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The evolution of wastewater treatment has seen a significant shift from traditional suspended growth systems 

toward more intensified and resilient biological processes. Central to this evolution is the Biofilm Reactor, a 

technology that leverages the natural tendency of microorganisms to adhere to surfaces. As detailed in the Water 

Environment Federation (WEF) Manual of Practice No. 35 (MOP 35), biofilm reactors represent a cornerstone

of modern environmental engineering, offering high biomass concentrations, enhanced stability against shock

loads, and a smaller footprint compared to conventional activated sludge systems.

The Fundamental Biology of Fixed-Film Processes

To understand the engineering behind biofilm reactors, one must first grasp the biological mechanisms at play. A 

biofilm is a complex functional community of microorganisms encapsulated within a self-produced matrix of 

Extracellular Polymeric Substances (EPS). Unlike suspended growth systems where bacteria float freely in the 

mixed liquor, biofilm systems utilize a solid support medium (carrier) to facilitate growth.

Microbial Stratification and Substrate Flux

In a biofilm, the microbial community is stratified based on the availability of oxygen and nutrients. This stratification 

is governed by diffusion-limited kinetics. As wastewater flows over the biofilm, substrates (organic matter,

ammonia) and electron acceptors (oxygen, nitrate) must diffuse through a stagnant liquid film layer to reach the

active biomass. This creates distinct zones within the biofilm:

•  Aerobic Zone: The outer layer where high concentrations of oxygen allow for rapid oxidation of carbonaceous 

matter and nitrification.

•  Anoxic/Anaerobic Zone: The deeper layers where oxygen has been depleted, allowing for denitrification or 

anaerobic fermentation to occur.

•  Base Layer: The innermost layer attached to the media, often characterized by endogenous respiration or 

attachment/detachment dynamics.

The thickness of these layers is critical. If the biofilm becomes too thick, the inner layers may lose attachment 

strength, leading to a phenomenon known as sloughing, where chunks of biomass detach and enter the bulk

liquid.

Core Reactor Configurations and Technologies

WEF MOP 35 categorizes biofilm reactors based on how the media is situated and how the wastewater interacts

with it. These are generally divided into pure fixed-film systems and hybrid systems.

1. Trickling Filters (TF)

Trickling filters are one of the oldest forms of biological treatment but remain highly relevant due to their low energy 

requirements. Wastewater is distributed over a bed of media (historically rock, now typically high-efficiency plastic), 

and as it trickles down, the biofilm removes organic contaminants. Modern trickling filters utilize cross-flow or 

vertical-flow plastic media to maximize surface area and ventilation.



2. Rotating Biological Contactors (RBC)

RBCs consist of large, closely spaced circular disks mounted on a horizontal shaft that rotates slowly through the

wastewater. Typically, about 40% of the disk surface is submerged. The rotation provides both the necessary

aeration and the contact time required for the biofilm to process the waste. RBCs are valued for their modularity

and ease of operation in small to medium-sized facilities.

3. Moving Bed Biofilm Reactors (MBBR)

MBBR technology represents a significant leap in intensification. In an MBBR, small plastic carriers with high 

protected surface areas are kept in constant motion within the reactor via aeration or mechanical mixing. Unlike 

activated sludge, MBBRs do not require a Return Activated Sludge (RAS)line, simplifying the hydraulic

management of the plant.

4. Integrated Fixed-Film Activated Sludge (IFAS)

IFAS is a hybrid technology that combines the benefits of both suspended growth and fixed-film processes. By 

placing biofilm media directly into an activated sludge aeration tank, the system can maintain a much higher total 

biomass concentration. This is particularly effective for nitrification upgradesin existing plants that are limited by

tank volume.

Technical Analysis: Engineering Design Parameters

Designing a biofilm reactor requires a departure from the traditional Solids Retention Time (SRT) calculations used 

in activated sludge. Instead, engineers focus on Surface Area Loading Rates (SALR) and Volumetric Loading 

Rates (VLR).

Mathematical Foundations of Biofilm Kinetics

The performance of a biofilm reactor is often modeled using the flux (J)of the substrate into the biofilm, expressed

as:

J = k * S / (K + S)

Where:J = Substrate flux (g/m²/day)k = Maximum specific utilization rateS = Substrate concentration in the bulk 

liquidK = Half-saturation constant

Because the reaction is diffusion-limited, the effective surface area of the media is the most critical design variable. 

Engineers must calculate the Specific Surface Area (SSA), which is the total surface area available for biofilm

growth per unit volume of the reactor (m²/m³).

Comparative Evaluation of Biofilm Technologies

The following table provides a side-by-side comparison of the core biofilm technologies based on operational

characteristics defined in WEF MOP 35.



Feature Trickling Filter RBC MBBR IFAS

Biomass Control Natural Sloughing Mechanical/Natural Self-scouring Mixed (RAS + 
Biofilm)

Energy Consumption Low (Gravity) Moderate High (Aeration/
Mixing)

High (Aeration)

Process Stability High Moderate Very High High

Land Footprint Large Moderate Compact Very Compact

Maintenance Low High (Mechanical) Low Moderate

Nitrification Capacity Moderate High (if staged) Excellent Excellent

Operational Management and Practical Implementation

Effective operation of biofilm reactors according to MOP 35 standards requires precise control over hydraulic and

organic loads to prevent common failure modes such as media clogging or oxygen mass-transfer limitations.

Managing Biofilm Thickness and Sloughing

In systems like MBBR, the thickness of the biofilm is managed by the shear forces generated by aeration. In 

Trickling Filters, hydraulic flushing is used. If the hydraulic loading rate (HLR) is too low, the biofilm may grow 

excessively, leading to ponding(clogging of the media interstices), which prevents air flow and creates anaerobic,

foul-smelling conditions.

Aeration and Oxygen Transfer

For aerobic biofilm processes, oxygen transfer is often the rate-limiting step. Because the biofilm is dense, the 

Dissolved Oxygen (DO)concentration in the bulk liquid must often be kept higher than in activated sludge systems

—typically between 3.0 to 5.0 mg/L—to ensure that oxygen penetrates into the deeper layers of the biofilm for

effective nitrification.

Advanced Case Study: Retrofitting for Nutrient Removal

A common application discussed in technical literature involves the conversion of a carbon-only activated sludge 

plant to a Biological Nutrient Removal (BNR) facility using IFAS technology. 

The Challenge

A municipality needs to achieve total nitrogen (TN) limits below 10 mg/L but has no physical space to build

additional aeration basins. The existing system is operating at its maximum solids capacity, and increasing the

Mixed Liquor Suspended Solids (MLSS) would result in clarifier failure.

The Solution

By installing fixed-media modules or moving carriersinto the aerobic zone, the plant can increase its total

biomass (Inventory) by 40-60% without increasing the solids loading to the secondary clarifiers. The fixed-film

biomass handles the slow-growing nitrifying bacteria (Nitrosomonas and Nitrobacter), while the suspended

biomass continues to handle the bulk of the BOD removal. This "dual-growth" approach allows for nitrification to



occur at lower temperatures and higher flow rates than previously possible.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Biofilm reactors, while robust, are subject to specific operational hurdles. WEF MOP 35 outlines several strategies

for mitigation:

1.  Media Clogging: Frequently caused by inadequate pre-treatment (screening/grit removal). Solution: Ensure 

fine screens (6mm or less) are used upstream of MBBR and IFAS systems.

2.  Snail and Larvae Infestations: Trickling filters and RBCs can suffer from macro-fauna that consume the 

biofilm. Solution: Periodic flooding of the filter or controlled chlorination of the influent (with caution).

3.  Uneven Distribution: In Trickling Filters, if the rotary distributor speed is not calibrated, some areas of the 

media may dry out while others are overloaded. Solution: Adjusting the orifice openings and arm speed to maintain 

a consistent Spülkraft (flushing intensity).

4.  Mechanical Fatigue: Especially in RBCs, the heavy weight of the biofilm can lead to shaft failure. Solution: 

Regular monitoring of motor amperage and visual inspections of the shaft and bearings.

The Future of Biofilm Technology: Aerobic Granular Sludge (AGS)

While MOP 35 focuses on traditional biofilm reactors, the field is moving toward Aerobic Granular Sludge (AGS).

AGS is essentially a "biofilm without a carrier." In these systems, microorganisms form dense granules that settle

rapidly. This represents the ultimate intensification of the biofilm principle, allowing all biological processes (COD

removal, nitrification, denitrification, and phosphorus removal) to occur simultaneously within a single granule in a

sequencing batch reactor (SBR) format.

Synthesizing Technical Excellence in Biofilm Design

The integration of biofilm reactors into the global wastewater infrastructure provides a path toward more

sustainable and efficient water reclamation. By following the rigorous engineering standards set forth in WEF MOP

35, designers and operators can ensure that these systems deliver consistent performance even under challenging

environmental conditions. The key lies in balancing the physical properties of the media, the biological

requirements of the microbial community, and the hydraulic realities of the treatment plant. As we continue to face

stricter effluent regulations and shrinking urban footprints, the role of the biofilm reactor will only become more

central to the mission of protecting our water resources.

Successful implementation requires a holistic understanding of mass transfer, microbial ecology, and mechanical

design. Whether it is a simple trickling filter for a rural community or a sophisticated IFAS system for a metropolitan

hub, the principles of fixed-film biology remains a vital tool in the environmental engineer's toolkit. Future

developments in material science and computational fluid dynamics (CFD) will likely lead to even more optimized

media shapes and reactor geometries, further pushing the boundaries of what biological wastewater treatment can

achieve.
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