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The Effect of Detergents on Aeration: A Photo$raphic
Approach to the Problem

By Dn. J. K. Beens (Honorary Member)
Research Institute.for Public Health Engineering T.I'{.O., The Netherlands

There is now an extensive literature on the
influence of detergents on the biological purifica-
tion of sewage, and among the many papers on this
subject two are of special interest in this connection.

First rve have the fundamental investigations
made by Holroyd and Parkerl,2. Holroyd uses
a factor K as a yardstick of the dissolving of oxygen
which is by definition : "The rate of increase of
dissolved oxygen concentration in parts per
100,000 per hour occurring in a given aeration
system at a defined point on the aeration curve,
namely, at that instant rvhen the dissolved oxygen
concentration in the water is 1 ppht. below
saturation value for the system".

Holroyd investigated the elTect of Teepol,
Lissapol, Bentonite, and Turkey Red Oil and
determined their influence on th'e dissolving of
oxygen from diffused-air bubbles into water.
The effect is very notable and approaches its
maximum at about 20 p.p.m. Compared with other
aeration systems (heaving water, stagnant-film
surface) the diflused-air system is influenced most.

We also know the papers of Degens et al.3,who
state that the presence of alkylarylsulphonates
causes a permanent decrease in the rate of solution
of oxygen undergoing purification. On the other
hand, the effect of alkyl sulphates becomes less
the longer aeration is continued, due to the capacity
of the bacteria of the activated sludge floc to
dissimilate its components. Similar information
is lacking on the behaviour of non-ionics like
Lissapol.

However, as we have nowadays a mixture of
alkyl sulphates and alkylarylsuphonates in sewage
the final effect will be that the effiuent, if the
sewage is treated in the usual way, will be less
purified than in the past, and Degenset a/. describe
diffused-air experiments in which they could only
obtain the former good results by aerating three
times as long as usual, implying the necessity for
a threefold increase in aeration capacity. It is,
therefore, important to study the fundamental
processes which take place at the airi water
boundary layer, with and without detergents.

In aeration research we express the oxygen-
ation capacity of a given system in a way somewhat
different from that used by Holyroyd, namely, as

expressed by Kessener and Ribbius as early as

19354. This O.C. is the amount of oxygen in
grams which dissolves per cubic metre of water
per hour at zero dissolved oxygen concentration.
It depends on the oxygen deficit in the water and
may be expressed by the following equation :-

o.c.ro :26.1*t,rcsff!*, I T
We first determined the influence of the three

types of detergent mostly used nowadays, namely,
a sec. alkyl sulphate (type Teepol), a sec. alkyl-
arylsulphonate (type Tide, Omo), and Lissapol
as a non-ionic all as pure substances without
"builders". For these chemicals we are greatly
indebted to Royal Dutch Sheli Laboratories at
Amsterdam and Levers Zeepmaatschappij zt
Vlaardingen.

In Table 1 are given the results obtained by
aerating a water column about 100 by 23 by 23 cms.
with a section of a dome di{Tuser as used at
Manchester, which rvas put at our disposal by
Mr. McNicholas and for r.vhich our gratitude is
expressed.

Together rvith the results obtained in the
presence of 4 and 10 p.p.m. detergent in this
apparatus, results are also given which were ob-
tained when A.F.A. (anti-foarning agent) had
been added to a rotating brush system (see Table
5). Higher alcohols were the active principle in
the A.F.A.

Taslr 1

DncRresn rx O.C. tN Drrrusro Atn AnneuoN
(MeNcHrsrER DoME Drrnusrn) Causro By

DBrrRcrNrs

4 ppm. Alk. sulph.
Do. +3ppm.A.F.A.

10 ppm. Alk-ar-sulph.
Do. r 8ppm.A.F.A.

10 ppm. Alk. sulph.
Do. +8ppm.A.F.A.



T'he values in Table I are expressed as
percentages of the original O.C. value in pure
water. The decrease in O.C. due to detergent is
not counteracted rvhen foaming is suppressed by
A.F.A. On the contrary, the oxygen uptake is
further depressed.

When photographs were taken of the bubbles
produced from the dome diffuser material it
appeared that the emerging bubbles varied in size
and shape (Figs. 1-5).

To simplify the conditions under which the
experiments were to be made and to obtain the
most uniform results, tests were now conducted
with compressed nitrogen blown through a
hypodermic needle rl'ith a very small orifice
(0.11 mm. diameter No. 20) under an accurately
adjusted back pressure of 112 cm. water column
(variation 1 cm.).

The bubbles formed by the needle jet were
very uniform and had always the shape of a
rotating ellipsoid, which was not the case when
using bigger pores as then the bubbles often have
a hollow base and it becomes difficult to calculate
the volume per bubble.

Flash photographs were made of these rising
bubbles with an electronic flash apparatus
(Blaupunkt-Reporter) which has a flash time of
only 1/5,000 second. On the negative material
(Kodak PX film) the image is concentrated on the
emulsion surface, so that a developing time of 12
minutes at 18'C. was chosen. Negatives were
obtained at uniform density, which is of import-
ance when measuring bubble dimensions. The
bubble size was determined by using a special
micro projection ler.rs on a 5 X 5 cm. slide pro-
jector, rvhich gave an enlargement of about 15

times. Thus it u'as possible to determine the
size of the bubbles accurately as a centimetre
scale in the bubble track rvas photographed at the
same time (Figs. 6 and 7).

It ll'as also necessary to measure the number
of bubbles ascending in a known height of column
and their velocity of ascent. The number in a

layer of, say, I cm., could easily be determined by
counting, if care was taken not to produce too
many bubbles. The velocity was obtained by
making a time exposure of 1/10 second while the
bubble track was illuminated by photoflood lamps
(Figs. 8 and 9). The exact exposure was verified
by photographing two small electric bulbs adjusted
on a synchrome motor which rotated accurately at
100 r.p.m. This exposure was 0.954 second with
the twin-lens 6 X 6 camera used.

From these data it u'as possible to calculate the

total bubble volume. A check on the calculation
was obtainable by collecting all the bubbles with
a funnel at the surface discharging into an inverted
water-filled measuring jar suspended over it.

Since it is necessary to control the conditions
of the experiment 

"ur.fl.rlly 
when studying the

behaviour of the bubbles in water, care was taken
to establish equilibrium between the bubble
nitrogen atmosphere and the dissolved gas.
Nitrogen was therefore blown through the already
de-aerated water for one hour before starting so
that equilibrium had been established between
the bubbles and the dissolved nitrogen.

When we wish to study the solution of pure
oxygen in water which has been de-oxygenated
with nitrogen the photographic method cannot be
used, as although the oxygen dissolves into the
water from the bubble, it is not in equilibrium
with the dissolved gases already in the water.

In total, about 4,000 bubbles were measured
and their volumes calculated. The results are
given in 'fable 2.

Teslr 2

Ixrr-urNcr oF DnreRcrr.Irs oN Busnlrs oF

NrrnocrN RrsrNc rN Tep Werrn

From these figures we see firstly that the
accuracy is sufficiently good. Secondly, we may
conclude that with the concentrations and bubble
sizes used there is no striking influence on the
bubble volume, their number, or their speed of
ascent. A closer analysis of the photographs
obtained-Figs. 1,2, 3, +, 6,7, 8 and 9-however,
shows distinct differences. The first remarkable
fact is that the greater the detergent concentration
the more rectilinear the ascent of the gas. The
bubble "waggles" less and this will undoubtedly
influence the dissolving of the oxygen. The

I Na-alkyl sulphate

l\.. t" , ,l** i v.l. ,* | ".Conc'n. ] vol. in layer per I minute I recovered
i "-,. of 1 cm. minute | |

- o rr*t o.orszi r.rs2 -43 I 36,e1 | s8a10 0.01685 1.238 1791 I 37.3b I 99.620 I o.orosr 1.137 193s I tz.ot | 98.9s3.i 0.01682 r.r84 177s i :s.+r | 94.s

II Na-dodecylbeuenesulphonate

O pp-. o.OtSOO 1.4q5 1613 I 36.1? | 96.4
10 0.01570 r.323 1716 I 35.64 I 95.020 o.orsro L t.2sr L rzso | 34.70 | 92.5s3.7 0.01640 | t.zeo I r70s | 36.2+ | e6.6

III Non-ionic detergent (Lissapol N)

oppm.l 0.01606 I r.rso | 1881 | ro.t: I ss.ol0 I 0.01535 I 1.182 I 1793 I 32.53 86.720 lo.oroqol r.zso l 1js7 I 37.96 I 1ot.z
s3.7 o.orazo I t.234 l78l i 3e.eq I 106.6



boundary layer is much more rigid and this is
proved by the changed ratio between the measure-
ments of the long and short ares of the bubbles
given in Table 3.

Tasr-E 3

AvnRace LoNc eNo Snonr Axns (rN cus.) or
NrrRocnrv Busslrs rN \\Iarrn, Wlrn AND

Wtrnour DrtnncrNts

ating the water. If one could remove the
surrounding detergent molecules, so that a clean
bubble surface could be formed again, the
oxygenation capacity could be restored. The
Kessener brush aeration system appears to offer
such a possibility.

The Kessener brush provides an aeration
system ir.r lvhich the u'ater is constantly agitated by
rotating elements which are fixed on an axle. The
diameter of the brush rvas originally 32 cm., later
36 or 42 cm. ; and no.rvadays even 50 cm. diameter
brushes are produced. The original shape of the
stainless steel combs may also be improved and
the speed of rotation increased so that systems of
aerating water or sewage at much higher intensities
become possible, implying smaller aeration tanks.
Aeration rvith rotating elements may find more
application in the future than up to now.

There was at our disposal an experimental
tank of about 2.5 cubic metres capacity with a
brush one metre in length, adjusted above the
deeper end of the tank (Fig. 11). With a bristle
diameter of 42 cm., rotatir.rg at 120 r.p.m. under
normal conditions the O.C. of this system was
600 grams oxygen per hour per metre of brush.

When rve added 2!,4 or 10 p.p.m. detergents
to the tapwater in the tank the O.C. increased
considerably, and about twice the quantity of
oxygen was being dissolved at 10 p.p.m.

Pure q'ater
10 ppm. sec. alkyl sulphate

0.3977 bv 0.1882
0.3517 bv 0.2579

B. Pure water
1 0 ppm. alkl'larylsulphonate

0.3747 tcv 0.2446
0.3589 bv 0.2594

C. Pure water
10 ppm. Lissapol N.

0.4220 by 0.1985
0.3453 by 0.2509

These measures were taken directly after
their blanks, and although these blanks varied
somewhat, the addition of detergents in all cases
resulted in a more spherical shape. There was no
essential difference in this effect at the bottom and
at the top of the aeration column, although in the
long run the detergents rvhich are brought to the
surface with the bubbles may accumulate there.

The picture we obtain from the foregoing is
that the detergent molecules in the water close in
on the bubbles, covering part of their surface.
These bubbles rise in that condition to the surface
with a considerably decreased capacity for oxygen-

Fig. 10. Kessener Brush Aeration Purification Plant at Hilversum.



Fig. 11. Experirrrental Tank with Kessener Brush.

Teer-r 4
INrrueNcr oF DETERGENTS oN THE O.C. IN

Bnusu ArnauoN

Conc'n
ppm.

600
653
830
850

1093

Na-alkyl sulphate.
Na-alkylarylsulphonate.
Lissapol N.
New batch of Na-alkylarylsulphonate.
New batch of Na-alkyl sulphate.

systems, and a test was made to see whether this
would also be the case for rotating brush aeration.
A quantity of detergent was first added to the tank
conlents and the O.C. determined. A dose of
anti-foaming agent was then added. With the
Na-alkylarylsulphonate it was found that the
O.C. of the system reverted back to its original
value of about 600. The Na-alkyl sulphate was
influenced much less by such an addition, and the
Lissapol N was not influenced at all, as will be
seen from Table 5.

Tasr-E 5

INprurNcr oF DETERGENTS AND A.F.A. oN THE

C).C. or RorerrNc BnusH AnneuoN

Blmk
2* ppm, detergent ..
2l ppm. detergent r 2 ppm. A.F.A.

600
933
818

The mixture air/water, which is formed
when the combs of the brush are forced through
the water, is much finer, and at some distance
from the brush a "wall of foam" is formed, which
in the case of 4 p.p.m. detergent, may be kept at
that distance by the drops spraying from the brush.
If the concentration of the detergent is increased
to 10 p.p.m. the whole surface of the tank may
become covered rvith foam, partly due to the
special shape of the aeration tank. It is also to be
noted that the energy consumption of the brush
increases slightly when detergents are added.

The conditions under which bubbles are
produced by a rotating brush are quite different
from those where the bubbles emerge from an
orifice into water. Diffused-air bubbles produced
in this way are constant in volume, and the influence
of the detergents begins when the bubble begins
to rise and continues throughout its rise.

On the other hand, turbulence around the
teeth of the rotating brush forms the bubbles in
that instance and, as the liquid is vigorously
agitated under the brush, surface layers _ are
stripped from the bubbles and the renewal of the
surface is very intense.

It is also known that anti-foaming agents
may prevent foam formation in diffused-air

Investigations on the interesting behaviour of
this anti-foaming agent will be continued.

Lissapol N

+ rr. OEfCnNfi

Influence of detergents on the O.C. ln
brush aeratlon.

0
1

2+
4

10

599 600 603 610

809 689 716 933
893 795 824 1 170

1115 1043 1143 154+

Series I
II
III
IV

"1

Na-alkylarylsulphonate (new batch)

2l oom. detersent . .

zi iim. deterEent r 2 ppm. A.F.A.
10 ppm. detergent ..
l0 bbm. detergent I 8 ppm. A.F.A.

Na-alkyl sulphate (new batch)O.C. obtained in test series

II III IV

Blank
10 DDm. detergent . .

l0 -ppm. detergent - 8 ppm. A.F.A.

Anti-foaming agent

+. ,o lLxrLsULLiE

.r h lLryL lRfL Swfoxafe

.- LISSAPoL I

o. a: Hufct u b alrrl'lnfL
s4fottfe

t- 4MlUfU t hlLrlLSULf/fl

Fig. 12.



CoNcr-usroNs

The influence of detergents on aerationsystems
was examined photographically. By making
electron-flash pictures of 1/5,000 sec. exposure
time, the size of the bubbles could be measured and
their shape determined. From a determination of
their speed of ascent and their number, the total
volume of gas could be calculated. As these
experiments were done with nitrogen gas in
equilibrirrm with the water, the total volume could
be checked by collecting the gas at the top of the
aeration column. The agreement was quite
satisfactory. The photographs showed that the
size of the bubbles did not alter but that their
shape became more spherical. At the same time
the path of ascent became more rectilinear. The
conclusion was that a surface layer around the
bubble forms and exists throughout the whole rise,
thus decreasing the oxygenation of the water
considerably (50 per cent).

On the other hand, a very effective increase of
the oxygenation could be obtained if an aeration
system was used in which the renewal of the
surface of the bubble is an optimum, namely, with
a rotating brush system. With 10 p.p.m. of
detergenti an O.C. of nearly twice the original
value could be obtained. Finally, the question
was considered whether the decrease in O'C. for a

difiused-air system could be corrected by an anti-
foaming agent. It appeared not to be possible.
Results were even slightly worse.

With the rotating brush the effect of the
Na-alkylarylsulphonate could be neutralised by
the anii-foaming agent, the original value of the
O.C. being obtained again. The effect on. Na-
alkyl sutphite was much less, while for a non-ionic
det'e.g".ri no effect could be detected ; the foaming
was not influenced and the O.C. remained at about

1,000 grams per hour per metre of brush instead
of the original 600.

The consequences of the foregoing for the
purification of sewage which contains detergents
may be that for diffused-air systems, any action at
the surface of the aeration tank cannot improve
the dissolving of the oxygen, while anti-foaming
agents which are added to the tank contents do not
correct the decreased O.C. Only the mechanical
trouble of foam formation may be suppressed.
The dissolving of the oxygen has decreased and
remains low, so the only remedy against an
insufficiently purified effiuent is a more intensive
or longer aeration at greater cost.

For systems which use a rotating brush, the
oxygen supply to the activated sludge floc is
improved, but if foam formation should require a

remedy anti-foaming agent should be avoided if
possible as it counteracts the favourable effect of
the detergent on the oxygenation. In the
Hilversum plant, which uses Kessener brushes,
the simple spraying of the side of the tank with
sewage through Dresdener sprayers, opposite the
brush (see Fig. 10), provided adequate foam con-
trol, the effiuent being as completely purified (95o/o)
as formerly.
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Fig. 1. 
0 p.p.m. Detergent. 

Fig. 2. 
2.5 p.p.m. Detergent. 

Fig. 3. 
4 p.p.m. Detergent. 

Fig. 4. 
10 p.p.m. Detergent. 

Fig. 5. 
100 p.p.m. Detergent. 

Fig. 6. 
Nitrogen Bubbles in Tap 

water 1 5000 sec. Exposure. 

Fig. 7. 
Nitrogen Bubbles in Tap 

water plus 4 p.p.m. Teepol 
1,5000 sec. Exposure. 

Fig. 8. 
Nitrogen Bubbles in Tap 
water 1 10 sec. Exposure. 

Fig. 9. 
Nitrogen Bubbles in Tap 

water plus 4 p.p.m. Teepol 
1,10 sec. Exposure. 


