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Abstract: In upcoming years, water demand is expected to boost worldwide, and with that, wastew-
ater generation and the required energy for treatment. Provided that efficiency measures should
be implemented at first instance, developments of renewable energy technologies are needed to
improve sustainability at wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs). Based on theoretical analyses
of literature data, this article presents a novel perspective of the role that hydropower could play
in that energy framework. This research applied a new approach compared to previous studies,
considering the introduction of sustainability aspects in the decision-making process, other than
economic feasibility. With that aim, a broad search of real case studies was conducted, and suitable
Key Performance Indicators based on the energy self-sufficiency concept were selected and applied
to the identified cases. The findings suggest that there is not a rule of thumb to determine feasibility
for hydropower installation and this technology might deserve more attention. This new perspec-
tive can help to raise awareness among policy makers, decision managers, or plant operators, of
the possibilities hydropower could offer to the wastewater industry in the pathway towards more
sustainable systems.

Keywords: energy recovery; wastewater treatment plants; hydropower; renewable energies; sewage
systems planning; sustainable wastewater management; wastewater decision-making

1. Introduction

The plan of action for sustainable development, known as the Agenda 2030, was
adopted by the United Nations in 2015 to establish a new global framework towards sus-
tainability. This plan includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 specific
targets, integrating the economic, environmental, and social perspectives. However, these
SDGs are not isolated goals, as they can present some important interrelations among
them [1–3]. This is the case, for example, of SDG 6 ‘Clean water and sanitation’, SDG
7 ‘Affordable and clean energy’, SDG 11 ‘Sustainable cities and communities’, and SDG
13 ‘Climate actions’. All these SDGs are interlinked in some points, which share a clear
objective: more sustainable wastewater systems [4,5].

The wastewater treatment sector is a large consumer of energy, mainly as electricity.
The specific energy demand at a wastewater treatment plant (WWTP) depends on several
factors. These include the size of the plant, pollution load, or required quality of the effluent,
factors that at the same time, usually determine the choice of the treatment processes to be
applied [6,7].

The size of the plant is the main parameter pointed out in most studies, concerning
both, volume and pollution load of wastewater treated. Usually, the larger the capacity
of the plant, the higher the energy efficiency [8–12]. However, some other factors can
have additional effects on this. Seasonality, for example, can dramatically change the
characteristics of the received inflow. Therefore, where there are important oscillations
in the population served, or when the climatic conditions present very different rain
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patterns throughout the year (dilution factor), efficiency figures can show a wide range of
values [9,12]. Other changes in composition, such as the contribution of industrial effluents
or the ratio of organic matter and nutrients, will affect the process and the efficiency
too [9,11,13]. Related to this is also the load factor, which represents the ratio between
the actual influent received at a plant and its design capacity. It has been found that the
most efficient plants have load factors close to 100%, and the least efficient ones are usually
oversized [9,12,14].

Concerning the process, several articles indicate that one of the higher contributions
to energy consumption is pumping, which mainly depends on the site topography and the
planning strategies [9,10,13,15]. However, this contribution is not always considered [10].
Another major factor affecting energy efficiency is the type of treatment, which determines
the operations to be carried out at the plant, related to the effluent requirements at the same
time [8,11,14]. The stricter the requirements, the higher the number of stages involved
(preliminary, primary, secondary, and tertiary wastewater treatment and sludge treatment),
and therefore, the energy demand [8–10,12,14,15]. For instance, in a classic activated sludge
plant, where the secondary treatment implies aeration, this operation usually accounts for
more than half of the energy needs of the plant [9,11,13]. Considering aerobic secondary
treatments, which include the widely used activated sludge or extended aeration systems,
the technology used for aeration also affects the efficiency. Diffusers show higher efficiency
in pollutant removal than turbines, but also higher electricity consumption per volume of
wastewater treated [9,11,14].

Therefore, there are some differences in the energy consumption according to the type
of treatment, but in almost all cases, the final result is a high energy demand [7,10,15–18].
When comparing this demand with the total energy consumption of a country, it usually
accounts for a significant percentage. Data of about 0.8–1% have been estimated for several
countries in Europe like Italy, Switzerland, or Germany [12,19–22], 0.5% in Korea [23],
0.25% in China [24], or 0.6% in USA [16,24].

This large consumption of energy is one of the main costs during the operation of a
WWTP. Furthermore, it represents an important contribution to the usually high levels of
the carbon footprint reported for these facilities [25].

On the one hand, new policies worldwide strive for decarbonization of energy pro-
duction systems in general [17,23]. Derived from SDG 7, one of the UN specific targets
aims for a substantial increase of the share of renewable energy in the energy mix. There is
also an increasing number of examples of energy policies specifically aimed at the water
and wastewater sector. For instance, at a national level, in 2007, Korea established a general
roadmap in the country for an important reduction of GHGs emissions by 2030. A few
years later, in 2011, it also developed specific goals for WWTPs, as in 2007, this sector
represented a 3.5% contribution to those emissions [26]. At lower geographical levels,
many other initiatives promoting the progressive installation of renewable energies at
water systems can be found [27].

On the other hand, in the next years, energy needs for wastewater treatment are
expected to boost. According to the UN World Water Development Report from 2017 [4],
with current trends in population, a 50% of global demand for water in the world could
increase by 2030. Moreover, the same report also indicates that about 80% of the wastewater
generated around the world is still discharged into the environment without any treatment.
Fortunately, as some studies have reported, this has started to change. For example, during
the last decade, China showed an increment of 26% new WWTPs installed per year [28],
with a significant increase of the volume of wastewater treated, from 17.0 billion m3 in 2007
to 46.7 billion m3 in 2015 [29]. Therefore, in upcoming years, the installation of new facilities
will be needed, whereas some retrofitting of existing plants will be necessary too [30].
These updates will include a progressive implementation of additional processes, for
more advanced treatments than the classic elimination of solids and organic matter, as the
requirements for the quality of effluents to be discharged are also increasing. For example,
when eutrophication was identified to pose a likely problem for receiving water bodies,
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removal of nutrients had to be added to the basic process [10,31]. Similarly, awareness of
contaminants of emerging concern [21,32] most likely will result in even stricter standards
in the future, requiring further treatment as well.

In all this context, within the next years, the already high energy demand for wastew-
ater treatment is expected to grow significantly worldwide [28,33]. With that, both, associ-
ated economic costs and environmental impacts will rise too.

1.1. Energy Options for Sustainable WWTPs

As mentioned, current trends and perspectives globally demand to tackle the energy
consumption issue for wastewater systems. More sustainable energy performance of
WWTPs implies two parallel steps [25].

• First, a reduction of energy consumption. The simplest way by improving operational
efficiencies of equipment and facilities. For example, optimizing economies of scale
(pumps as large as feasible), increasing the levels of automation of key processes
(aeration), or providing specialized training to operators [11,25,34]. Additionally, by
implementing processes with lower energy demand, like those based on anaerobic
processes for secondary treatment [7,35].

• Second, by the implementation of renewable energy generation technologies [17,21,36],
aiming for energy neutrality or self-sufficiency. Within the described framework, this
would represent that 100% of the energy consumed at the plant is energy generated
by its own from renewable sources [16,26,31,37–39].

Nowadays, total energy self-sufficiency at WWTPs is feasible but still a challenge in
most cases. As a rule, there is not a standalone technology that can help a WWTP to achieve
total independence from the grid [17,26]. Further, the expected increase of demand for
energy in the near future will make that goal even more difficult to achieve [33,36]. Thus,
further research is needed in both parallel lines, improving the energy efficiency of the
process and facilities, and renewable energy generation on site [25].

Because of this need for renewable energy technologies, during the last decade, a
large number of academic and research studies investigating different options and their
application to WWTPs have been published. In this case, renewable energies, includes
both, external sources such as solar or wind, and internal, when technologies are applied
to recover embedded energy from the water. Energy from wastewater can be recovered as
chemical, thermal, and/or mechanical energy [10,17,21,40,41].

• Most studies are focused on chemical recovery, as wastewater presents huge potential.
The most known technology is the generation of heat and power from biogas, but in
more recent years, new options have arisen, such as sludge incineration, microbial
fuel cells, microalgae systems, and others, all of them in ongoing research and further
development [17,31,36,38,42].

• Thermal energy recovery directly from wastewater, applying, for example, heat
pumps, is also being considered as an option, and some scholars are focusing their
research on that aspect [43–45].

• Mechanical recovery of energy, like hydropower, however, has received less atten-
tion [17,21]. Hydropower technology harnesses energy from the water flow. Power
generation is computed with the product of two parameters: Available head (or
pressure) and flow rate. In this way, the technical and economic feasibility of any
hydropower system is calculated. Based on that, several authors recently studied
the potential of small hydropower for improving the sustainability of urban water
systems in general [46–51] and wastewater systems in particular [20,52–55].

Regarding real applications up to date, only the most mature technologies are usually
applied. The combined generation of heat and power from the biogas obtained in anaerobic
digestion is generally regarded as the main contributor to achieve energy self-sufficiency at
WWTPs [21,25,38]. For example, in the UK, it was estimated that biogas represents about
90% of the energy generated from renewable sources in the water sector [52]. However,
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usually only larger plants include anaerobic processes for wastewater treatment, or more
commonly, for sludge digestion. According to [36], less than 20% of plants would present
this potential.

After biogas, other technologies that are currently being considered at WWTPs for
electricity generation are solar or wind. These are external sources and do not depend on
the process or size of the plant but the particular characteristics of the site and its climatic
conditions. Solar and wind technologies are nowadays widely applied and universally
known [16–18,40].

Although hydropower is also a mature technology, as it has been mentioned, the
possibility of application to water systems is less known.

1.2. Research Scope

The main motivations for this research stem from the comparison between case studies
of hydropower potential and the current framework regarding applications of renewable
energy technologies in wastewater systems.

Most of the previously cited studies of hydropower applied to wastewater are usually
theoretical assessments, primarily focused on economic feasibility as the main decision-
making factor. As small hydraulic machinery is not widely known and applied yet, the
current low demand still implies relatively high installation costs. As a result, the potential
for hydropower assessed from these theoretical studies is usually limited. Additionally,
the rapidly changing circumstances of the current energy market might affect the validity
of these results throughout time.

Thirty-six real case studies were analyzed, including several technologies for resources
and energy recovery at WWTPs. This comparison showed a few hydropower cases were
merely mentioned as examples of the technology [17,21].

Besides, to improve the sustainability of WWTPs, several projects have arisen in
recent years, developing some specific tools and guidance documents as help for decision-
making within this sector. These projects offer very valuable information, including
energy audits and benchmarking data, energy efficiency improvement measures or re-
sources, and energy recovery possibilities. Some of them, such as the European initiatives
ENERWATER [17,37,56], POWERSTEP [17,57], or ECAM [58], are specifically focused on
energy and associated GHG emissions. Whereas others, like SMART-Plant [17,59] or
R3Water [17], have a broader approach and they consider other environmental aspects and
their associated impacts, as well as other resources recovery options. Notwithstanding,
regarding energy recovery, most of these initiatives have something in common. Electricity
generation using biogas is deemed to be the main, or sometimes the only option, while
in contrast, hydropower is simply not included as a possibility. Few projects that include
hydropower as an option have been found. Moreover, even when it is included, usually
very little information endorses this alternative. As a result, hydropower often appears as
the least attractive option. Some similar initiatives from the World Bank have also been
developed for other regions, such as Latin America and the Caribbean [60] or East Asia
and Pacific [61]. These reports do mention hydropower as a possibility, but again, they are
focused on biogas as the main alternative for energy generation.

Nevertheless, a wide range of solutions is needed to meet the demand of all types
of plants, regardless of their size or treatment process. Aiming for energy self-sufficiency,
suitable combinations of several renewable technologies should be explored [17]. Some
authors already highlighted the importance of providing all stakeholders in the wastewater
industry with complete decision-making tools, broadening their scope and increasing
their awareness to achieve more sustainable systems [28]. Whereas all the aforementioned
projects strive for that aim, the role that hydropower could play is usually unknown. This
lack of awareness about hydropower within the sector has even been reported in recent
peer-reviewed studies [62,63]. When not known, often it is just neglected, considering the
potential recovery of energy is too low, and not worthwhile to be regarded.
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Bearing in mind the strong sustainability concept, where economic, environmental,
and social factors should be included and balanced [64], it seems the current framework
needs to be improved or completed with a new perspective. The existing theoretical
studies in hydropower might be completed with a broader and more applied approach,
whereas the holistic energy studies for WWTPs might be provided with more detailed
information about the practical possibilities of hydropower. This research aims to start to
build that bridge.

Thus, the main purpose of this study was to investigate if hydropower could help to
improve sustainability in wastewater systems. To achieve that goal, the following sub-goals
were defined:

• To conduct an intensive search trying to identify all possible real case studies of
hydropower application to wastewater systems existing up to date.

• To extend the search trying to find information related to the energy profile for each
identified case, concerning renewable technologies applied.

• To select the most suitable energy Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to frame the
current situation and apply them to the obtained literature data.

As a result, this paper presents a novel perspective of possible driving factors for the im-
plementation of hydropower in wastewater systems. As a novelty, sustainability KPIs based
on the energy self-sufficiency concept were applied instead of economic considerations.

According to this, the final aim of this paper is to illustrate the practical possibilities,
usually unknown for most stakeholders, that hydropower could offer to the wastewater
sector in the pathway towards more sustainable systems.

2. Key Performance Indicators Applied to WWTPs

The methodology followed in this study could be subdivided into two main phases:
case studies and energy data search, and energy KPIs selection and application.

2.1. Data Search applied to WWTPs

As a first stage, an intensive search was conducted, following the steps detailed below.
This process was designed regarding the experience provided by Adams et al. [65] in the ap-
plication of well-known concepts of systematic review within the sustainability framework.

1. Scope definition: Inclusion and exclusion criteria;

The first step was to define the scope and the search strategy, bearing in mind that the
main aim of the research was to gather information from real case studies worldwide and
to identify possible driving factors for the implementation of hydropower. Thus, the first
set of inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined, with a broad approach. At this stage,
the language criterion included English and Spanish, excluding any other languages. Other
exclusion criteria such as the date or length of the document were not deemed suitable for
the study.

2 Sources selection: Databases and other sources;

According to these criteria, the next step was the selection of sources. On the one hand,
the most relevant scientific databases within the environmental and engineering fields
were selected to search the academic and scientific literature (peer-reviewed journal papers
and academic or research reports). The chosen databases were: ASCE Library, Dialnet,
Riunet, ScienceDirect, Scopus, Springer Link, Taylor & Francis Online, Web of Science,
Wiley Online Library, IEEE Xplore, Google Scholar.

3 Search strings definition: Selection and combination of keywords;

To perform the search in the selected databases, several combinations of the follow-
ing keywords were employed, using appropriate Boolean search terms to combine them:
“wastewater treatment plant”, “WWTP”, “wastewater resource recovery facility”, “WRRF”,
“sewage treatment plant”, “STP”, “wastewater”, “sewage”, “energy”, “renewable energy”,
“energy generation”, “energy recovery”, “energy self-sufficient*”, “hydropower”, “turbine”.
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4 Documents analysis: Screening of retrieved documents and data extraction;

As a result of a first screening of the retrieved documents, some feedback was intro-
duced in the methodology. It was noticed that several of the articles dealt with feasibility
studies, which were merely theoretical or experimental applications of the technology.
Thus, being a real case study was added to the inclusion criteria and all the feasibility
studies were excluded. Besides, applying a snowball method and examining the references
in the early stages of the search, it was observed that Switzerland and Korea were the
leading countries in the number of published case studies. Therefore, the inclusion criteria
and search keywords were extended to German and French languages and searches within
the additional database KCI-Korean Journal Database were performed. Additionally, to
seek for energy data from each identified case study, the name of the plant or location was
also used as a keyword and most recent data were preferred.

5 Data synthesis;

Finally, the obtained data were extracted and analyzed using Microsoft Excel. The
same worksheet was used for the synthesis of data and for the calculations of the selected
KPIs, which is detailed next. Additionally, for the analysis of results, which will be
displayed in Section 3.

2.2. Energy KPIs. Selection

In the final steps of the previous phase, for each WWTP identified as a real case study
of hydropower application, the search was extended seeking published data about their
general energy performance. In this phase, these data were further analyzed to establish
a proper indicator to enable a comparison and the interpretation of results for the aim of
the study.

As mentioned in Section 1, the energy issue at wastewater systems needs to be tackled
in two parallel lines, improving energy efficiency and renewable energy technologies
implementation [25].

Different parameters are involved in energy efficiency. Concerning electric energy
consumption at a plant level, the first value to consider is the electricity consumed per unit
of time (kWhconsumed/day and kWhconsumed/year). From these data, several authors have
proposed indicators relative to the treated wastewater. The most commonly used quan-
titative indicator is kWh electric energy consumption/m3 treated wastewater [12,17,66].
However, if the pollution load or the efficiency of the process are considered, other energy
consumption indicators are considered to be more suitable. These include indicators such as
kWh/PE-year, where the PE term (population equivalent) is related to the pollutants load.
In Europe, according to Directive 91/271/EEC, the PE can be defined as the organic load
with a BOD5 of 60 g of oxygen per day [12]. Particular indicators based on main pollutants
removals are also used. These include specific KPIs considering organic matter removal,
such as kWh/kg BODremoved or kWh/kg CODremoved [12,17,66], nutrients removal, such
as kWh/kg Neliminated [12,66] or suspended solids as kWh/kg TSSremoved [12,17,66]. Nev-
ertheless, some authors like Longo et al. [12] highlighted the convenience of considering a
global KPI, which embraces the overall removal of these pollutants, like kWh electric en-
ergy consumption/kg pollution units removed. With a similar approach, the same authors
developed further specific KPIs for the particular aim of improving energy efficiency at
WWTPs, within the frame of the ENERWATER project [37].

All these KPIs might show a wide range of different values, depending on the effecting
factors described in Section 1, such as the size of the plant or type of treatment [9,12,14],
providing valuable information for improvement in the first line of action, energy efficiency.

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are a well-established method widely used nowa-
days in the management of all types of business activities and organizations [67]. Indicators
can be established at micro-, meso-, or macro-level, depending on the system being mea-
sured. Hence, at micro-level, a single process, plant, or organization is measured to monitor
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and when possible, improve their performance, whereas at macro-level, a whole sector or
region is monitored, as a basis for policies design [68].

Focusing on a WWTP as the system to be considered at a micro-level, and the wastew-
ater sector and wastewater management strategies from a region or country, as the system
at a macro-level, some specific energy KPIs can be found in previous studies. Thus, the aim
of this second phase was to determine which energy KPIs at a micro-level could complete
the framework to provide useful indicators at a macro-level. These indicators might offer
valuable information to be regarded in future planning strategies or to be included in
benchmarking or decision-making management tools within the wastewater sector.

Several KPIs have already been defined in the literature to evaluate energy perfor-
mance at WWTPs. The energy KPIs reviewed in this stage to consider their possible
application to the case studies found, are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Main KPIs defined in the literature for energy performance monitoring at WWTPs.

Energy KPI Definition Units Source

Volume of Wastewater
Electricity consumed/Volume treated wastewater kWh/m3 [12,17,66]

Pollution Load
Electricity consumed/Population equivalent kWh/PE-year [12]

Electricity consumed/Biodegradable organic matter removed kWh/kg BOD [12,17,66]
Electricity consumed/Total organic matter removed kWh/kg COD [12,17,66]

Electricity consumed/Nutrients removed kWh/kg N 1 [12,66]
Electricity consumed/Total suspended solids removed kWh/kg TSS [12,17,66]

Electricity consumed/Global pollution removed kWh/kg PU [12]

Renewable Energy Generation
(Total electricity production from renewable sources/Electricity consumed) × 100 2 % [26,37,39,66]

(Electricity production from hydropower/Electricity consumed) × 100 3 % [26]
1 Nutrients usually include Nitrogen or Phosphorus separately. 2 Energy self-sufficiency (%): Ratio (annual electricity generated with
renewable technologies/annual WWTP consumption) × 100. 3 Hydropower contribution (%) to energy self-sufficiency.

For the second line of action, renewable energy generation, at sites where there is
simultaneously a recovery or generation of energy from renewable sources, additional
indicators can be considered. Similarly, to consumption, energy production per unit of time
is the most basic KPI, defined as kWhgenerated/day or kWhgenerated/year [12,66]. Electric
and thermal energy are usually considered separately, and for the purpose of this study,
only electricity is considered.

When merging both basic data (electricity consumed and electricity generated per unit
time), another KPI can be defined, electric energy self-sufficiency [26,37,39,66]. The ratio
(total renewable electric energy production/total electric energy consumption) × 100%,
also called energy independence [26] or carbon neutral efficiency [16,36,39], was introduced
in recent years, as an indicator directly related to the sustainability of a WWTP [28].

In [66], this KPI at the micro-level is also related to a global self-sufficiency index (in
this case, including both, electric and thermal energy) at a regional level. As their research
showed, this kind of indicator is ultimately used in decision support systems based on
sustainability principles, which highlights their strategic relevance.

The research conducted in 2013 by Chae and Kang [26] studied the performance of a
combination of experimental renewable energy generation systems installed at WWTPs.
In the particular case tested, Kiheung Respia WWTP in Yongin (Korea), the electricity
generation technologies applied as a pilot project were solar (photovoltaic) and small
hydropower. In this study, the individual contribution of each technology to the self-
sufficiency index was also calculated. Even though the obtained values for both were very
low (2.05 and 0.75%, respectively), the main conclusions drawn by these authors [23,26]
were that there is no single technology leading to energy self-sufficiency and that hybrid
solutions need to be explored.
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There are other indicators, such as those applied within the energy framework [28],
which can provide more complete and detailed information, as they integrate energy with
other aspects. Those indicators are very useful for a holistic approach. However, for the
main purpose of this research, the latter two mentioned KPIs, seemed to be the most suitable
indicators. Thus, the total energy self-sufficiency, including all renewable technologies
for electricity generation applied at a particular site, and the particular contribution of
hydropower, both as a percentage of total electricity consumption as defined above, were
selected to be applied in this study.

3. KPIs Applied to Real Case Studies
3.1. Hydropower Application to Wastewater Systems: Real Case Studies

Following the methodology described in the previous section, in this study, a total of
36 existing real case studies of hydropower application to wastewater systems were found
worldwide, in 12 different countries. As it was already noticed during the search, and it is
shown in Figure 1, there are clearly 2 leading countries in the number of sites applying this
technology, Switzerland and Korea, with 10 and 11 case studies, respectively.
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Table 2 shows the details of the 36 cases found. They are grouped by country/district
including the name of the wastewater treatment plant, location, the year of the hydropower
system installation, and source.

The first thing to notice, as shown in Figure 1 and Table 2, was the number of existing
case studies found, compared to those included in previous peer-reviewed papers, that
also analyzed the application of hydropower to WWTPs [20,21,52]. A total of 36 cases
were identified, whereas the research carried out in 2017 by Bousquet et al. [20] included
only 17 of these plants to develop their methodology. In [52], up to 9 particular cases are
mentioned but their research was conducted before 2014 and the aim of that study was
very specific. Other authors included even fewer hydropower sites in their studies, but
most of those articles are complete reviews of several technologies for resources and energy
recovery at WWTPs, and the hydropower cases are merely mentioned as examples of the
technology [17,21].
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Table 2. Real cases studies of hydropower application to wastewater systems found in the search. Renewable energy generation technologies used on-site and KPI values of total energy
self-sufficiency (%) in case studies with available data.

Country/District Name of WWTP Location Year Renewable Energy
Technologies 4 % Self-Suff. 4 Source

Austria
Plobb -Seefeld 1 Seefeld Zirl 2005 H >100% [47]

Ebswien Vienna (Simmering) 2009, 2013 2 H + S + W 5 11% 7 [47]

Switzerland

Chaux-de- Fonds 1 La Chaux-de-Fonds 2007, 2016 2 H + BCHP 65% [69]

Le Châble Profray Val de Bagnes, station Verbier (Valais) 1993, 2008 2 N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A [20]

La Douve 1 Aigle, Leysin (Vaud) 1989, 2000 2 N/A N/A [20]
La Douve 2 Aigle, Leysin (Vaud) 2001 N/A N/A [20]

L’Asse 1 Nyon (Vaud) 1990 H + BCHP + S 66.1% 7 [20]
Grächen Grächen (Valais) 2011 N/A N/A [20]

Engelberg Engelberg 2010 H + BCHP 6 + S >100% 7 [20]
Morgental (Hofen) 1 Steinach (St. Gallen) 1916, 2014 2 H + BCHP 6 + S + W + T >100% 7 [20]

Aïre Genève before 2015 3 H + BH N/A [20]
La Louve 1 Lausanne 2006 N/A N/A [52]

Germany Emmerich (TWE) Emmerich am Rhein 2000 H + BCHP N/A [20]

UK Esholt Bradford (Yorkshire) 2009 H + BCHP >100% [20,52]

Spain Sur Getafe (Madrid) before 2014 3 H + BCHP 91.2% [70]

Belgium Brussels-North Brussels before 2019 3 H + BCHP + S + T 30% [71]

Australia
North Head Sydney 2010 H + BCHP 58% [20,52,72]

Gippsland Water Factory 1 Maryvale (Gippsland, Victoria) 2010 H + BCHP 40% [73]

Jordan
As samra Amman City 2008 H + BCHP 80% [20,47]

As samra II Amman City 2015 N/A N/A [20]

Korea

Asan Chungnam asan 2000 N/A N/A [74,75]
Cheonan Chungnam cheonan 2002 N/A N/A [74,75]

Jinhae Gyeongnam jinhae 2004 N/A N/A [74,75]
Shinshun Daegu 2005 N/A N/A [74,75]

Seoksu Gyeonggi Anyang 2007 N/A N/A [74]
Seobu Daegu 2010 H + S N/A [75]

Chungju Chungju 2011 N/A N/A [75]
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Table 2. Cont.

Country/District Name of WWTP Location Year Renewable Energy
Technologies 4 % Self-Suff. 4 Source

Nan Ji Seoul 2014 H + BCHP + S + T 51.6% 8 [76]
Tan Chun Seoul before 2017 3 H + S + T 51.6% 8 [77]

Joong Rang Seoul 2015 H + BCHP + S 51.6% 8 [77]
Seo Nam Seoul 2015 H + BCHP + S + T 51.6% 8 [77]

Taiwan
N/A Taichung before 2008 3 N/A N/A [20]

Hsinchu Hsinchu before 2008 3 N/A N/A [20]

USA
Deer Island Boston (Massachusetts) 2001 H + BCHP + S + W 26% [20,47,52]
Point Loma San Diego 2001 H + BCHP >100% [20,52]

Canada Clarkson Mississauga 2015 H + BCHP 30.8% 7 [78]
1 Hydropower inlet flow or electricity output out of the boundary limits of the WWTP. 2 Year installation, last update. 3 “Before year”: According to the date of the first reference found about that existing case
study. 4 Abbreviations. H: Hydropower; BCHP: Combined heat and power from biogas; BH: Biogas for heat generation; S: Solar, photovoltaic; W: Wind; T: Thermal, heat recovery or generation (technology other
than biogas). N/A: Not available. 5 CHP installation planned in the near future, which is expected to increase significantly total self-sufficiency. 6 CHP using some specific wastes as cosubstrate to enhance biogas
generation. 7 Value calculated applying KPI definition (annual electricity generated with renewable technologies/annual consumption) × 100%. 8 Global value provided in the literature for the 4 WWTPs in
Seoul altogether.
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One remarkable issue is the geographical distribution. Firstly, the number of cases
and year of installation observed in Switzerland and Korea, which also arose during the
search. The first findings clearly pointed to them as what could be considered the leading
countries. The driving forces include a favorable topology in Switzerland [20,47] and
strong policies aiming for decarbonization of the energy system, especially remarkable
for the WWT sector in Korea [26]. However, whereas Switzerland is usually regarded in
the literature as the pioneer country for this application [20,47], the Korean experience has
received little attention in previous works.

Another important result about the geographical distribution was the demonstration
of an interest for the technology almost worldwide [20,21,23,47,48,52,79]. Regarding this,
it is important to remark that the sites shown in Table 2, are only the real cases found
following the described methodology. Actually, considering the difficulties found in the
process of identifying all these case studies, due to the disaggregation of information
and data, it is likely that there could be other cases with scarce or no publicly available
information so far [80]. All this shows one of the main constraints encountered during
this research: The lack of publicly available data in most cases, to endorse actual energy
performance of these installations throughout the years [20,47,52,79]. Similar limitations
within the wastewater sector were already reported by Strazzabosco [80].

Looking back at Table 2, out of Switzerland, where usually the topology provided high
available head, it can be observed that many cases are located in big cities [20,47,52,71,77].
This could be due to two possible reasons. The first obvious one is that these plants are
larger, a higher flow rate generates more power, and therefore higher is the economic
feasibility in absolute terms too [20,52]. However, even though energy benchmarking
studies have proven that the economy of scale is generally applicable, provided the process,
and other circumstances are similar [10,16,36] in those cases the energy consumption also
increases, and the differences for the values of the KPI considered here might not be so
significant. Nevertheless, this cannot be confirmed due to the lack of energy data for a num-
ber of the cases studied, particularly, for the smaller plants [20,47,52,69]. Another possible
reason could be related to the availability of specialized management resources in larger
plants, as usually happens in industrial organizations [67,81–83]. This could also explain
the fact that most of the plants have several renewable technologies installed. Aware-
ness of the possibilities and access to knowledge play a crucial role in new technologies
implementation, particularly, for a not well-known solution like hydropower [62,63].

Apart from the real case applications summarized in Table 2, on the one hand, several
feasibility studies were also found during the search. As described in the previous section,
these studies were excluded, as it could not be confirmed that they were existing real
cases up to date. For example, some hydropower systems were installed as pilot trials in
demonstrative projects, like the previously mentioned Kiheung Respia WWTP (Korea) in
2013 [23,26,75], and more recently, Zeekoegat WWTP in South Africa [79] or Stonecutters
Island STW in Hong Kong [84]. Some other cases, which imply a foreseen implementation
in the future, were also found, but they are not installed yet.

On the other hand, during the search, a couple of other cases were encountered,
where the most updated information confirmed the removal of the systems after a few
years of their installation. This is the case, for example, for the sewage system in Aachen
(Germany) [85].

Nonetheless, all these studies, regardless of the final result, illustrate a worldwide
interest in the possible application of this technology to wastewater systems. A deeper
analysis of their performance, both in successful, but also in unsuccessful cases, would
provide valuable information for future developments, with global applicability too.

Another issue observed during the screening of documents was that some cases were
mentioned in the literature with different names. In this way, either the name of the plant,
either the location, or any other denomination related with the site were used in different
sources, when referring to the same case. One example of this was the Le Châble Profay
plant, in Val Bagnes, canton Valais, which is the WWTP (STEP in French) treating the
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sewage from the Verbier ski resort. This case is referred to in some sources as Le Châble
Profay [20] or just Profay [52], in others as Bagnes [21] and even as Verbier. Thus, for a
clearer identification, the name and location data in Table 2 include all related terms used
to cite a single case in the different sources reviewed.

This situation was frequently related to sites with particular or unusual configurations.
That means that they represent cases in which the hydropower inlet flow and/or the
electricity output from the turbine, enters or exits out of the boundary limits of the WWTP
considered. This situation was found in 6 of the sites.

The case of Seefeld Zirl is the classic example already cited in previous works [47,52].
To reach the discharge point in the Inn River, after the treatment, the effluent from the
WWTP has to be pumped over a hill. Then, the treated wastewater is discharged, and the
available head at this point, 6 times greater than the hill elevation, is harnessed to generate
electricity with a turbine.

Another example is the case Hofen–Morgental. Up to the last decade, these two
municipalities had separated WWTPs. However, since 2014, they share the updated
facilities at Morgental, and at the pressurized pipeline connecting the sewage from Hofen,
a turbine was installed to generate electricity [20].

The cases of La Louve or Gippsland are remarkable too [52,73]. In those sites, mul-
tipurpose schemes were designed, interacting with nearby waterbodies for hydropower
generation. The Gippsland case is simultaneously a good example of a circular economy
applied to the water itself [73].

All these examples illustrate how useful would be for policy makers and wastewater
managing stakeholders to be completely aware of the available possibilities in the plan-
ning and decision-making processes. This also highlights the importance of broadening
the approach, and identify driving factors for hydropower implementation, other than
economic feasibility.

Concerning the year of installation, in those cases where there have been updates
adding turbines or changing the original ones, both dates have been included in Table 2. If
the year of installation was not available, it is displayed as “before” the year of the first
reference found for that case.

To better appreciate the temporal evolution, the years of the first installation of hy-
dropower for all these cases were also plotted. As the objective was to obtain a global
view, they were grouped into five-year periods. This is shown in Figure 2, where it can be
observed that this evolution seems to be rather slow. According to this, six hydropower
systems were already installed two decades ago and at least 34 of the 36 identified cases
were working before 2016. Bearing in mind that for the cases with no year of installation
confirmed in the literature (marked as “before” in Table 2), the real date could be even
earlier, this means that about 90% of the hydropower systems would have been working
for more than 5 years.

Even though there is an obvious time lapse since other previous studies were con-
ducted, observing the year of installation data in Table 2, also plotted in Figure 2, it can be
noticed that at least 25 systems were already running before 2011. Therefore, although all
the previous publications provided important information for this research, these results
seem to confirm that, to have a more complete framework, a broader approach to update
the state of the art was needed.

Moreover, although it might be deemed that the technology is starting to be applied to
wastewater systems in most recent years, this perception might not be completely accurate
as can be observed in Figure 2. As it was already mentioned, according to the data, about
90% of the identified cases would have been working for more than 5 years.

This distribution of the year of installation shown in Figure 2 was another important
finding. Together with the number of existing plants, this would imply that the accu-
mulated experience in the application of this technology may be greater than assumed.
A deeper analysis of that existing experience would allow to assess more accurately its
current performance and therefore, its future potential.
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The search for publicly available data about energy for each particular plant, as
explained in the previous section, additionally provided some specific information about
their energy profile.

3.2. Energy Self-Sufficiency and Hydropower Contribution at WWTPs: Energy Profiles

After analyzing the gathered information, it was found that, for almost two-thirds
of the cases (22 out of 36), there was published information about the technologies used
on-site for energy generation (both, electric, and thermal). Besides, for half of the plants (19),
the total energy self-sufficiency KPI as defined in Section 2 was either directly indicated in
the literature, or easily computed according to that definition, from their total electricity
consumption and generation data. These results are also summarized in Table 2.

From the energy data shown in Table 2, it can also be observed that 17 of the 22 cases,
with publicly available information about their renewable energy generation, use both
hydropower and biogas CHP (combined heat and power generation). In a few of these
cases, some other technologies are applied as well. Just one plant uses hydropower as the
only renewable technology. However, it is likely that the proportion of these cases would
be different if updated data from all 36 plants were available.

Regarding other technologies, there are 11 plants with solar systems installed. One
of them combined with hydropower only, and the rest combining hydropower and other
technologies. In three of those, wind generation is used too. Those cases where there is a
heat recovery or generation other than using biogas are indicated as “thermal”.

Only in a few cases over 100% self-sufficiency is achieved, usually as a result of a
combination of several technologies, particular configuration designs, and/or additional
inputs from out of the boundary limits (for example, CHP using external cosubstrates for
enhanced biogas generation).

Focusing now on the energy data, this was another important finding. As shown in
Table 2, in most of the cases where data about the energy profile were available, biogas CHP
or other renewable technologies like solar were also used at the site. This suggests that self-
sufficiency is not a matter of technology choice, but a proper selection of the most suitable
combination in each case. Not a matter of which technology should prevail, but an attitude
towards continuously improving energy performance with a global perspective. The best
results are usually achieved when integrating other possible inputs or interacting with the
surrounding environment. None of the renewable energy technologies should exclude the
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others to be considered too. In this context, future research and further development of
projects to optimize the design of hybrid solutions are needed.

Concerning the specific data for the hydropower indicator, only in 6 case studies the
actual value of the contribution from this technology to their energy self-sufficiency was
found directly published. These figures are shown in Table 3.

Table 3. KPI values of hydropower contribution to energy self-sufficiency in case studies with
available data.

Country Name of WWTP % Self-Sufficiency % Hydropower 2

Austria
Plobb-Seefeld 1 >100% >100%

Ebswien 11.0% 2.6%

Switzerland
L’Asse 1 66.1% 3 33.9% 4

Engelberg >100% 3 65.0% 4

UK Esholt >100% 5.0%

Spain Sur 91.2% 2.1% 4,5

Belgium Brussels-North 30.0% 18.0%

Jordan As samra 80.0% 24.0%

USA Deer Island 26.0% 4.0%

Canada Clarkson 30.8% 3 1.3% 4

1 Hydropower inlet flow or electricity output out of the boundary limits of the WWTP. 2 Hydropower contribution
(%) to energy self-sufficiency. 3 Value calculated applying KPI definition (annual electricity generated with
renewable technologies/annual consumption) × 100%. 4 Value calculated applying KPI definition (annual
electricity generated with hydropower/annual consumption) × 100%. 5 Values used for calculations correspond
to different years.

Alike the global indicator, after searching for all publicly available energy data for
each plant, for a few more cases it was possible to compute the value according to the
specific KPI definition. Therefore, in those sites, where annual electricity consumption
and annual electricity generation-specific from hydropower were available, the percentage
of hydropower contribution was calculated. The obtained values in such cases are also
displayed in Table 3. With that, still for only 10 of the case studies, both KPIs are available.
To enable the comparison of results between the two KPIs and among the different facilities,
the values for both indicators were plotted as shown in Figure 3.

Concerning the specific hydropower contribution to energy self-sufficiency, the limita-
tion of available data was even stronger [20,80]. Nevertheless, some important conclusions
can also be drawn from the obtained results.

Firstly, in Table 3 and Figure 3, it can be seen that the values are very heterogeneous.
This can be due to some reasons. For example, technical differences affecting the calcula-
tion itself, such as the plant configuration, the facilities or equipment considered within
the boundary limits of the system, the capacity of the plant, or the treatment processes
involved [20,47,52,70,71,78]. Consequently, for a specific site, changing conditions in any
of these factors could give different results too. In addition, due to strategic reasons, when
hydropower contribution might have been low from a technical or economic point of view,
but not regarded negligible from a sustainable perspective. Thus, either as the main energy
recovery technology like in Engelberg (65%) [20] or only with a small contribution like
in Clarkson (about 1%) [78], in any scenario, pondering on the possible implementation
of hydropower could be of interest on the pathway towards self-sufficiency. In any case,
these KPIs are valuable for performance monitoring and sustainability improvement, both
individually and in aggregated evolution data [66–68].
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Secondly, in the cases where there is exchange out of the boundary limits, the signifi-
cance of the KPIs varies [20,47,52,73]. In those particular cases, meaningful comparisons
with any other sites are difficult to make. Nevertheless, as energy performance indicators,
the KPIs here selected are still useful in any situation for self-comparison in time.

In some of the theoretical feasibility studies found during the search, these KPIs were
also calculated, showing again a wide range of values. For WWTP Bottrop in Germany, a
73.4% total self-energy and a 0.9% contribution from hydropower were indicated in 2013
by Berger et al. [85]. Other examples of the possible contribution of hydropower to plant
self-sufficiency were estimated for Juru Regional STP in Malaysia with 0.7% [55] or Tatlar
WWTP in Turkey with up to 34% potential [54].

All these results illustrate the limitations of establishing a single value to determine
the potential for the sector in a general way.

Current WWTPs are dynamic organizations, with the need to adapt to a changing
context, like many industrial businesses do [81,82]. However, the limitations of budget
can often hinder their investments with higher restrictions than in the private sector,
especially for smaller plants [13,82,83]. However, awareness of the technology, demand,
and costs are interrelated factors. If disclosure is increased and more affordable and
reliable machinery is developed, hydropower might even be regarded as “low-hanging
fruit,” as energy efficiency measures in general already are [86], i.e., easy to identify and
implement. This would enable managers of small wastewater systems to set achievable
targets rather than attempting more sophisticated strategies [63,82,87]. It may pose an even
more attractive option in those situations where new investments are extremely limited
or important modifications of the treatment process or facilities present too high risks or
constraints, as in the smaller wastewater systems [12,63,87]. This could also be the case
in developing countries or in periods of uncertainty. Furthermore, this study is solely
focused on wastewater systems, but surely improving small hydropower technologies
might be of great interest in the water sector in general. Further research would allow to
ascertain the range of possibilities that the technology could offer and the limitations for its
application [20,21,52].

Wastewater treatment needs and increasing water quality demands are global issues.
Nowadays, water policies in most countries trend to centralized systems [21], but more
recently, some studies have pointed the convenience of shifting back to decentralized
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designs [10,88–91]. In either case, different scale of hydropower solutions could cover
the full range of needs. If water policies are orientated towards centralized systems, the
possibility to recover some energy at some points of the wastewater system, as in the
configurations aforementioned or the installation of larger hydropower systems, might be
worthy to consider [52,79]. If trends point to decentralized systems, these imply smaller
plants, with their inherent characteristics and limitations to implement renewable energies
technologies. The main appeal of hydropower is its flexibility, accessibility, and worldwide
application [26,48,52,72,79], without interfering in the treatment process itself and without
the strict limitation of scale that other technologies do present [14,25,38,92,93].

4. Conclusions

In this research, a deep search of existing hydropower applications to WWTPs was
conducted, applying a novel approach based on the sustainability concept. Bearing in
mind its main purpose, the study proposed a methodology based on some key aspects.
Firstly, the search process was broadened, and some feedback during the screening stage,
to identify as many real case studies as possible. Secondly, instead of considering economic
data, commonly used to assess hydropower potential in previous works, the study applied
KPIs based on the energy self-sufficiency concept.

As a novelty, this paper presents a new approach, identifying driving forces for hy-
dropower implementation at WWTPs, other than economic feasibility. Besides, considering
the results, it can be concluded that a broader perspective was actually needed. As shown
in Table 2, the number of identified case studies (36) was significantly larger than expected
from previous academic studies. Further, the geographical distribution showed that there
is a worldwide interest in this technology. The findings also confirmed that there is a lack of
awareness within the wastewater sector, about the possibilities hydropower could offer. As
the main limitation found during this research, there is little information publicly available
about the performance of real case studies.

Concerning the analysis of the energy profiles also displayed in Table 2, the results
confirmed conclusions from previous studies, indicating that there is not a standalone
technology that can lead to 100% energy self-sufficiency. The specific results for hydropower
in Table 3 also suggest that there is not a rule of thumb to determine whether its installation
is feasible or not. Moreover, it would be very complicated to establish a single global
potential for the sector. Even when this potential seems to be low, factors other than
absolute generation capacity and economic feasibility should be considered. All the results
point to the conclusion that, for each particular plant, the options should be pondered
according to its possibilities, from a technical, economic, and strategic point of view.

The main contribution of this research lies in its practical applicability, as it is focused
on a deep analysis of case study applications, trying to learn from the real experience. In
addition, the conclusion is that hydropower might deserve more attention. This technology
could play a more important role in improving the sustainability of wastewater systems
worldwide if efforts are made to tackle its current drawbacks and affordable machinery
is developed. On the pathway towards energy self-sufficient WWTPs, hydropower is not
likely to be the solution, but it could take part of it.
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