association) methods [37] and different UNE (Spanish
Association for Standardization) regulations.

With respect to the anaerobic digester configuration, low speed reactors were discarded due
to their high residence time and their limited capacity of approximately 3450 m3/day. Likewise,
the thermophilic temperature range was dismissed, as it is mostly used in specialized biogas plants.
Although these types of reactor provide higher loading rates, the destruction of pathogens and biogas
production, they have high levels of ammonia, are very susceptible to loading problems, have a higher
cost of heating, pronounced odors, and auxiliary equipment, such as pipes, valves, and accessories, are
more expensive [38].

For the calculation of the digester dimensions, the load factor method was used, which considers
the kilograms of volatile solids per day and cubic meter of digester capacity. Finally, the configuration
of the digester selected to treat the 3600 tons of mixed sludge daily consists of a two-stage digestion
system that works in a mesophilic temperature range (optimal value ~35 ◦C) at high speed and with
complete mixing in the first reactor. A hydraulic retention time was established of 10 days (which will
have the same value as the cellular retention time when working in a complete mixing reactor without
recirculation) [39].
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After deciding how to obtain the biogas, the different energy recovery systems had to be evaluated.
The fuel cell (FC) technology was selected, as the intention is to work with zero carbon footprint
technologies. Its modular nature and silent operation with low aesthetic impact and high efficiency in
the direct production of electricity suggest its use in urban WWTPs [40].

The biogas has first to be transformed into hydrogen in order to use the FCs. Steam reforming is
one of the most widely used methods in order to produce hydrogen enriched gases (obtaining 69% of
hydrogen concentration) [41]. The main drawback is that the biogas may contain potentially harmful
compounds that have to be eliminated to avoid structural damage to the equipment. Prior to steam
reforming, a condenser (moisture removal), an adsorption system with active carbon (elimination of
siloxanes), and a Binax system (elimination of volatile organic carbons) have to be implemented [42].

The final step before electricity can be obtained from the sludge was to select the FC model.
The proton exchange membrane fuel cell (PEM FC) was chosen, due to its low operating temperatures,
low corrosion, and easy maintenance. These FCs are characterized by their high sensitivity to carbon
monoxide [43]. The use of a pressure swing adsorption (PSA) system was also adopted in order to
eliminate the last harmful components of the gas obtaining 89% of hydrogen in its composition, as
recommended in several references [44]. Figure 1 shows a schematic representation of the entire process.
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Figure 1. Energy production system using the sewage sludge.

Another intrinsic energy resource in a WTTP is the kinetic energy that is produced by the passage
of effluent through its pipes. This energy can be used in order to move the blades of microturbines
installed in them. The standard pipe diameter of the plant is 280 mm. The flow is kept constant, thanks
to the balancing tank and the correct operation of the biological reactor membranes.

The selected pipe contains the treated effluent of the secondary treatment (avoiding problems
of obstruction inherent to the raw water), which goes to the permeate and washing water tank.
The characteristics that it presents correspond to a flow of 0.061 m3/s and a net head of 3 m.

These data suggest the use of a pico-turbine system. The optimal solution of the systems evaluated
was to perform a bypass and install two pico-turbines in parallel (Figure 2). For an estimation of the
energy production, an efficiency rate of 70% is assumed [45] and an inverter efficiency of 85% [46].
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2.2.2. Energy Production Technologies External to the Plant. Photovoltaic, Wind, and Hydroelectric Energy

First of all, an evaluation of the solar resource available to the plant was made. The operational data
were obtained with the Hybrid Optimization of Multiple Energy Resources simulation program [47].
Using a geographic coordinate system, HOMER provides the average global solar radiation on a
horizontal surface via NASA’s satellite system. The irradiation correction coefficient as a function of
inclination was applied to these data. The latitude of the plant makes this coefficient between 15–30◦.
The optimal location in terms of orientation is on the south face of the two roofs of the WWTP. The slope
of the roofs is 15◦, and this same angle was chosen for the selection of the correction factor, as the
panels can be placed flush with the roof and the costs of the support structure or possible losses due to
shadow between them can, thus, be avoided. The annual global radiation obtained after applying the
correction factor is 1914 kWh/m2.

The performance ratio (PR) values for new systems typically range from 0.6 to 0.9 [48].
After calculating losses due to wiring, dispersion of characteristics in the module, dust and dirt,
orientation and inclination, shading, inverter performance, and temperature, a PR was obtained of
0.75 for the first ten years and 0.65 for the following years. The average PR of 0.7 was used for the
calculations in the present study.

In terms of wind potential, the windiest areas of Gran Canaria include the northwest and
southeast [49]. The Jinamar WWTP is located in the northeast, at a short distance from the area of
highest wind intensity.

The wind data were obtained from a 10 m agl (above ground level) anemometer installed at
the facilities of the ITC (Spanish initials of the Technological Institute of the Canary Islands) on the
east coast of the island and very close to the plant. The power law was applied to the wind speed
distribution in order to obtain the values at 60 m (turbine hub height) [50]. Subsequently, these values
were introduced into the HOMER simulation program, giving an average wind speed of 7.7 m/s, a form
factor C = 8.72 m/s and a scale factor K = 2.

The selection of the wind turbine depends on the peak load to be supplied (432 kW). It is also
intended to comply with all the legislative criteria stipulated in the Canary Islands [51] with respect to
the minimum distances from the coast of 150 m and urban centers of 250 m [52].

Related to hydroelectric energy, the plant has a 5 m head behind the storage tank of the treated
effluent. The nominal diameter is 500 mm and the flow rate varies, depending on two time periods:
180 m3/h from 08:00 to 24:00 and 120 m3/h from 24:00 to 08:00. Therefore, the hydraulic resource will
provide a constant energy altered only by the time variable.

2.3. System Analysis

A series of scenarios were simulated using MATLAB software (Global Optimization Toolbox:
User’s Guide, R2018b version, United States, 2018) in order to meet the energy needs of the plant
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and evaluate which technological configuration is the most efficient [53]. This tool allows for the
customization of the selection criteria and prioritization of the installation of internal technologies in the
plant that contribute directly to a circular economy [54,55]. Table 1 shows four scenarios, all of which
contain the internal sludge and microturbine energy production systems with varying arrangements
of the external technologies.

Table 1. Technological configuration of the simulated scenarios for renewable energy production.

Scenarios Sludge Energy
Production

Microturbine
Energy

Production

Photovoltaic
Energy

Production

Wind Energy
Production

Hydroelectric
Energy

Production

1
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In Scenario 1, in addition to the internal technologies, a wind turbine and pico-turbine system are employed.
Scenario 2 additionally incorporates a PV solar installation. Scenario 3 differs from the second in that the installed
power in PV technology is doubled. Finally, Scenario 4 has no PV resource, but it incorporates a second wind turbine.

2.4. Energy Storage

The behavior of renewable energies throughout the year predicts the need to implement an energy
storage system. Among all of the validated storage systems, such as batteries, flywheels, ultracapacitors,
magnetic superconductors, compressed air, hydro-pumping, and hydrogen [56], the last three provide
long-duration energy storage. Conventional systems, such as batteries, have severe drawbacks in the
fields of action where long-term storage is required, including the dissipation of energy, a low energy
density, and the need to install a relatively large number of units [57]. For this study, hydrogen storage
was selected for its high density and low energy loss, as well as its good adaptability and efficiency
when used with renewable energy resources [58].

An alkaline electrolyzer system was chosen, as its suitability for use with wind turbines has been
shown, with a fast response time (<1 s) and a wide operating range (10%–00%) [59]. Specifically,
the HySTAT®100-10 model that was manufactured by Hydrogenics Corporation was selected as it
works with the supply voltage of the wind turbines in alternating current (440 V), a frequency of
50 Hz, and a consumption of 5.3 kWh/m3. The equipment includes a refrigeration and air conditioning
system, as well as a reverse osmosis water treatment system, which uses 1.5 liters of the ultra-filtered
water left over from the membrane bioreactor treatment per cubic meter of hydrogen. As the standard
electrolyzer production pressure is 10 bar, a compressor is also required in order to raise the pressure
to the selected 200 bar for hydrogen storage in compressed gas bottles.

Hydrogen production from the energy surplus was calculated on the basis of the peak power
output of the renewable mix after subtracting the WWTP demand. The electrolyzer has a minimum
production rate of 6 Nm3/h, so at least 33 kW must be supplied to the unit to start production. If the
supply is below this value, then the unit does not produce hydrogen, but it is placed in standby mode
(for which approximately 0.5 kW is required).

After hydrogen storage, a fuel cell and its corresponding inverter are used in order to produce
electricity. The sizing of this system is calculated on the basis of the highest energy deficit value that
needs to be covered.
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3. Results and Discussion

This section shows the energy that is produced with each renewable technology. Subsequently,
an analysis of the energy integration to the plant is performed evaluating the different technological
configurations. The economic viability of the different scenarios is calculated in the final part of
this section.

3.1. Internal Renewable Energy Production

While using the load factor method with the volatile solids experimental data (3.3 kg/m3), a digester
volume of 144 m3 (height 7.5 m and diameter 5.5 m) was determined. The amount of biogas that
can be obtained is 190,800 m3/year. This is stored in the second reactor, which serves as a bio-solids
stabilizer and storage system. The gas flow obtained (19.38 Nm3/h) is introduced into the FCs in order
to produce electricity (after PSA purification). Knowing the density of hydrogen (0.0899 kg/m3), FC
consumption (119 L/min), its power (10.5 kW), and efficiency (50%), it is possible to install three FCs
that are capable of producing 31.95 kWhe of energy while releasing a certain amount of water at 80 ◦C
that can be used to schedule internal processes of the plant, such as anaerobic digestion.

In order to harness the kinetic energy in the selected pipe, the microturbine that best fits its
characteristics is the Toshiba Hydro-eKIDS S3 model. The conditions allow for the installation of two
microturbines in series and a total obtainable power of 4 kW.

3.2. External Renewable Energy Production

In terms of solar energy, the limiting factor in the design is found on the surface of the roofs.
Taking into account their dimensions, as well as those of the PV panels, it is possible to install 105.6 kWp
of power through a total of 440 Q.Base 240 modules of the Q-cell brand. These 440 modules are divided
into two generating groups, each with 220 panels and a SolarMax 50C inverter in a distribution of
11 strings of 20 modules. The resulting energy production amounts to 141,512 kWh/year.

On the other hand, wind technology provides 1,620,578 kWh/year through an Enercon E-40/500
wind turbine. The calculation procedure takes the power curve of the turbine, as well as the wind
speed and the respective probability distribution, into account. This selection provides 3241 equivalent
hours and a load factor of 36.99%; the optimal values that confirm the feasibility of implantation.

Finally, with regard to hydroelectric energy, 11,359 kWh per year can be produced in this way
configuring the selected system.

3.3. System Analysis

Once the energy outputs of each technology are known, the simulated scenarios are distributed,
as follows (see Table 2). It is worth highlighting the differences in the installed power between internal
plant technologies and wind and solar energy.

Table 2. Installed power in each simulated scenario.

Scenarios Sludge Energy
Production

Microturbine
Energy

Production

Photovoltaic
Energy

Production

Wind Energy
Production

Hydroelectric
Energy

Production

1 31.5 kW 4 kW N.A. 500 kW 0.97–1.46 kW
2 31.5 kW 4 kW 100 kW 500 kW 0.97–1.46 kW
3 31.5 kW 4 kW 2 × 100 kW 500 kW 0.97–1.46 kW
4 31.5 kW 4 kW N.A. 2 × 500 kW 0.97–1.46 kW

With the intention of evaluating the contribution of each scenario, Figure 3 compares the annual
power demand of the plant with the annual installed renewable power. Although, at first glance,
it may seem that plant demand is covered, the reality is that, in most of the scenarios, a significant
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number of hours are found with a fairly pronounced renewable power deficit, while demand remains
more or less constant over time.
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Figure 3. Simulated scenarios in Jinamar wastewater treatment plants (WWTP). Plant power demand
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These fluctuations can be more easily seen in a monthly analysis, where it also possible to see
the influence of the seasons on renewable energy. When comparing the two most extreme months
(January and July) from Scenarios 3 and 4, it can be seen how the installed power generally fails to
match demand in January, whereas, in July, it is not uncommon for installed power to be twice or even
three times as high as the plant’s power demand (Figure 4).
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Related to climate change mitigation, and using the emission factor of 0.811 kg CO2

equivalent/kWhe, as published by the Spanish Institute for the Diversification and Saving of Energy [60],
the plant energy consumptions is equivalent to an emission of 2397.60 tons of CO2 equivalent. In this
sense, each simulated scenario potentially decreases the conventional electricity consumption and the
consequent reduction of atmospheric emissions, as follows:

• Scenario 1 gave a net alternative energy production of 1,859,333 kWh per year, which would avoid
the emission of 1,508 tons of CO2 equivalent, reducing the emission value to 889 tons of CO2 per
year from a conventional consumption of 1,096,980 kWh/year.

• Scenario 2 gave an annual energy production of 2,072,262 kWh, which would avoid the emission
of 1681 tons of CO2 equivalent, with the emission into the atmosphere of a total of 716 tons per
year after reducing the conventional energy demand of the plant by 70%.

• Scenario 3 avoided the emission of 1853 tons of greenhouse gases through the production of
2,285,190.6 kWh/year, which is very close to the demand needs of the plant. This scenario reduces
the annual emission rate to 544 tons of CO2 being produced by the conventional consumption of
671,123 kWh.

• Scenario 4 confirmed the technical possibility of a 100% power consumption reduction, thereby avoiding
the annual emission of 2754 tons of greenhouse gases with a production of 3,396,326.39 kWh/year.

Through an evaluation of a time summation of energy powers and the difference between both
vectors (which shows the evolution of possible energy storage), it is confirmed that only Scenario 4 is
found to be capable of exceeding the demand, with a turning point at 4000 hours (Figure 5).

This hour marks the beginning of summer, the season of the year that is characterized by high
wind resource potential in the area where the plant is installed, due to the influence of the trade winds.
This situation is reflected in the energy production base of Scenario 4 (two installed wind turbines).
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The following bar chart (Figure 6) shows, in a discrete way, the energy contribution of each of the
renewable technologies in Scenarios 3 and 4.

The results confirm the clear influence of wind technology and the possibility of implementing a
storage system that takes advantage of the energy surplus of the summer months in order to cover the
deficit of the winter months (most pronounced in Scenario 4).
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3.4. Management of Energy Surplus

3.4.1. Energy Storage

The peak power output of the renewable mix after subtracting the WWTP demand is known
(959 kW on July 3). Two units of fuel cells are incorporated, each with a maximum hydrogen production
of 100 Nm3/h and consumption of 530 kW.

Periods of no energy surplus were included in the simulation in order to take into account the
decrease in performance when the electrolyzer was not in operation for longer than 48 hours (time it is
kept pressurized). After such events, there is a 25% fall in yield in the first hour of production as the
volume of hydrogen produced during the first 10–15 min. is discarded due to its low quality.

In the event that the useful power is higher than the maximum that can be used by the electrolyzer
(530 kW), the second electrolyser starts up as long as 33 kW is available. Figure 7 confirms that almost
all of the available energy is used and transformed into hydrogen through this system. Each year 48
racks of 12 bottles of hydrogen pressurized to 200 bar are filled.
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Figure 9 shows the months of January and July in order to compare seasonal behavior. The activity
and efficiency are considerably lower in January than in July when the impact of the trade winds in the
Canary archipelago is considerable.

Figure 9. Seasonal behavior of electrolyzers. January (A) and July (B).

Finally, hydrogen storage is introduced in the fuel cell to produce electricity. The highest energy
deficit value that needs to be covered arise 406 kW (December), so the fuel cell size must be able to
operate between a range of 10–400 kW. The large-scale technology that is required remains mostly at
the research stage, with the conversion factors of hydrogen to electricity still far from optimal (average
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yield just over 40%), attaining a total of 177,205 kWh of final useful energy when the annual energy
surplus is 443,013 kWh. In addition, the high cost of fuel cells that operate in this order of energy
magnitude underlines the need for further research on this question and the creation of new lines
of research.

3.4.2. Network Reinjection

Given the high costs of the storage system, it was decided to include an analysis of the sale of
the energy surplus to the network. Because the wind turbine is not directly connected to the grid,
a converter is required in order to rectify the signal and set the output voltage to 690 volts (from the
440 volts output of the wind turbine) with a frequency of 50 Hz. Subsequently, a transformer needs to
be installed to raise the voltage from 690 volts to 20 kV (grid voltage). Although these conversions can
cause a small loss of power, the performance of the equipment does not drop below 98%, even when at
50% load, and was therefore not taken into account when calculating the energy surplus that was sold
to the grid.

3.5. Economic Feasibility Analysis

An economic feasibility study was carried out with budgets and operation and maintenance costs
of each sized technology (Table 3). The data come from the budgets that were obtained through catalog
or consultations with the respective manufacturers.

Table 3. Specific cost per component.

Equipment Total Capital
Invested (€)

Operation and
Maintenance (€/year)

Replacement
(€)

Useful Life
(years)

Anaerobic digesters 42,993 748 26,169 30
Reformed steam 85,160 3000 51,837 10

Fuel cells for sludge 1459 507 1142 2.5
Fuel cell inverter 2700 N/A 1878 25

Hydro-eKIDS microturbines 5876 350 4701 17
Photovoltaic modules 172,500 N/A 120,000 25
Photovoltaic inverters 7723 N/A 5372 25

Wind turbine 509,795 7757 354,640 25
Pico-turbines 5745 700 4496 30

The cost per unit of electricity generation was calculated using the energy efficiency of each
technology. The economic balance took the total energy production of the technological configuration
of each scenario into account (Table 4).

Table 4. Specific generation cost of the renewable systems.

Specific Cost of the Renewable System (€/kWh)

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 4

0.087 0.10 0.11 0.088

The results are quite competitive with respect to the conventional energy cost (average price of
the daily market in the Spanish area: 0.06 €/kWh) [60]. However, it should be noted that the generation
costs that are shown in Table 3 do not take into account costs related to the transformation of biogas into
hydrogen as insufficient data are available to identify this transformation. Hence, a small uncertainty
is assumed that will increase the values obtained. Assuming an inflation rate of 0.8%, a discount rate
of 5% and an increase in the price of energy of 1.7%, Scenarios 1–3 are amortized in 6–7 years and
Scenario 4 in 7–8 years (due to the installation of two wind turbines).
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In terms of energy surplus use, scenario 4 incorporates the equipment that is required for the
treatment of this surplus in both applications (storage with hydrogen and reinjection to the grid).
Table 5 summarizes the respective costs.

Table 5. Specific cost per component for the management of energy surplus.

Equipment Total Capital
Invested (€)

Operation and
Maintenance (€/year)

Replacement
(€)

Useful Life
(years)

Application 1. Hydrogen storage

Electrolyzers 2,254,000 58,800 1,470,000 7
Hydrogen bottles 549,516 N/A 477,840 3

Fuel cells 1,853,800 644,800 1,449,188 3
Fuel cell inverter 16,555 N/A 11,516 25

Application 2. Network reinjection

Converter 189,750 2887 148,500 25
Transformer 12,420 189 9720 30

In the case of Application 2 (network reinjection), the income from the sale of the surplus in
the electricity market also needs to be taken into account. For this, an average daily market price in
the Spanish zone was determined while using the price report that was prepared by the Nominated
Electricity Market Operator, amounting to € 54.24/MWh [61]. In this case, an income mix is made in
which the energy surplus sold is stipulated at the free market price and the energy generated and
consumed by the plant uses the economic computation that is shown in Table 3. Figure 10 shows the
evolution of the amortization period.
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Figure 10. Amortization period. Scenario 4 with: (A) hydrogen storage & (B) network reinjection.

The results of storage simulation show that the immediate implementation of the hydrogen
economy is not feasible, and advances and improvements are still required in order to find answers to
important technological, economic and social challenges. Factors, such as the number of pressurized
bottles for hydrogen storage (810), or a total capital investment (€ 5,837,397), which is not amortized
over the average lifetime of the plant (25 years), confirm this. However, reinjection into the grid did
offer economically viable results. Taking the daily energy market of the Iberian system into account,
the total capital investment is amortized after eight/nine years for such an energy trading system,
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making it a potential starting point when considering the integration of renewable energies in this type
of plant.

4. Conclusions

This work confirms the possibility of reducing and even eliminating the emission of
greenhouse gases in wastewater treatment plants through the implementation of different renewable
energy technologies.

The proposed methodological framework is suitable for any wastewater treatment plant that is
located in an area whose potential energy resources have been previously analyzed.

The Jinamar wastewater treatment plant (Canary Islands, Spain), with an energy consumption of
2956 MWh/year, was selected as case study to carry out the simulation of four scenarios with different
technological configurations designed to supply its energy demand.

In all simulations, the energy that is generated by the plant itself (anaerobic digestion and in-pipe
microturbines) took priority. Although greater energy potential is obtained with external renewables,
they are characterized by permanent energy fluctuations as opposed to the internal technologies
which provide a constant flow of energy and a greater degree of control. Likewise, the waste that is
generated by the plant could be given a second use, thereby contributing to the circular economy of
the environment.

Of the four simulated scenarios, scenario 4 confirmed the technical and economic feasibility of a
100% conventional power consumption reduction, thereby avoiding the annual emission of 2754 tons
of greenhouse gases while still producing 3,396,326.39 kWh/year. This possibility is mainly due to
the consolidated use of wind technology, as the islands are characterized by very windy months in
summer. The amortization of the total capital investment of € 1,343,750 would take place in the middle
of the seventh year of operation.

In addition, due to the seasonality and variability of renewable resources, it was found that
an energy storage system needed to be installed. In order to be as environmentally friendly as
possible throughout the entire process, the chosen system involved hydrogen and fuel cells. However,
the results show that such a system is still not technically or economically viable, which leaves the
sale of surplus energy as the starting point when considering the economic feasibility of integrating
renewable energies in WWTPs.
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