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Exploring multiple operating scenarios to identify low-cost, high nitrate
removal strategies for electrically-stimulated woodchip bioreactors
Abstract

Woodchip bioreactors are recognized as an effective best management practice in the Iowa Nutrient
Reduction Strategy. This edge-of-field practice intercepts and removes NO3-N, thereby reducing the NO3-N
concentration in tile drainage before being discharged into surface water. Actual NO3-N load reductions
realized by woodchip bioreactors are impacted by bioreactor size, hydraulic retention time (HRT), and
denitrification efficiency. A typical woodchip bioreactor in Iowa may have 0.07% bioreactor area with respect
to treatment area, 4–8 h HRT, and 43% mean denitrification efficiency. Here, we explored the potential of
using electrically stimulated woodchip bioreactors to achieve greater NO3-N removal, and estimated the costs
of this approach. Batch experiments were conducted to determine the denitrification efficiency of electrically
stimulated and traditional woodchip bioreactors at different HRTs and current densities. The resulting data
was used to model costs and denitrification efficiency in 75 scenarios, covering a range of bioreactor volumes,
HRTs, current densities, and annual durations of electrical stimulation periods. For each scenario, we reported
the estimated annual NO3-N load reduction and NO3-N removal cost. We found that electrically stimulated
woodchip bioreactors may remove an additional 37–72% annual NO3-N load than a traditional woodchip
bioreactor, but at the expense of higher NO3-N removal costs, which were increased by 138–194%.
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Woodchip bioreactors are recognized as an eﬀective best management practice in the Iowa Nutrient Reduction
Strategy. This edge-of-ﬁeld practice intercepts and removes NO3-N, thereby reducing the NO3-N concentration in
tile drainage before being discharged into surface water. Actual NO3-N load reductions realized by woodchip
bioreactors are impacted by bioreactor size, hydraulic retention time (HRT), and denitriﬁcation eﬃciency. A
typical woodchip bioreactor in Iowa may have 0.07% bioreactor area with respect to treatment area, 4–8 h HRT,
and 43% mean denitriﬁcation eﬃciency. Here, we explored the potential of using electrically stimulated
woodchip bioreactors to achieve greater NO3-N removal, and estimated the costs of this approach. Batch experiments were conducted to determine the denitriﬁcation eﬃciency of electrically stimulated and traditional
woodchip bioreactors at diﬀerent HRTs and current densities. The resulting data was used to model costs and
denitriﬁcation eﬃciency in 75 scenarios, covering a range of bioreactor volumes, HRTs, current densities, and
annual durations of electrical stimulation periods. For each scenario, we reported the estimated annual NO3-N
load reduction and NO3-N removal cost. We found that electrically stimulated woodchip bioreactors may remove
an additional 37–72% annual NO3-N load than a traditional woodchip bioreactor, but at the expense of higher
NO3-N removal costs, which were increased by 138–194%.

1. Introduction
In the United States, the application of nitrogen fertilizer for improved agricultural production has increased intensively since the postWorld-War-II period. From 1945 to 1985, the nitrogen fertilizer consumption in the U.S. increased from approximately 500 million kg to
10,000 million kg per year (Smith and Alexander, 1990). Recently in
2013/14, U.S. consumption of nitrogen fertilizer was estimated at
12,144 million kg per year, which makes the U.S. the third largest
consumer of nitrogen fertilizer, after China (34,224 million kg) and
India (16,560 million kg) (Heﬀer and Prud'homme, 2016).
The installation of tile drainage has enabled agricultural activities in
large parts of the Upper Midwestern U.S. which were previously
dominated by prairies and wetlands. Tile drainage lowers the water
table in ﬁelds to create a more favorable environment for plant growth.
The agronomic beneﬁts include increased aeration, warmer spring soil
temperature, greater microbial activity and improved soil traﬃcability
(Fraser and Fleming, 2001). Other economic and environmental beneﬁts such as better suitability of higher-value crops, increased crop yield,
and reduced surface runoﬀ also have been observed. Despite these
beneﬁts, there are also unintended consequences including accelerated
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NO3-N movement into surface water (David et al., 2010; Helmers et al.,
2010). This is due to high solubility of NO3-N, thus making it readily
leached into tile drainage. A catchment-scale study has demonstrated
that tile water yield is the primary driver of NO3-N export in a tiledrained landscape (Ikenberry et al., 2014). NO3-N moving through
subsurface tiles are not intercepted by conservation practices designed
to reduce surface loading; consequently, NO3-N -rich drainage water is
often discharged directly into surface waters.
In the Upper Midwest, degradation of surface and ground water
quality has been reported in Mississippi River Basin due to elevated
NO3-N levels. U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) reports an increasing
trend in NO3-N concentrations in the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers
from 1980 to 2010 (Murphy et al., 2013). In waters, NO3-N can promote eutrophication which leads to the formation of hypoxia zones. For
example, hypoxia in the Gulf of Mexico has impacted the ﬁshing and
tourism industry, with an estimated loss of $82 million a year (The
Nature Conservancy, 2011). When NO3-N is consumed by humans at
high concentration, it can cause Blue Baby Syndrome and potential
carcinogenic eﬀects (NHDES, 2006; Ward et al., 2010). Due to the
foreseeable and potential health issues, the U.S Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) has set a maximum contaminant level of NO3-N in
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2. Materials and methods

drinking water at 10 mg/L to protect public health (USEPA, 2009).
Iowa has developed a science and technology-based framework,
named the Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy (INRS), to reduce nutrient
loading into Iowa waters and the Gulf of Mexico (IDALS, 2013). As part
of the INRS, Iowa has set a target nitrogen reduction of 41% from nonpoint sources, which were primarily contributed by agricultural activities. Best management practices (BMPs) for nitrogen load reduction
from agricultural lands can be classiﬁed into three major categories:
nitrogen management, land use changes, and edge-of-ﬁeld treatment.
Among these categories, edge-of-ﬁeld treatment practices are often
viewed as an attractive option because they require little or no land to
be taken out of production. Woodchip bioreactors are one of the edgeof-ﬁeld treatment options, which have the advantage of a smaller
footprint and lower nitrogen removal cost when compared to other
edge-of-ﬁeld practices. These microbial denitriﬁcation bioreactors are
sub-surface trenches ﬁlled with woodchips, which are primarily designed to reduce NO3-N in tile drainage. During periods of ﬂow, a
portion of drainage water is routed into the woodchip bioreactors to be
treated before discharging to surface water. Meanwhile, the remaining
portion of drainage water will by-pass the bioreactor and discharge
directly into surface water. The treatment volume of bioreactors is typically limited by the reactor volume and hydraulic retention time
(HRT). Commonly, these reactors are sized to treat 15–20% of peak
ﬂow from a 10-year, 24-h drain ﬂow event, or 60% of the long-term
average annual ﬂow (USDA, 2016). However, the magnitude of nitrogen export is the highest during peak ﬂow events when there are
large volumes of tile ﬂow. This suggests that a large fraction of NO3-N
exported during precipitation events is not treated by the bioreactors.
In a 5-year study, Ikenberry et al. (2014) estimated that 56% of the
NO3-N exported from a tile-drained landscape occurred in 10% of the
daily ﬂow. Therefore, there is an incentive to improve the denitriﬁcation eﬃciency of woodchip bioreactors so that the HRT can be reduced,
thus allowing larger treatment volumes during peak ﬂow conditions.
Electrical stimulation of microbes to remove contaminants, including NO3-N, was introduced more than 60 years ago, but its application has been primarily targeted for wastewater treatment (Thrash
and Coates, 2008). Previously, we demonstrated that denitriﬁcation
eﬃciency of woodchip bioreactors can be enhanced with electrical
stimulation (Law et al., 2018). Traditionally, the denitriﬁers in woodchip bioreactors obtain electrons from metabolism of wood chips,
which may be limited by the type and size of wood chips (LopezPonnada et al., 2017). With electrical stimulation, an alternative electron source is readily provided for denitriﬁcation through several potential electron transfer mechanisms (Law et al., 2018; Thrash and
Coates, 2008).
However, electrical stimulation increases reactor installation and
maintenance costs. In the previously reported bioreactor design (Law
et al., 2018), a relatively small cathode surface area with respect to
bioreactor volume was used, thus resulting in low current-denitriﬁcation eﬃciency. This indicated that a large fraction (> 65%) of the
supplied electrons were lost in other unfavorable pathways, such as
heat production, and thus a higher current intensity was needed to
improve the denitriﬁcation eﬃciency. The objective of this study was to
design an improved electrically simulated bioreactor and to reevaluate
the NO3-N removal cost. An improved design will result in increased
denitriﬁcation eﬃciency while using a lower current intensity, and
consequently reducing the unit removal cost of NO3-N. Laboratory results were applied to a range of bioreactor volumes and NO3-N load
reduction calculations were paired with techno-economic analysis
(TEA) to identify cost per kg NO3-N removed per year. From this,
conditions where electrically stimulated bioreactors are an economically competitive alternative for enhanced NO3-N removal were identiﬁed.

2.1. Experimental overview
This study consisted of two phases. The ﬁrst phase included batch
reactor experiments, which were designed to compare the denitriﬁcation eﬃciency of electrically stimulated woodchip bioreactors (BERs)
and traditional woodchip bioreactors. The second phase included estimating the potential NO3-N load reduction, followed by techno-economic analysis (TEA) to evaluate the NO3-N removal cost of the different electrical treatment scenarios. The denitriﬁcation eﬃciency
observed in the static batch experiment was used to estimate NO3-N
load reduction. This approach is limited in its representativeness of the
continuous ﬂow-through bioreactor scenarios assumed in the TEA
model. The two types of bioreactors diﬀer in the mixing and distribution of liquid within the bioreactors, which aﬀects the internal pH and
dissolved oxygen proﬁles, thus aﬀecting overall denitriﬁcation eﬃciency.
2.2. Batch study
The batch experiment consisted of two replicated BERs (BR1, BR2)
and two replicated traditional woodchip bioreactors (BR3, BR4). BR1
and BR2 contained one 316-stainless steel anode (McMaster-Carr,
Elmhurst, IL) and two graphite cathodes (Graphtek, Buﬀalo Grove, IL).
Each electrode measured 252 cm2 in eﬀective surface area. Eﬀect of
electrical stimulation on denitriﬁcation eﬃciency was tested by introducing current intensities of ﬁrst 63 and then 103 mA to both BR1
and BR2, in two respective batch experiments lasting 13–15 days each.
The current intensities were equivalent to current densities of 1.25 and
2.05 A/m2 of cathode surface area. Alternatively, the woodchip-only
BR3 and BR4 served as controls.
2.2.1. Reactor vessel and packing
Four plastic containers were used as the batch bioreactors, each
measured 42.7 cm (16.8 in) long, 33.3 cm (13.1 in) wide, and 30.5 cm
(12 in) tall. BERs (BR1 and BR2) were split into two zones – anode
(oxidizing) and cathode (reducing) zones, using a water-resistant foam
sheet baﬄe (A-A-59136, Type 1, Class 1, Grade A, Grainger, Lake
Forest, IL) that was placed 10 cm from the closest edge of the bioreactor
(Fig. 1). The anode was centrally located in the anode zone. Meanwhile,
the cathodes were placed 10 cm apart from each other, and 10 cm away
from the edge of the BER or baﬄe.
All bioreactors were ﬁlled with saturated woodchips, which have
equivalent dry weight of 2.2 kg, and 5 L of nutrient solution. Ash
woodchips were obtained locally from the City of Ames, Iowa. A

Fig. 1. Schematic of a batch bioreactor. The arrow indicates the direction of
electron ﬂow. The stars represent the sampling locations. A stainless-steel
anode and two graphite cathodes were partially submerged in electrically stimulated woodchip bioreactors (BR1, BR2). The woodchip-only bioreactors
(BR3, BR4) contained no anode or cathode.
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The pH, oxidation–reduction potential (ORP), and dissolved oxygen
(DO) of anode and cathode zones were measured directly from each
bioreactor at 2 and 6 h from the beginning of the batch test. pH and
ORP were measured using a portable multiparameter meter (Orion™
Star A324, Thermo Scientiﬁc™, Waltham, MA), conﬁgured with pH
(Orion™ ROSS Ultra pH/ATC Triode, Thermo Scientiﬁc™, Waltham,
MA) and ORP (Orion™ 9678BNWP ORP/Redox electrode, Thermo
Scientiﬁc™, Waltham, MA) probe, respectively. A DO meter (ProODO™,
YSI, Yellow Springs, OH) was used to determine the DO levels.

stainless-steel anode and two graphite cathodes were partially submerged in the BERs. The dimension of each electrode was 15.2 cm (6 in)
wide, 0.6 cm (0.25 in) thick, and 7.6 cm (3 in) submerged depth, which
yields an eﬀective surface area of 252 cm2.
2.2.2. Electrical stimulation system
Each BER consisted of one stainless steel anode and two graphite
cathodes. In each batch experiment, BERs received electrical stimulation continuously for 13–15 days using a direct current power supply
(Enduro™ E0303, Labnet, Edison, NJ).
As described in Law et al. (2018) and Thrash and Coates (2008),
NO3-N can be reduced to N2 in the cathode zone (right compartment in
Fig. 1) through several pathways, including microbial denitriﬁcation
and electrochemical reduction. In microbial denitriﬁcation, the denitriﬁers may receive electrons directly from the cathodes, or indirectly
through electron shuttling and H2 production (electrolysis of water).
Meanwhile, O2 is produced at the anode zone (left compartment in
Fig. 1) and no nitrate removal is expected to take place in this oxidizing
zone.

2.3. NO3-N load reduction and technoeconomic analysis (TEA)
NO3-N load reduction of each scenario (detailed in Section 2.3.1)
was evaluated using the denitriﬁcation eﬃciency obtained from our
batch experiments and a representative NO3-N loading rate of an
average Midwestern (USA) agricultural ﬁeld. Our estimated values for
NO3-N load reduction were then used to develop a simple spreadsheetbased technoeconomic analysis, to compare the NO3-N removal cost of
BERs and traditional woodchip bioreactors.

2.2.3. Nitrate application
Synthetic nutrient solution with target NO3-N concentration at
30 mg/L, along with the presence of other micronutrients required for
bacteria growth, was used to represent the agricultural tile drainage.
The recipe (refer to Table S1) was developed by Nadelhoﬀer (1990),
and has been used previously (Hoover et al., 2015; Law et al., 2018).
Each reactor was ﬁlled with fresh nutrient solution during start-up (Day
0). Prior to testing on Day 13–15, the nitrate concentration of the solution was estimated using test strips (HS Code 3822 00 00, EMD
Millipore Corporation, Billerica, MA). The solution was replenished to
approximately 30 mg/L of NO3-N by adding concentrated solution
when the concentration was approaching 0 mg/L, typically every
3–5 days, to reduce the eﬀect of NO3-N limitation on denitriﬁer growth.
On Day 13–15, the solution was completely drained and reﬁlled with 5L of fresh nutrient solution at 0-h of each batch test.

2.3.1. NO3-N load reduction
A total of 75 scenarios were developed, including ﬁve bioreactor
volumes, three HRTs, three current densities, and two annual durations
of electrical stimulation periods (presented as% of time). The bioreactor
volume and HRT impact NO3-N load removal due to bioreactor treatment capacity, while current density and duration of electrical stimulation periods directly aﬀect NO3-N load removal because of the differences in denitriﬁcation eﬃciency of electrically augmented and
conventional treatments.
The bioreactor volumes and dimensions used in scenarios were
developed using information given by Christianson et al. (2011). A base
case scenario for bioreactor volume was established to meet the Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) guideline, which would allow a
treatment capacity of at least 15 percent of the drainage peak ﬂow at 4h HRT (USDA, 2016). The NRCS recommended bioreactor length to
width ratio of 4:1 was also satisﬁed for our base case scenario. Other
four bioreactors were assumed to have 25, 50, 150, and 200% of the
base case bioreactor volume, by manipulating the width only. The dimensions for all volume scenarios are presented in Table 1. The tile
peak ﬂow was calculated by multiplying the precipitation depth of a 10year 24-h storm event (111 mm) at Des Moines, Iowa (station latitude:
41.5839°; longitude: −93.6094°), drainage area (20 ha), and average
drainage ratio (0.32) reported by Ikenberry et al. (2014) and Helmers
et al. (2005). This yielded a tile peak ﬂow rate of 296 m3/hr. Meanwhile, the ﬂow rate of each bioreactor was calculated for 4-, 6-, and 8-h,
which are the typical HRTs for ﬁeld bioreactors. The ﬂow rates (m3/hr)
were obtained by multiplying bioreactor average ﬂow area (m2), hydraulic gradient (m/m), and hydraulic conductivity of wood media (m/
hr) (Christianson et al., 2011). The percent of peak ﬂow that can be
treated in each scenario was then determined by dividing bioreactor
ﬂow rate with tile peak ﬂow rate, as presented in Table S2.
We assumed a drainage area of 20 ha and NO3-N loading rate of
31.4 kg NO3-N/ha-year, which is equivalent to an annual loading rate of
628 kg NO3-N/yr. The NO3-N loading rate was estimated by
Christianson et al. (2013) using results from two studies that evaluated

2.2.4. Sample collection and analysis
A set of time-series NO3-N samples were collected at 0, 2, 4, 6, 8,
and 24 h from the start of batch testing, which occurred between Day
13–15 after initial experimental set-up. 25 mL of sample was collected
using 25 mL pipette from each sampling point in the cathode zone
marked on Fig. 1, and were mixed together to form one composite
sample. Since new woodchips were used in the bioreactors, the batch
test was conducted two weeks (Day 13, 14 or 15) after start-up. The
NO3-N samples were preserved with hydrochloric acid and stored at
4 °C until analysis. NO3-N + NO2-N concentrations were determined
using Seal Analytical Method EPA-114A, rev. 7, which is equivalent to
U.S. EPA method 353.2. Denitriﬁcation eﬃciency (DE, %) was calculated using the following formula:

DE =

(CNO3 − N ,0 − hr −CNO3 − N ,xx − hr )
× 100%
CNO3 − N ,0 − hr

where CNO3-N,0-hr is nitrate concentration (mg/L) of single composite
sample at 0-h, and CNO3-N,xx-hr is nitrate concentration at respective
sampling hours (i.e. 2, 4, 6, 8-h).

Table 1
Summary of bioreactors design used in NO3-N load reduction analysis. The base case bioreactor volume is 646 m3.

*

Bioreactor volume

Length (m)

Width (m)

Depth (m)

Reactor:farm area ratio

Percent of peak ﬂow rate (%)*

25% of base case
50% of base case
Base case
150% of base case
200% of base case

46.4
46.4
46.4
46.4
46.4

2.9
5.8
11.6
17.4
23.2

1.2
1.2
1.2
1.2
1.2

0.07%
0.13%
0.27%
0.40%
0.54%

5.2%
10%
21%
31%
41%

Ratio of bioreactor ﬂow rate at 4-h HRT with respect to tile peak ﬂow rate.
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Fig. 2. NO3-N + NO2-N concentrations (square symbol) and NO3-N removal eﬃciency (triangular symbol) in electrically stimulated Stainless Steel (anode)-Carbon
(cathode) (solid-ﬁlled), and control woodchip bioreactors (hollow) at respective HRTs are presented on the left and right Y-axis, respectively. Fig. 2A represents batch
treatment using 63 mA (or 1.25 A/m2 of cathode surface area) applied current intensity after 13 days from start-up; Fig. 2B represents batch treatment with 103 mA
(2.05 A/m2) applied current intensity after 14 days from start-up. Controls were conducted alongside each SS-C bioreactor, but received no electrical stimulation.

the impact of agricultural activities on tile NO3-N concentration (Jaynes
et al., 1999; Lawlor et al., 2011). We also expected that 56% of the NO3N load was exported during 10% of the daily ﬂow, and 83% of NO3-N
loading occurred during 25% of the daily ﬂow (Ikenberry et al., 2014).
Due to high electrical cost, this model took advantage of the improved
denitriﬁcation eﬃciency in electrically stimulated bioreactor by only
introducing electricity when NO3-N loads were high – i.e. 10 or 25% of
the time annually. In addition, we considered the top 10% ﬂow as peak
ﬂows, thus only certain percentages of the peak ﬂows can be treated
depending on reactor volume and HRT (refer to Table S2). The subsequent 15% of the ﬂow containing an additional 27% of the annual
NO3-N load was classiﬁed as medium ﬂow, which is all treated by the
bioreactor. NO3-N removal eﬃciencies at respective current densities
and HRTs were assumed to be the same as our batch reactors, as presented in Section 3.1.1, and were used to estimate NO3-N load reduction in this model. This assumption does not consider diﬀerences in
denitriﬁcation kinetics at various inﬂuent NO3-N concentrations, which
mixed results have been reported on the eﬀect of inﬂuent NO3-N concentration on denitriﬁcation kinetic (Ghane et al., 2014; Hoover et al.,
2015; Robertson, 2010). The remaining period when BERs do not receive electrical stimulation was assumed to have the same denitriﬁcation eﬃciency as the traditional woodchip bioreactors, as represented
by the controls in our batch reactors.

1.47 × 10−2 (m3/m3). The anode was treated as a capital cost because
the 316-stainless steel anode was expected to have at least 15 years of
lifespan under low current density (1.25–2.05 A/m2) application.
Experimental data from Law et al. (2018) suggested that a 316-stainless
steel anode can last for 70 years at 7.52 A/m2 (∼3 times lower in this
model), assuming 10% annual operational time and anode-to-reactor
volume ratio of 2.4 × 10−2 (∼3 times higher in this model). Meanwhile, the graphite cathode was not expected to degrade with water
electrolysis. We also did not assume any salvage values, and all capital
costs were amortized over 15 years at 5% eﬀective interest rate.
The operating cost simply covered electricity cost required to stimulate the BERs. No operating cost was considered for traditional
woodchip bioreactors. The BER power requirement was scaled up based
on the power densities measured in our batch reactors, which were
0.048 and 0.123 W/L at 1.25 and 2.05 A/m2 applied current, respectively. We also assumed electricity rate of $0.08/kWh, and the BERs
were only electrically stimulated for 10 or 25% of the time annually.
Since most of the cost estimates in literature include incentive
programs for BMPs, we also assumed that the total incurred costs will
receive a 75% discount so that a direct cost comparison can be made
with other BMPs (Christianson et al., 2013; USDA, 2015). Finally, the
unit removal cost for one kg of NO3-N was calculated by dividing the
NO3-N load reduction with respective discounted total cost.

2.3.2. Technoeconomic analysis (TEA)
A spreadsheet-based TEA was conducted to estimate the NO3-N
removal cost for the 75 scenarios described above. The purpose of this
analysis was to understand the economic potential and limitation of
each scenario, and to gain insight into cost-eﬀective operational conditions. This analysis considers two major costs: capital and operating.
Capital investments were expected to have at least 15 years of service
life, and operating costs were for electricity (BER) only; no maintenance
costs were included for any scenarios.
The capital cost included primary expenditures required for the
construction of woodchip bioreactors, and if applicable, for the electrical stimulation system. Construction costs of woodchip bioreactors
were broken down into excavation, structural, and woodchip costs. The
excavation and woodchip costs were projected based on a volumetric
basis (i.e., $/m3), which allowed estimations for diﬀerent bioreactor
volumes. In addition, the cost for inlet and outlet water control structures was included for all scenarios. For electrically-stimulated systems,
the additional capital expenditures were included for a 316-stainless
steel anode and for graphite cathodes. The electrode volume requirements were estimated using the same electrode-to-reactor volume ratio
in our batch experiments. The anode-to-reactor volume ratio was
7.4 × 10−3 (m3/m3), while the cathode-to-reactor volume ratio was

3. Results and discussions
3.1. Batch study
3.1.1. Denitriﬁcation eﬃciency
As shown in Fig. 2, improved denitriﬁcation eﬃciencies, or NO3-N
removal eﬃciencies, were observed in BERs (BR1 and BR2) compared
to traditional woodchip bioreactors (BR3 and BR4). The average denitriﬁcation eﬃciencies using 63 and 103 mA applied current were 72
and 96%, respectively, after 6 h. Meanwhile, we observed 43–68% NO3N removal in our control bioreactors at the same HRT. It is interesting
to note the large diﬀerence in denitriﬁcation eﬃciency of control
bioreactors between the two diﬀerent testing periods (Fig. 3A vs B),
especially after 8-h HRT. There are many environmental factors, such as
inﬂuent concentration and denitriﬁer density, that may have contributed to this variation, but we were not able to identify the factor
from our auxiliary data. Nevertheless, variation in denitriﬁcation eﬃciency across diﬀerent bioreactors is not uncommon (Christianson
et al., 2012). Regardless of the inconsistent denitriﬁcation eﬃciency in
the control bioreactors, the BERs performed better than control bioreactors during both testing periods. In comparison to our previous upﬂow reactor experiment (500 mA, 8-h HRT, SS-C electrodes), we were
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Table 2
Average ± standard deviation of pH, oxidation-reduction potential (ORP), and
dissolved oxygen (DO) measured from two replicated bioreactors.
Current density
(A/m2)

Zone

Hours from
start

pH

ORP (mV)

DO (mg/L)

0

NA
NA

2
6

6.3 ± 0.6
6.3 ± 0.8

383 ± 56
330 ± 46

0.6 ± 0.3
0.6 ± 0.3

1.25

Oxidizing
Reducing
Oxidizing
Reducing

2

4.4
6.6
5.4
7.0

±
±
±
±

0.1
0.1
1.5
0.6

467
360
285
220

±
±
±
±

12
26
80
11

4.8
0.4
5.9
0.2

±
±
±
±

0.9
0.3
2.0
0.0

Oxidizing
Reducing
Oxidizing
Reducing

2

5.2
8.4
4.3
8.0

±
±
±
±

0.1
0.8
0.4
0.8

371
235
436
162

±
±
±
±

5
14
21
11

3.6
0.2
4.5
0.2

±
±
±
±

0.6
0.0
0.9
0.0

2.05

6

6

As shown in Table 2, we also observed lower ORP values in the
reducing zone, which would favor a reduction process, such as denitriﬁcation, to take place. Denitriﬁcation is not expected to be signiﬁcant
in the oxidizing zone due to higher ORP values, and the volume of this
zone should be kept a minimum to maximize the overall denitriﬁcation
eﬃciency of BER.
The increased DO level is undesirable for microbial denitriﬁcation,
and this may be an issue in some BER designs (Law et al., 2018;
Prosnansky et al., 2005). In a horizontal-ﬂow bioreactor, this issue can
be overcome by separating the oxidizing (O2 production) and reducing
(H2 production) zones using a simple sponge or foam sheet. This would
prevent elevated DO level in the reducing zone (Table 2), but still allowing a pathway for electron transfer.

Fig. 3. Annual NO3-N load reduction and NO3-N unit removal cost for the 75
scenarios modeled. Symbols represent design volume relative to base case
(646 m3). The top left corner represents ideal performance: high NO3-N load
reduction at low cost, while scenarios toward bottom right corner are less favorable. Three scenarios (with electrical stimulation) in red box were considered most promising: Scenario 1: 25% volume, 8-h HRT, 2.05 A/m2, 25%
elec. stimulation period; Scenario 2: 25% volume, 6-h HRT, 2.05 A/m2, 25%
elec. stimulation period; Scenario 3: 25% volume, 8-h HRT, 1.25 A/m2, 25%
elec. stimulation period. Scenario 4 (25% volume, 8-h HRT, no electrical stimulation) was selected for discussion representing scenarios with no electrical
stimulation.

3.2. NO3-N load reduction and TEA

only able to achieve an average 24% NO3-N removal, which was due to
design ﬂaws including small cathode surface area, elevated DO levels
within the reactor, and a poorly functioning control treatment that had
only 14% NO3-N removal (Law et al., 2018). In future studies, we recommend applying the redesigned BER to laboratory horizontal ﬂowthrough reactors.
Fig. 2 also presents NO3-N + NO2-N concentrations in the bioreactors at 2-h intervals. Given a comparable inﬂuent concentration, the
BERs consistently demonstrated lower NO3-N concentrations at any
given HRT. Higher NO3-N removal rates (mg N/hr) were also observed
at any given HRT with electrical stimulation, especially at the higher
current density (2.05 A/m2) when more electrons were supplied to the
denitriﬁers. This demonstrated the potential of using electrical stimulation to increase the NO3-N removal eﬃciency and NO3-N removal rate
(Table S2) for any bioreactors across a range of HRTs. However, it also
becomes less economically feasible when bioreactors are operated at
higher current densities.

3.2.1. NO3-N load reduction
Estimated annual NO3-N load reduction (kg N/yr) for all 75 scenarios is presented in Table 3. The value is lowest on the top left corner
of Table 3 due to smaller bioreactor volume and lack of electrical stimulation. The estimated NO3-N load reduction increased with bioreactor volume, current density, annual duration of electrical stimulation period, and in most cases, HRT. Accordingly, NO3-N load reduction
was highest when the bioreactor volume was largest (200% of base
case) and electrical stimulation was most intensive (2.05 A/m2, 25%
annual electrical stimulation period), as presented on the bottom right
corner of Table 3.
Unsurprisingly, the bioreactor volume plays a key factor in determining NO3-N load reduction because a large fraction of NO3-N is
typically exported during high ﬂow conditions (Ikenberry et al., 2014).
During high ﬂow conditions, bioreactor working volume limits the
percentage of peak ﬂow that can be treated, and subsequently aﬀecting
the annual NO3-N load reduction. As presented in Table 3, the larger the
bioreactor volume, the higher the NO3-N load reduction. However, the
NO3-N removal rate per unit volume (g N/m3 bioreactor-day, Table S2)
decreased as bioreactor volume increased. This is because we assumed
that bioreactors of all sizes can remove equal amount of NO3-N load
during medium and low ﬂow conditions, which accounts for 44% of the
annual NO3-N load. In other words, larger bioreactors are expected to
be advantageous only at high ﬂow conditions, and the excessive volumes are not utilized eﬃciently during lower ﬂow conditions.
In our batch experiment, we observed greater NO3-N removal rate
per unit volume at lower HRTs when the initial NO3-N concentration
was higher. Alternatively, in most cases from our model, the optimal
annual NO3-N load reduction and NO3-N removal rate per unit volume
occurred when the HRT was higher. This is because bioreactor volume
in the batch experiment was ﬁxed at any given HRT. However, the
horizontal-ﬂow bioreactors working volume in this model was dependent on the HRT. For example, when the bioreactors were operating at

3.1.2. Bioreactor environment
We observed changes in pH, ORP, and DO across the BERs, which
was directly impacted by electrical stimulation. As shown in the
equations below, the production of H+ and OH− ions at the anode
(oxidizing zone) and cathodes (reducing zone), respectively, resulted in
a pH shift in the respective zones.

Anode : 2H2 O (l) → O2 (g ) + 4H+ (aq) + 4e−
Cathode : 2H2 O (l) + 2e− → H2 (g ) + 2OH− (aq)
The magnitude of pH shift increased when a higher current density
was applied (Table 2), and this observation was consistent with our
previous study (Law et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important to be aware
that even though more electrons were supplied to the denitriﬁers at
higher current density, the extreme change in bioreactor environment
might negatively impact microbial denitriﬁcation. Alternatively, the
control bioreactors had a relatively neutral pH, around 6.3.
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Table 3
The estimated annual NO3-N load reductions for control woodchip bioreactor scenarios were presented as kg-N/yr. The percentage values represent the diﬀerences in
NO3-N load reduction between electrical treatments (1.25 and 2.05 A/m2) and control (0 A/m2), respectively. The base case bioreactor volume is 646 m3.
Bioreactor volume

HRT (hr)

Control load reduction (kg N/yr)

Increase in load reduction vs. control
10% elec. stim.

25% elec. stim.

1.25 A/m2

2.05 A/m2

1.25 A/m2

2.05 A/m2

25% of base case

4
6
8

109
163
179

+1%
+2%
+1%

+6%
+4%
+3%

+9%
+18%
+18%

+61%
+45%
+37%

50% of base case

4
6
8

115
172
187

+2%
+3%
+2%

+11%
+7%
+5%

+9%
+18%
+19%

+63%
+46%
+38%

Base case

4
6
8

130
190
195

+3%
+5%
+4%

+21%
+13%
+7%

+9%
+19%
+19%

+67%
+49%
+39%

150% of base case

4
6
8

143
206
219

+4%
+7%
+6%

+28%
+18%
+13%

+10%
+20%
+20%

+70%
+50%
+41%

200% of base case

4
6
8

156
224
235

+5%
+9%
+8%

+33%
+22%
+16%

+10%
+21%
+21%

+72%
+52%
+43%

beneﬁcial to stimulate the bioreactors with electricity not only at high
ﬂow conditions, but also during the medium ﬂow drainage season.
Nevertheless, this recommendation would depend on the NO3-N export
pattern and magnitude of the drainage area. For example, in a drainage
area where NO3-N magnitude is lower but extended over a longer
period (i.e. by-pass volume decreased) (Moorman et al., 2015), a lower
NO3-N removal cost can be expected by extending the electrical stimulation period as a larger portion NO3-N would be treated with
electrically stimulated bioreactors.
The NO3-N load reductions presented in Table 3 were estimated by
assuming a Midwestern (U.S.A.) average loading rate of 31.4 kg NO3-N/
ha-year in a 20 ha treatment area (Christianson et al., 2013; Jaynes
et al., 1999), and may not be the best representation for other treatment
areas with signiﬁcantly diﬀerent NO3-N export patterns and magnitudes. In that case, we recommend tuning this model using historical
average NO3-N loading rates representative of the target treatment
area. Nevertheless, our estimated annual NO3-N percent reductions
range from 17 to 53% (Table S4), which are comparable to USDA
(2016) recommendation to meet 30% annual NO3-N reduction.

minimum designated HRT, the diﬀerence in inlet and outlet height was
maximized to achieve maximum hydraulic gradient. Consequently, the
bioreactor working volume was minimized, and almost half of the
bioreactor volume is not utilized. For that reason, there was a tradeoﬀ
between NO3-N removal rate (mg N/hr) and bioreactor working volume
while selecting a HRT. One obvious alternative approach to overcome
this issue is to use a cross-ﬂow rather than axial ﬂow design, but USDA
(2016) suggests that hydrology short circuiting occurs when bioreactor
length to width ratio is below 4:1. It is also interesting to notice that
BERs (1.25 and 2.05 A/m2) had greater improvement in NO3-N load
reduction at lower HRTs when compared against woodchip bioreactors
(0 A/m2) (Table 3). This demonstrated the greater marginal beneﬁts in
NO3-N load reduction, and consequently NO3-N removal cost (refer to
Section 3.2.2), of electrical stimulation when bioreactors are constrained to operate at lower HRTs. Nevertheless, operating a bioreactor,
whether electrically stimulated or not, at its designated minimum HRT
will limit the bioreactor potential to achieve higher NO3-N load reduction and NO3-N removal rate per unit volume.
Assuming that the same improved denitriﬁcation eﬃciency from
our batch BERs can be achieved with full-scale bioreactors, we can
expect that larger amount of NO3-N load can be reduced in BERs than in
traditional woodchip bioreactors. Further, higher NO3-N load reduction
and NO3-N removal rates were achieved when the higher current
density was applied. As mentioned in Section 3.1.1, we obtained different denitriﬁcation eﬃciencies from control woodchip bioreactors
tested at two diﬀerent testing periods, and therefore we used the
average value of these two periods to develop TEA for woodchip
bioreactors.
Because of the diﬀerences in denitriﬁcation eﬃciency by diﬀerent
treatments, annual duration of electrical stimulation also aﬀected the
annual NO3-N load reduction and NO3-N removal rate. Using the least
intensive electrical stimulation approach (1.25 A/m2, 10% annual
electrical stimulation period), only 1–9% improvement in annual NO3N load reduction was expected when compared to the non-stimulated
bioreactors of the same volume and HRT. With a higher current density
but the same electrical stimulation period (2.05 A/m2, 10%), the annual
NO3-N load reduction was further improved by 3–33% when compared
to base case. The additional 15% annual electrical stimulation duration
also increased NO3-N load reduction when the medium ﬂow containing
an additional 27% of the annual NO3-N load was treated with electrical
stimulation. The improvements ranged from 9 to 21% at 1.25 A/m2,
and 39 to 72% at 2.05 A/m2. This projection showed that it may be

3.2.2. TEA
Fig. 3 shows the estimated annual NO3-N load reduction as a
function of NO3-N removal cost, for all 75 scenarios modeled. The data
on Fig. 3 and Fig. S1 are grouped by reactor volume, and the desirability of smaller reactors is evident by the clustering of square(□) and
x-shaped (X) points at the left side of the graph. Note that our bioreactors with base case volume (▽) have NO3-N removal costs around
$15–$25 per kg of NO3-N, which is at approximately 10 times greater
than the average cost ($1.30) reported in the literature (Christianson
et al., 2013). This is because our bioreactors were designed to treat at
least 20% of the peak ﬂow of a 10-year, 24-h drain ﬂow event, a more
stringent design approach than used in much of the literature
(Christianson et al., 2012). Our base-case bioreactor volume is 646 m3,
and a typical ﬁeld bioreactor for the same drainage area (∼20 ha) are
120 m3 in volume. In our modeling eﬀort, the scenarios using 25% of
the base case volume are more representative of ﬁeld bioreactors, and
the estimated NO3-N removal costs for these scenarios are similar to the
literature values. The minor diﬀerences in NO3-N removal costs between our reported value and literature value also may be contributed
by diﬀerent assumptions on bioreactor lifespan, denitriﬁcation eﬃciency, interest rate, and input costs.
Considering the alternatives of nitrogen best management practices
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within the range of other BMPs costs ($0.12–$36.00), this treatment
also may be a viable alternative when the NO3-N load reduction has a
higher priority than NO3-N removal cost.

reported by Christianson et al. (2013), it is unlikely that scenarios
costing more than $5/kg-N will be used. Accordingly, we highlighted
the top three potential scenarios in Fig. 3, where NO3-N removal cost is
lower than $5/kg-N and NO3-N load reduction is greater than 200 kgN/yr. All three scenarios consist of the smallest bioreactors, which
volumes are only 25% of the base case. Scenario 1 assumed 8-h HRT,
2.05 A/m2 current density, and 25% annual electrical stimulation
period. Meanwhile, Scenario 2 assumed 6-h HRT, 2.05 A/m2, and 25%
annual electrical stimulation. Lastly, Scenario 3 is similar to Scenario 1,
except that a lower current density (1.25 A/m2) was assumed in this
scenario.
We also highlighted Scenario 4 to clarify a possible confusion,
which one might expect a pair of small bioreactors to achieve two times
greater NO3-N load reduction at only double of the cost (still lower than
Scenarios 1–3). This is not entirely true because it would only double
the load reduction during peak ﬂow period when bioreactor volume is
the limiting factor. During low ﬂow periods when NO3-N loading is
lower, the additional bioreactor volume is unlikely to have a signiﬁcant
eﬀect on annual NO3-N load reduction. Similar to the scenario where
bioreactor volume is doubled, installing a pair of bioreactors will
double the total costs, but will only achieve slightly higher annual NO3N load reduction.
The increasing trend shown in Fig. 3 indicates that larger reactors
are capable of removing higher NO3-N loads, but at the much higher
NO3-N removal costs. For example, when the smallest reactor (25% of
base case) is compared against the largest reactor (200% of base case),
while all other parameters remain constant, the estimated NO3-N load
reductions of larger reactors are approximately 1.5 times of the smaller
reactors, but the NO3-N removal costs also increase by approximately
5 times. Therefore, it is unsurprising that the top three scenarios include
the smallest reactor.
There is little diﬀerence between NO3-N load reductions at 6- and 8h HRT (Scenario 1 and 2) because the lower treatment capacity at high
HRT is almost evenly compensated by higher NO3-N removal eﬃciency.
The “best” HRT is likely to vary from one bioreactor to another, depending on the actual NO3-N removal eﬃciency. However, it is not
recommended to operate a bioreactor at its minimum designated HRT,
because bioreactor working volume is minimized in order to achieve
maximum hydraulic gradient (described in Section 3.2.1).
There is also greater return to electrically stimulate a bioreactor at
2.05 A/m2 than at 1.25 A/m2. Although the operating cost of electricity
increases at higher current density, the BERs are able to remove higher
NO3-N load using the same capital investment (for electrodes), thus
reducing the overall NO3-N removal cost. For the same reason, we
observed that increasing the length of annual electrical stimulation
period will help to reduce the NO3-N removal cost. Therefore, we would
recommend to not only electrically stimulate the bioreactors when
treating the peak ﬂows, but also during medium ﬂow conditions to
obtain a greater return on the capital invested for installation of electrical stimulation system. Nevertheless, introducing electrical treatment
during low ﬂow periods, which typically contain a tiny portion of annual NO3-N loading is unlikely to be cost-eﬀective.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank Leigh Ann Long for assisting with
nutrient analysis. We also thank Isaac Rempe for operating, maintaining, and sampling the bioreactors.
Funding source
This work was supported by the Iowa Soybean Association.
Appendix A. Supplementary data
Supplementary data associated with this article can be found, in the
online version, at http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2018.05.001.
References
Christianson, L., Tyndall, J., Helmers, M., 2013. Financial comparison of seven nitrate
reduction strategies for Midwestern agricultural drainage. Water Resour. Econ. 2–3,
30–56. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wre.2013.09.001.
Christianson, L., Bhandari, A., Helmers, M., 2011. Potential Design Methodology for
Agricultural Drainage Denitriﬁcation Bioreactors.
Christianson, L., Bhandari, A., Helmers, M., Kult, K., Sutphin, T., Wolf, R., 2012.
Performance evaluation of four ﬁeld-scale agricultural drainage denitriﬁcation
bioreactors in Iowa. Trans. Asabe 55 (6), 2163–2174.
David, M., Drinkwater, L., Mclsaac, G., 2010. Sources of Nitrate Yields in the Mississippi
River Basin. J. Environ. Qual. 39, 1657–1667. http://dx.doi.org/10.2134/jeq2010.
0115.
Fraser, H., Fleming, R., 2001. Literature Review. University of Guelph, Ridgetown, ON.
Ghane, E., Fausey, N., Brown, L., 2015. Modeling nitrate removal in a denitriﬁcation bed.
Water Res. 71, 294–305.
Heﬀer, P., Prud'homme, M., 2016. Global nitrogen fertiliser demand and supply: trend,
current level and outlook. In: International Nitrogen Initiative Conference.
Melbourne, Australia.
Helmers, M., Lawlor, P., Baker, J., Melvin, S., Lemke, D., 2005. Temporal Subsurface Flow
Patterns from Fifteen Years in North-Central Iowa. In: ASAE Annual International
Meeting. Tampa, Florida.
Helmers, M., Crumption, W., Pederson, C., Stenback, G., Zhou, B., 2010. Water and
Nutrient Research: In-ﬁeld and Oﬀsite Strategies—2010 Annual Report. Iowa State
University, Ames, IA.
Hoover, N., Bhandari, A., Soupir, M., Moorman, T., 2015. Woodchip denitriﬁcation
bioreactors: impact of temperature and hydraulic retention time on nitrate removal.
J. Environ. Qual. (Special section). http://dx.doi.org/10.2134/jeq2015.03.0161.
IDALS, (2013). Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship, Iowa Department
of Natural Resources, Iowa State University College of Agriculture and Life Sciences
Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy.
Ikenberry, C., Soupir, M., Schilling, K., Jones, C., Seeman, A., 2014. Nitrate-nitrogen
export: magnitude and patterns from drainage disctricts to downstream river basins.
J. Environ. Qual. 43, 2024–2033. http://dx.doi.org/10.2134/jeq2014.05.0242.
Jaynes, D., Hatﬁeld, J., Meek, D., 1999. Water Quality in Walnut Creek Watershed:
Herbicides and Nitrate in Surface Waters. J. Environ. Qual. 28, 45–59.
Law, J.Y., Soupir, M., Raman, R., Moorman, T., Ong, S.K., 2018. Electrical stimulation for
enhanced denitriﬁcation in woodchip bioreactors: Opportunities and challenges.
Ecol. Eng. 110, 38–47. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2017.10.002.
Lawlor, P., Helmers, M., Baker, J., Melvin, S., Lemke, D., 2011. Comparison of liquid
swine manure and aqua-ammonia nitrogen application timing on subsurface drainage
water quality in Iowa. Am. Soc. Agric. Biol. Eng. 54 (3), 973–981.
Lopez-Ponnada, E.V., Lynn, T.J., Peterson, M., Ergas, S.J., Mihelcic, J.R., 2017.
Application of denitrifying wood chip bioreactors for management of residential nonpoint sources of nitrogen. J. Biol. Eng. 11 (16). http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13036017-0057-4.
Moorman, T.B., Tomer, M.D., Smith, D.R., Jaynes, D.B., 2015. Evaluating the potential
role of denitrifying bioreactors in reducing watershed-scale nitrate loads: a case study
comparing three Midwestern (USA) watersheds. Ecol. Eng. 75, 441–448. http://dx.
doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2014.11.062.
Murphy, J.C., Hirsch, R.M., Sprague, L.A., 2013. Nitrate in the Mississippi River and its
Tributaries, 1980–2010—An update. U.S. Geological Survey Scientiﬁc Investigations
Report 2013-5169.
Nadelhoﬀer, K.J., 1990. Microlysimeter for measuring nitrogen mineralization and microbial respiration in aerobic soil incubations. Soil Sci. Soc. Am. J. 54, 411–415.
NHDES. New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services. (2006). Environmental
Fact Sheet. ARD-EHP-16.
Prosnansky, M., Watanabe, Y., Kuroda, M., 2005. Comparative study on the bio-electrochemical denitriﬁcation equipped with a multi-electrode system. Water Sci. Technol.
52 (10–11), 479–485.

4. Conclusions
With a diﬀerent bioreactor design, we achieved even greater denitriﬁcation eﬃciencies in electrically stimulated woodchip bioreactors
than our previous study (Law et al., 2018). We also utilized lower
current densities (at least 3 times lower), thus reducing the additional
cost needed for electrical stimulation in a woodchip bioreactor. Although few of the most promising electrical stimulation scenarios may
remove an additional 37–72% annual NO3-N load than traditional
woodchip bioreactors, the NO3-N removal costs increased by 138–194%
respectively. The NO3-N removal cost may be reduced in scenarios
where the inﬂuent NO3-N load is higher. As the NO3-N removal cost
($4.49/kg-N) using electrically stimulated woodchip bioreactor is still
152

Ecological Engineering 120 (2018) 146–153

J.Y. Law et al.

USDA, (2015). Iowa Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). < https://www.
nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/ia/programs/ﬁnancial/eqip/ > .
USDA (2016). Natural Resources Conservation Service. 605: Conservation Practice
Standard. < https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/national/
technical/cp/ncps/?cid=nrcs143_026849 > .
USEPA (2009). United States Environmental Protection Agency. EPA 816-F-09-004:
National Primary Drinking Water Regulations Table. < https://www.nrc.gov/docs/
ML1307/ML13078A040.pdf > .
Ward, M.H., Kilfoy, B.A., Weyer, P.J., Anderson, K.E., Folsom, A.R., Cerhan, J.R., 2010.
Nitrate intake and the risk of thyroid cancer and thyroid disease. Epidemiology 21
(3), 389–395.

Robertson, W.D., 2010. Nitrate removal rates in woodchip media of varying age. Ecol.
Eng. 36, 1581–1587. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2010.01.008.
Smith, R., Alexander, R., 1990. County-Level Estimates of Nitrogen and Phosphorus
Fertilizer Use in the United States, 1945 to 1985. U.S. Geological Survey, Reston, VA.
The Nature Conservancy. 2011. The Floods’ Lingering Eﬀects: New Study Shows Gulf
“Dead Zone” One of the Largest on Record. Available at: < https://www.nature.org/
ourinitiatives/regions/northamerica/areas/gulfofmexico/explore/gulf-of-mexicodead-zone.xml > . (accessed 23.09.16).
Thrash, J.C., Coates, J.D., 2008. Review: Direct and indirect electrical stimulation of
microbial metabolism. Environ. Sci. Technol. 42 (11), 3921–3931. http://dx.doi.org/
10.1021/es702668w.

153

