
Introduction

Nowadays, one of the most commonly known environmental 
concerns is wastewater treatment. There is a strong need to 
reduce, among other things, the number of organic contaminants 
and total suspended solids, as they, along with high phosphorus 
and nitrogen levels, play a major role in water eutrophication 
(Jóźwiakowska and Marzec, 2020). 

Due to rapid urbanization and industrialization in recent 
decades, large amounts of urban sewage sludge have been 
generated in sewage treatment plants. However, sewage sludge 
typically contains high concentrations of phosphorus, nitrogen, 
heavy metals, organic trace pollutants, and pathogens, that of 
which pose significant environmental hazards after disposal. 
The treatment of sewage sludge (SS) is a major concern, 
as improper handling can lead to cross-contamination and 
seriously impact human health.

Phosphorus is one of the essential elements in food 
production, as it is naturally present in all organisms and resistant 
to modification by other substances. However, phosphate 
rocks, a key source of phosphorus, are scarce. Their formation 
takes about 10–15 million years, making the supply limited 
(Havukainen et al. 2016). Phosphorus shares similarities with 

nitrogen, as both are non-volatile, do not form stable gaseous 
compounds, and cannot circulate in the air. For these reasons, 
improving phosphorus recovery strategies is crucial.

Some researchers argue that sewage sludge is one of the 
most promising resources for phosphorus recovery. However, 
sewage sludge often contains organic contaminants and heavy 
metals, including personal care and pharmaceutical products, 
which prevent its direct use in products. The organic matter in 
sewage sludge can be removed through incineration, resulting 
in sewage sludge ash (SSA). SSA is enriched with minerals and 
serves as a secondary phosphorus source (Herzel et al. 2016).

One way to use sewage sludge is by converting it into 
biochar. Biochar is a carbon-rich material produced during the 
pyrolysis, a process that typically involves heating biomass with 
little or no oxygen (Jamaludin et al. 2019). The collection and 
treatment of wastewater, along with the efficient use of sewage 
sludge biochar, are critical for managing a growing population, 
rapidly developing industries, and pollution abatement efforts 
aimed at controlling harmful by-products. As sewage sludge 
waste streams increase, this issue becomes even more urgent. 
It is a global concern that the European Union is addressing 
through domestic legal requirements, unified guidelines, and 
indicators.
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relevant and important, primarily to reduce eutrophication in surface waters. Using sewage sludge biochar as an 
adsorbent for phosphate removal from wastewater offers an opportunity to reuse sewage sludge (SS) and return 
phosphorus to the biogeochemical cycle. In this study, the efficiency of two phosphate removal methods - batch 
adsorption and fixed-bed column process – was investigated using pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar (PSSB) 
produced at different temperatures (300 °C, 400 °C, 500 °C, 600 °C). In the batch adsorption experiment, direct 
mixing of 600 °C pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar with wastewater resulted in a relatively low phosphate removal 
efficiency (only about 18 %) at an initial phosphate concentration of 100 mg/l. In contrast, the fixed-bed column 
process, using PSSB as a filter for phosphate adsorption, showed significantly better results. The highest phosphate 
removal efficiency (up to 90%) was achieved after 30 min of filtration, using an initial phosphate concentration of 
30 mg/l initial and biochar pyrolyzed at 600 °C.
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In a water purification device developed at Vilnius 
Gediminas Technical University, Department of Environmental 
and Water Engineering, biochar made from sewage sludge is 
used as a filter. With the depletion of non-renewable energy 
resources, rising fuel prices on the global market, and increasing 
waste production, it is crucial to explore new opportunities to 
harness potential. Biochar produced from sewage sludge offers 
a greener, cheaper, and more sustainable alternative to current 
water treatment methods.

The study aims to determine the efficiency of two selected 
methods − batch adsorption and fixed-bed column process 
− for removing phosphorus from wastewater using sewage 
sludge biochar produced at different temperatures. In the batch 
adsorption experiment,  pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar 
(PSSB) samples were used at temperatures of 300°C, 400°C, 
500°C, and 600°C. For the fixed-bed column experiment, 
PSSB samples were used at 400°C, 500°C, and 600°C.

Material and methods

The experiment lasted approximately one year, during which 
nearly 500 samples were taken for this analysis.

Preparation of sewage sludge biochar
The chosen adsorbent was pyrolyzed sewage sludge. Municipal 
sewage sludge (SS) was obtained from a municipal WWTP in 
Vilnius, Lithuania. The wastewater treatment plant produces 9 
tons of sewage sludge pellets annually and uses both biological 
and mechanical treatment processes. 

SS from primary and secondary stages is mixed in septic 
tanks, compressed, heated, hydrolyzed, and then anaerobically 
digested under moderate temperature conditions. After 
digestion, the sludge is dried to a moisture content of 70%, and 
then further dried to a moisture content of 5% using special 
equipment, resulting in odorless, darkened pellets.

Samples of sewage sludge pallets were dried at a 
temperature of 100 °C until a constant mass was achieved, 
indicating that the moisture content of the raw material was 4.2 
± 0.1% based on weight loss. Biochar was produced from SS 
plates by pyrolysis in a tubular furnace, with a nitrogen flow 
rate set at 2 l/min during the pyrolysis process (Januševičius et 
al. 2022).

We placed 30 g of sewage sludge pellets in a pot without 
an aluminum foil cover. Pyrolysis was performed at four 
different temperatures (300 ± 1, 400 ± 1, 500 ± 1, and ± 600 
± 1 °C) for 2 hours. A large amount of sludge pallet biochar 
(approximately 100 g) was obtained by repeating the pyrolysis 
process. The heating rate was calculated to be around 12–13 
°C/min (Januševičius et al. 2022). 

Before using sewage sludge biochar, the sludge was 
ground. For the first method of phosphate adsorption, the 
biochar samples from the sewage sludge were ground and 
sieved to pass a 100-μm mesh-size sieve. In the second method, 
the sewage sludge biochar samples were sifted and sorted 
to achieve a particle size of 1 – 1.6 mm diameter. Different 
particle sizes were selected to increase the surface area of the 
adsorbent. 

Figure 1. Scheme of phosphate batch adsorption experiment: 1 – polluted wastewater; 2 – polluted wastewater with PSSB (2a – 
the rotary shaker, 2b – the solution was then rotated in a rotary shaker with end-over-end at 20 rpm for six hours); 3 – clean water 
(3a – after mixing, the samples were filtered using gravity filtration and a < 0,45 μm filter; 3b – the pH of the filtered samples was 

measured using a pH meter)
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Determination of sewage sludge biochar pH
To determine the natural pH of the samples, 1 g of pyrolyzed 
sewage sludge biochar produced at different temperatures (300 
°C, 400 °C, 500 °C, and 600 °C) was mixed with 20 ml of 
deionized water. The mixtures were left to shake for 24 hours 
on a shaker (Barnstead Thermolyne Big Bill Digital Orbital 
Shake Model 73625) at ~ 50 rpm. Afterward, all samples, 
including those with CaCl2 and deionized water, were filtered 
using a filter with a pore size < 0.45 μm. The pH of each 
sample was then analyzed using a pH-meter (Hanna pHep® 
Pocket pH tester). 

Phosphate batch adsorption experiment
In this experimental study, artificially contaminated deionized 
water was used to create different concentrations of phosphate 
that exceeded the permitted amounts of pollutants in wastewater 
(Figure 1). 

The study aimed to investigate phosphate adsorption on 
biochar using a mixing method. The experiment was conducted 
using a fixed mass of pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar and 
two varying phosphate concentrations, specifically 50 mg/l 
and 100 mg/l. To achieve these concentrations, potassium 
dihydrogen orthophosphate (KH2PO4) was dissolved in 
deionized water to prepare a phosphate stock solution. The 
chosen phosphate concentrations were based on previous 
research studies conducted by Li et al. 2019, Wang et al. 2021, 
and Yin et al. 2019. It is important to note that all chemicals, 
reagents, and mixtures used in the experiment were of high 

analytical quality. The mixing process was carried out using 
a Gerhardt Laboshake rotary shaker, which can hold up to 12 
bottles simultaneously.

Two separate experiments were conducted, varying the 
solution’s pH and mixing time:

In the first experiment, 1 g of each type of PSSB was 
added to the prepared phosphate solutions of 50 mg/l and 100 
mg/l. The solutions were then rotated end-over-end in a rotary 
shaker at 11 rpm for 2 hours.

In the second experiment, 1 g portion of each type of PSSB 
was added to the 50 mg/l and 100 mg/l phosphate solutions 
with different pH values (2, 4, 6, 10, 12). The solutions were 
rotated end-over-end in a rotary shaker at 20 rpm for 6 hours.

The condition was changed to determine the effects on 
phosphate adsorption and increase efficiency.

After mixing, the samples were filtered through gravity 
filtration using a < 0,45 μm filter. The pH of the filtered samples 
was then measured with a pH meter. Following the adsorption 
process, the phosphate concentration was determined using the 
colorimetry method. The blank samples were also included in 
the initial phosphate solution as controls.
Colorimetry method for determining the concentration of PO4

3--P:
1.  5 ml of water sample mixed with 0.2 ml of analytical 

solution.
2.  The sample was placed into a spectrophotometer at a 

wavelength of 410 nm.
3.  The absorbance results were converted to PO4

3--P 
concentration by multiplying the absorbance by 18.

Figure 2. Scheme of phosphate adsorption during fixed-bed column process: 1 – polluted wastewater; 2 – the filter charge 
preparation involved taking 400 ml of pyrolyzed biochar at a specific temperature (2a – 400 °C PSSB; 2b – 500 °C PSSB; 2c – 600 

°C PSSB); 3 – clean water (concentration of PO4
3--P was determined using the colorimetry method)
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Phosphate adsorption during fixed-bed column 
process
Pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar (PSSB), produced at 400 °C, 
500 °C, and 600 °C, was used as a filtration medium to evaluate 
its ability to adsorb phosphates during a continuous waste flow 
(Figure 2).

The columns used had a diameter of 4.5 cm, with a 
supporting layer of approximately 100 ml of small stones 
placed at the base. Three different sewage sludge biochars, 
produced at 400 °C, 500 °C, and 600 °C, were added to three 
separate columns. The filter media preparation involved taking 
400 ml of biochar, pyrolyzed at the specific temperature, and 
sieving it to achieve a particle size of 1–1.6 mm. The height of 
the biochar in the columns was measured both before and after 
compaction.

A 100 l solution with a 30 mg/l PO4
3-P concentration was 

prepared using 100 l of water from the city water supply and 25 
g of KH2PO4. The solution was passed simultaneously through 
the three columns at a flow rate of approximately 16–20 ml/
min. The water flow speed was calculated to be around 1.08 
± 0,005 l/h.

Samples from the three different columns were collected 
every 1 or 2 hours, and the concentration of PO4

3--P was 
determined using colorimetry method. 

Calculations and modeling
Two indicators - equilibrium adsorption capacity (qe, mg/g) 
and removal efficiency (R, %) - were selected to evaluate 
the efficiency of pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar (PSSB) in 
adsorbing phosphates (PO4

3--P).
The amount of adsorbate adsorbed by the biochar at 

equilibrium was calculated according to equation (1):
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Where qe (mg/g) represents the equilibrium adsorption 
capacity, which is the amount of adsorbate adsorbed per gram 
of biochar.    V is the volume of the solution in liters, C0 and Ce 
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biochar adsorbent in grams (Mo et al. 2024).

The removal efficiency (R, %) was calculated using initial 
and final phosphate concentrations in the solutions according 
to equation (2):
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Where qm (mg/g) represents the maximum adsorption capacity 
at any given time; Ce (mg/l) represents the concentration of 
P in the solution at equilibrium; KL and KF are the Langmuir 
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Figure 3. Different types of sewage sludge biochar equilibrium adsorption capacity (qe, mg/g) of PO4
3--P at different pH values of 

the solution (the lines above each column represent significant differences at p < 0.05)
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The average experimental results were calculated from 
three replicates of each experimental treatment and reported as 
the mean ± standard deviation. The data were analyzed using 
variance analysis, with only values having a p-value less than 
0.05 considered significant. This analysis was performed to 
determine if there were significant differences in the adsorption 
capacity of pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar across different 
phosphate concentrations and pH values.

Results And Discussion

The research used the batch adsorption method to evaluate the 
potential of PSSB as an adsorbent for removing phosphates 
from wastewater. The influent pH and initial phosphorus 
concentration can impact the adsorption performance of the 
adsorbent during the batch adsorption experiment (Jung et al. 
2017; Nguyen et al. 2015). 

Effect of pH 
It is well-known that the adsorption capacity depends on 
various pH values. An experiment was conducted to determine 
the optimal initial pH values for phosphate adsorption for each 
biochar sample, and the results are presented in Figure 3.

The study investigated the impact of solution pH on 
phosphate adsorption onto biochar derived from sewage sludge 
across a pH range of 2 to 12. During the batch adsorption 
experiment, various initial pH values were evaluated for their 
effect on phosphorus adsorption capacity (Figure 1). The 
highest equilibrium adsorption capacities were observed with 
600 °C sewage sludge biochar at pH 10 (12.04 mg/g) and pH 
12 (12.56 mg/g), while the lowest capacity was recorded at 
pH 4 (5.05 mg/g). Among all samples, the highest equilibrium 

adsorption capacity was again associated with 600 °C sewage 
sludge biochar, whereas the lowest results across all pH values 
were observed for the 300 °C sewage sludge biochar. Notably, 
the weakest phosphorus adsorption capacity was seen at a 
pH value of 4. This may suggest that an acidic pH value of 
4 is unsuitable for this type of biochar, potentially leading 
to phosphate leaching rather than enhancing the adsorption 
process. On the other hand, acidic conditions can sometimes 
be favorable for phosphate adsorption by biochar (Li et al. 
2019). However, the results of this experiment show that under 
alkaline conditions (pH of 10 and 12), two out of four types of 
biochar (400 °C and 600 °C) exhibited the highest adsorption 
capacities.

The natural pH values of the biochar may explain the 
differences in equilibrium adsorption capacities among the 
various biochar samples. To investigate this, the natural pH 
values of the initial sewage sludge biomass were determined 
for biochar produced at 300 °C, 400 °C, 500 °C and 600 °C. 
The pH values of the solution ranged from 7.91 to 9.96 mg/g. 
Notably, the pH value of the 600 °C PSSB (9.91) is closer to 
the optimal pH value of 10, suggesting that using the natural 
pH of biochar could enhance its capacity to remove pollutants.

Effect of contact time 
The experiment was conducted to determine whether the 
adsorption capacity depends on the contact time between 
sewage sludge biochar and the solution.

Results of the equilibrium adsorption capacity of 
phosphates (qe, mg/g) using 300 °C, 400 °C, 500 °C and 600 °C 
sewage sludge biochar are shown in Figure 4.

The equilibrium adsorption capacity of phosphates among 
the same type of biochar showed no significant differences, 

Figure 4. Equilibrium adsorption capacity of phosphates (qe, mg/g) using 300 °C, 400 °C, 500 °C and 600 °C sewage sludge 
biochar (the lines above each column represent significant differences at p < 0.05)
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except for PSSB produced at 400 °C. PSSB 400 °C exhibited 
an average equilibrium adsorption capacity of 7.23 mg/g after 
240 min (or 4 hours) of contact time. Increasing the duration 
of shaking enhanced the adsorption capacity, with the highest 
value of 9.98 mg/g observed after 480 min (or 8 hours).

This type of biochar was the only one that showed a 
decrease in adsorption capacity with prolonged contact 
time. Zhang et al. (2021) observed a tendency for adsorption 
capacity to increase with longer contact times. The lack of a 
similar trend in this research may indicate that unmodified 
sewage sludge biochar does not significantly impact adsorption 
capacity over time when using the batch adsorption method, 
as it likely reaches its total capacity early in the process. In 
conclusion, the contact time in the batch adsorption method 
does not appear to yield significant differences, suggesting that 
further research is needed to explore this phenomenon.

The equilibrium adsorption capacity of PO4
3--P during 

the batch adsorption method did not meet the expected levels. 
Compared to other studies involving different types of biochar, 
the concentrations and amounts of adsorbed phosphates in this 
research are low (Jung et al. 2017, Li et al. 2019, Wang et al. 
2021). Additionally, when comparing this study to previous 
research on modified sewage sludge biochar, the results are 
also unsatisfactory (Li et al. 2019, Ma et al. 2020, Yang et al. 
2018). Several studies have analyzed the factors influencing 
phosphate adsorption capacity using sewage sludge, the kinetics 
of adsorption, and potential biochar modifications to enhance 
adsorption capacity (Almanassra et al. 2021, Nobaharan et al. 
2021, Rangabhashiyam et al. 2022).

Like findings by other researchers (Li et al. 2019, Liu et al. 
2020, D. Zhang et al. 2021), this study observed that phosphate 
adsorption capacity is proportional to the temperature of 
pyrolyzed biochar. Previous studies have demonstrated that 
the sorption capacity of biochar increases with higher pyrolysis 
temperatures, with biochar produced at 600°C exhibiting the 
highest sorption capacity compared to those made at 300°C, 
400°C and 500°C. Consequently, phosphorus sorption was 
greater with biochar that had undergone using higher pyrolysis 
temperatures.

The resulting correlation coefficient aligns well with 
the particle diffusion model, which describes the movement 
of phosphate molecules from areas of higher concentration 
to areas of lower concentration, following a concentration 

gradient until uniform distribution is achieved. This model 
suggests that the adsorption mechanism operates through 
diffusion; wherein the pollutant molecules enter the interior 
of the adsorbent from the solution. The adsorption process 
involves four stages: the movement of pollutant molecules 
towards the surface of the biochar, diffusion in the boundary 
layer and across the surface, and diffusion of phosphate into 
the interior of the adsorbent. These findings were further 
confirmed by Langmuir and Freundlich simulations, which 
indicated a maximum phosphorus adsorption capacity (qe) 
of 12.63 mg/g when utilizing biochar pyrolyzed at 600°C 
was used (1 Table). The coefficients calculated from these 
models serve as important indicators of adsorption efficiency, 
particularly at an initial phosphorus concentration of 30 mg/l. 

The Langmuir coefficients (KL) is a critical indicator for 
evaluating the adsorption process, as it reflects the uniformity 
of adsorption across the surface area. In this study, the KL 
values ranged from 0.13 to 0.15. Additionally, the Freundlich 
constant (1/n) also indicates the adsorption capacity and 
intensity. When the values of the 1/n constant fall between 1 
and 2, it suggests that the phosphorus adsorption capacity is 
moderate and more efficient with biochar produced at higher 
pyrolysis temperatures. The Freundlich constant (KF) values 
were found to range from 1.48 to 1.51 (Almanassra et al. 2021, 
Jung et al. 2017, Li et al. 2019, Liu et al. 2020, Ma et al. 2020, 
D. Zhang et al. 2021).

Removal efficiency   
A comparison of two initial phosphate concentrations and 
biochar samples pyrolyzed at four different temperatures was 
conducted to evaluate the relationship between the efficient 
use of biochar and the reduction of phosphate concentration 
in wastewater. Original sewage sludge biomass was 
selected as the control for producing biochar samples. The 
efficiency of PO4

3--P removal varied with different pyrolysis 
temperatures. The results of the batch experiment, shown in 
Figure 5, indicated a phosphorus removal efficiency of 9.8% 
at an initial concentration of 50 mg/l. Among all four biochar 
samples, the lowest removal efficiencies were observed for the 
biochar produced at 300 °C PSSB (9.8% phosphorus removal 
efficiency at an initial phosphorus concentration of 50 mg/l 
in the solution) and at 400 °C (9.75% phosphorus removal 
efficiency at 50 mg/l). 

 Table 1. Phosphate adsorption capacity (mg/g) and parameters of isotherms using pyrolyzed biochar at 600°C

Samples of 
biochar Adsorbate

Langmuir Freundlich

qe (mg/g) KL R² 1/n KF R²

PSSB (300 °C) PO⁴
3--P 8.42 0.15 0.96 1.72 1.51 0.99

PSSB (400 °C) PO⁴
3--P 9.98 0.16 0.96 1.55 1.40 0.99

PSSB (500 °C) PO⁴
3--P 11.44 0.11 0.97 1.47 1.34 0.98

PSSB (600 °C) PO⁴
3--P 12.63 0.13 0.99 1.63 1.48 0.99
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Additionally, when the concentration in the solution was 
100 mg/l, the removal efficiencies were also low. The efficiency 
of this wastewater treatment may have been influenced by the 
incomplete conversion of organic compounds to carbon during 
the pyrolysis process at 300 °C and 400 °C. Moreover, many 
researchers note that PSSB produced at low temperatures tends 
to retain higher levels of total organic carbon (as demonstrated 
in this study) and nitrogen content. However, it may contain 
lower levels of Na, K, and P elements (Khanmohammadi et 
al., 2015), which could have influenced the lower pollutant 
adsorption process.

During a batch adsorption experiment, direct mixing 
occurred between the pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochar (PSSB) 
at 600 °C and the wastewater. This resulted in a relatively low 
phosphate removal efficiency of only about 18% when the 
initial phosphorus concentration was 100 mg/l. Similarly, at 
an initial phosphorus concentration of 50 mg/l, the phosphorus 
removal efficiency using PSSB at 600 °C reached 17%. 
However, these results are not high compared to other research 
experiments, where phosphate adsorption using various 
types of biochar typically reaches up to 30% (Li et al. 2019). 
Additionally, modified biochar has demonstrated a significant 
enhancement in pollutant sorption capacity compared to non-
modified biochar, as reported by Jung et al. 2017, Li et al. 
2019, Liu et al. 2020, Ma et al. 2020, Yang et al. 2018, Zhang 
et al. 2021.

It should be noted that there is a significant difference in the 
equilibrium adsorption capacity of phosphorus (qe, mg/g) and 
phosphate removal efficiency (%) between the 600 °C sewage 
sludge biochar and the other three PSSBs (300 °C, 400 °C, 500 
°C). Only the 600 °C sewage sludge biochar shows potential for 
wastewater treatment using the batch adsorption method. 

Research conducted by other scientists confirms that 
using biochar pyrolyzed at higher temperatures increases the 
efficiency of phosphorus removal from wastewater (Jung et al. 

2017, Li et al. 2019, Wang et al. 2021, Yin et al. 2019, Zhang 
et al. 2021). This trend provides a promising foundation for 
further research aimed at achieving higher removal efficiency. 
However, Li et al. (2019) used biochar produced at pyrolysis 
temperatures of 400 °C, 600 °C and 800 °C, and their findings 
indicated that 600 °C was the optimal temperature for 
phosphate adsorption and minimizing heavy metal leaching. 
This suggests that further increasing the pyrolysis temperature 
does not always lead to a steady increase in adsorption capacity.

Phosphate removal using biochar is affected by various 
factors, including surface area, zeta potential value, and 
mineral composition (Almanassra et al. 2021). As a result, 
the conclusions of the batch experiment require further 
experimental studies to validate the results. Most researchers 
believe that phosphate adsorption in biochar is primarily due 
to the presence of elements such as Mg, Ca, Fe, or Al on the 
biochar surface (Almanassra et al. 2021). 

Phosphate adsorption during the fixed-bed column 
process results
Three different sewage sludge biochar samples (400 °C, 500 
°C, and 600 °C) were used in this experimental study to remove 
phosphates from phosphate solution using a fixed-bed column 
process. Initial phosphate concentrations in the water were 30 
mg/l of PO4

3--P.
Figures 6 and 7 show that sewage sludge biochar as a 

filler effectively adsorbed PO4
3--P from the prepared solution. 

Filtration through the biochar filler had a positive impact on 
pollutant removal, with particularly good results observed in 
the first two hours. After filtering 15 l of solution, the adsorption 
efficiency of the sewage sludge biochar began to decrease, 
showing signs of saturation within a few hours. As noted by 
Mekonnen et al. (2021), that the adsorption capacity of biochar 
gradually becomes “full”, leading to a decline in efficiency over 
time. The highest phosphate removal efficiency was achieved 

Figure 5. Phosphate removal efficiency (%) on the different PSSBs when the initial concentration of phosphate was 
50 mg/l and 100 mg/l (the lines above each column represent significant differences at p < 0.05)
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after 30 minutes of filtration (400 °C – 44%, 500 °C – 71%, 
600 °C – 90%). Minimal efficiency value was observed after 
10 hours, likely due to the biochar reaching its adsorption limit 
earlier.  In addition, Figure 6 shows the change in phosphate 
adsorption as a function of contact time. The experiment 
continued for up to 34 hours, with a slight increase in removal 
efficiency (%) after 11 hours and a reduction in phosphate 
concentration (mg/l) after filtering 13 l of water Figs 6 and 7).

In a study aimed at improving phosphorus removal in a 
stationary column process, we observed pollutant removal in 
all three filters, where different sewage sludge biochars were 

used. Our findings showed that phosphorus removal efficiency 
declined after 10 hours in all three columns. This suggests 
that after 12 hours, the biochar of differently pyrolyzed sludge 
does not affect the phosphorus removal efficiency and sorption 
balance in these studies. Other researchers have noted that 
fixed-bed systems never reach proper sorption equilibrium. 
As the solution passes through the loading layer, it continually 
encounters fresh adsorbent, attempting to establish new 
adsorption equilibrium. However, due to limited contact time 
in the fixed-bed column, proper equilibrium is never fully 
achieved (Deng et al. 2014).

Figure 6. Removal efficiency (%) of phosphate (PO4
3--P) from solution using the fixed-bed method and different 

sewage sludge biochar samples  (the lines above each point represent significant differences at p < 0.05)

Figure 7. The concentration of phosphate (PO4
3--P) during the fixed-bed process using different sewage sludge 

biochar samples (the lines above each point represent significant differences at p < 0.05)
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It was observed that the adsorption rate gradually decreased 
and eventually stabilized, though equilibrium was not achieved 
within the experimental timeframe. This may be a limitation of 
the study, possibly due to an insufficient volume of solutions or 
an excessively fast wastewater flow rate.

Using three different pyrolyzed sewage sludge biochars as 
a filler, the initial removal efficiency of phosphate phosphorus 
varied significantly across the different biochar temperatures 
(Figure 7). The difference was evident only at the beginning of 
the process. However, after filtering about 16 l of contaminated 
wastewater, the phosphorus concentration and removal efficiency 
converged to approximately 16 mg/l, and this trend continued 
until the end of the experiment. Even the biochar pyrolyzed at 
600°C, with its higher adsorption capacity, eventually achieved 
the same phosphorus removal efficiency as the other biochars. 
Only the 600 °C biochar maintained more than 50% removal 
efficiency during the first ten hours, whereas the 400 °C biochar 
never reached 50% efficiency at any point during this study.

Other research has also concluded that higher pyrolysis 
temperatures result in greater removal efficiencies when using 
biochar as a filler in the filtration process (Deng et al. 2014; 
Jourak et al. 2011; Jung et al. 2017; Mekonnen et al. 2021; 
Nguyen et al. 2015). These findings align with trends observed 
in other experiments, providing a positive outlook for further 
research. For example, recent studies on sewage sludge biochar 
have primarily focused on two aspects: first, improving the 
adsorption performance of sludge biochar through structural 
enhancements and other methods; second, enhancing the 
catalytic ability of sludge biochar in advanced oxidation 
processes via modification techniques such as heteroatom 
doping (Lv et al. 2023).

Given the potential of sewage sludge biochar, its high 
removal efficiency offers promise for its application in 
wastewater treatment plants through the implementation of 
a filtration process (Jourak et al. 2011). However, the high 
removal efficiency of sewage sludge biochar is sustained for 
only a short period (approximately 5 hours). This presents 
a significant limitation, as the frequent need to replace the 
biochar every 5 hours would not be efficient or practical in a 
wastewater treatment plant.

According to the results, the phosphate removal efficiency 
was excellent, as anticipated. The type of biochar used plays 
a crucial role in this process, with sewage sludge biochar 
pyrolyzed at 600 °C demonstrating the best phosphate removal 
performance, likely due to the advantages of high pyrolysis 
temperatures. This type of biochar has a great capacity 
for phosphate adsorption. Research has shown that using 
modified biochar in fixed-bed processes can lead to even 
better results. Most researchers have observed that modified 
biochar demonstrates a higher PO4

3-P adsorption capacity 
than unmodified biochar (Almanassra et al. 2021, Deng et al. 
2014, Jung et al. 2017, Li et al. 2019, Liu et al. 2020, Ma et 
al. 2020, Yang et al. 2018, D. Zhang et al. 2021, Y. Zhou et 
al. 2017). Modifications to biochar can involve the addition 
of metals (Huang et al. 2022, Ma et al. 2020, Yang et al. 2018) 
or other substances and salts (Jung et al. 2017, Li et al. 2019, 
Liu et al. 2020, D. Zhang et al. 2021). This trend provides a 
promising foundation for further research aimed at achieving 
higher removal efficiencies by changing the physicochemical 
properties of biochar, including its structure.

Conclusions

In a batch adsorption experiment, the highest removal 
efficiency was achieved with 600 °C sewage sludge biochar, 
showing a phosphate removal efficiency of 17% at an initial P 
concentration of 50 mg/l and 18% at 100 mg/l.

Among all four biochar samples tested in the batch 
adsorption experiment, the lowest phosphate removal 
efficiency was observed with sewage sludge biochar pyrolyzed 
at 300 °C, achieving a removal efficiency of 9,8% at an initial 
P concentration of 50 mg/l and 9.75 % at 400 °C with an initial 
P concentration of 100 mg/l. 

Sewage sludge biochar pyrolyzed at 400 °C exhibited an 
average equilibrium adsorption capacity of 7.23 mg/g after 240 
min (4 hours) of contact time. However, extending the shaking 
duration to 480 min (8 hours) increased the adsorption capacity 
to its maximum value of 9.98 mg/g.

During the fixed bed column process, the highest phosphate 
removal efficiency was observed after 30 min of filtration: 
44% for PSSB at 400 °C, 71% for PSSB at 500 °C, and  90% 
for PSSB at 600 °C. This indicates that the most effective 
removal efficiency was achieved using sewage sludge biochar 
pyrolyzed at 600 °C. 

This research showed that phosphorus removal efficiency 
decreased after 12 hours in all three columns. This indicates 
that, beyond 12 hours, the differently pyrolyzed biochars do 
not significantly affect the phosphorus removal efficiency or 
sorption balance.

Both the batch adsorption experiment and the fixed-
bed column process revealed a trend of increasing removal 
efficiency with higher pyrolysis temperatures. This finding 
provides a solid foundation for further research aimed at 
achieving better removal efficiency results. 

Our fixed-bed column research showed that phosphorus 
removal efficiency decreased after 10 hours in all three columns. 
This suggests that, beyond 10 hours, the differently pyrolyzed 
biochars do not affect phosphorus removal efficiency or 
sorption balance. This may represent a limitation of this study, 
as the selected solution volume may have been insufficient, or 
the wastewater flow rate may have been too fast.

In both the batch adsorption experiment and the fixed-bed 
column process, it was observed that using pyrolyzed biochar 
at higher temperatures increased phosphate removal efficiency 
from wastewater. This trend provides a solid foundation for 
further research aimed at enhancing removal efficiencies by 
modifying the physicochemical properties of biochar, such as 
its structure.

Reference

Almanassra, I.W., Mckay, G., Kochkodan, V., Ali Atieh, M. & Al-
Ansari, T. (2021). A state of the art review on phosphate removal 
from water by biochars. Chemical Engineering Journal, 409, 
128211. DOI:10.1016/J.CEJ.2020.128211

Deng, L., Shi, Z., Li, B., Yang, L., Luo, L. & Yang, X. (2014). 
Adsorption of Cr(VI) and phosphate on Mg-Al hydrotalcite 
supported kaolin Clay prepared by ultrasound-assisted 
coprecipitation method using batch and fixed-bed systems. 
Industrial and Engineering Chemistry Research, 53(18), pp. 
7746–7757. DOI:10.1021/ie402917s 



 Research of batch and fixed-bed column adsorption for phosphorus removal from wastewater using sewage sludge biochar . 81

Havukainen, J., Nguyen, M.T., Hermann, L., Horttanainen, M., 
Mikkilä, M., Deviatkin, I. & Linnanen, L. (2016). Potential of 
phosphorus recovery from sewage sludge and manure ash by 
thermochemical treatment. Waste Management, 49, pp. 221–229. 
DOI:10.1016/J.WASMAN.2016.01.020

He, L., Chen, Y., Sun, F., Li, Y., Huang, W. & Yang, S. (2022). 
Controlled release of phosphorus using lanthanum-modified 
hydrochar synthesized from water treatment sludge: Adsorption 
behavior and immobilization mechanism. Journal of Water 
Process Engineering, 50, 103319, pp. 1−14. DOI:10.1016/j.
jwpe.2022.103319.

Herzel, H., Krüger, O., Hermann, L. & Adam, C. (2016). Sewage 
sludge ash — A promising secondary phosphorus source for 
fertilizer production. Science of The Total Environment, 542, pp. 
1136–1143, DOI: 10.1016/J.SCITOTENV.2015.08.059

Jamaludin, N., Rashid, S. A. & Tan, T. (2019). Natural Biomass as 
Carbon Sources for the Synthesis of Photoluminescent Carbon 
Dots. Synthesis, Technology and Applications of Carbon 
Nanomaterials, pp. 109–134. DOI:10.1016/B978-0-12-815757-
2.00005-X

Januševičius, T., Mažeikienė, A., Danila, V. & Paliulis, D. (2022). 
The characteristics of sewage sludge pellet biochar prepared 
using two different pyrolysis methods. Biomass Conversion and 
Biorefinery, 1, pp. 1–10. DOI:10.1007/s13399-021-02295y

Jourak, A., Frishfelds, V., Lundström, T. S., Herrmann, I.. & 
Hedström, A. (2011). Modeling of Phosphate Removal by Filtra 
P in Fixed-bed Columns, https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/
diva2:1004231/FULLTEXT01.pdf

Jozwiakowska, K. & Marzec M. (2020). Efficiency and reliability of 
sewage purification in long-term exploitation of the municipal 
wastewater treatment plant with activated sludge and hydroponic 
system. Archives of Environmental Protection, 46 (3), pp. 30–41. 
DOI:10.24425/aep.2020.134533

Jung, K. W., Jeong, T. U., Choi, J. W., Ahn, K. H. & Lee, S. H. 
(2017). Adsorption of phosphate from aqueous solution using 
electrochemically modified biochar calcium-alginate beads: Batch 
and fixed-bed column performance. Bioresource Technology, 
244, pp. 23–32. DOI:10.1016/J.BIORTECH.2017.07.133

Khanmohammadi, Z., Afyuni, M. & Mosaddeghi, M. R. (2015). Effect 
of pyrolysis temperature on chemical and physical properties of 
sewage sludge biochar. Waste Management and Research, 33(3), 
pp. 275-283. DOI:10.1177/0734242X14565210

Li, J., Li, B., Huang, H., Lv, X., Zhao, N., Guo, G. & Zhang, D. 
(2019). Removal of phosphate from aqueous solution by 
dolomite-modified biochar derived from urban dewatered 
sewage sludge. Science of The Total Environment, 687, pp. 460–
469. DOI:10.1016/J.SCITOTENV.2019.05.400

Liu, J., Huang, Z., Chen, Z., Sun, J., Gao, Y. & Wu, E. (2020). 
Resource utilization of swine sludge to prepare modified 
biochar adsorbent for the efficient removal of Pb(II) from water. 
Journal of Cleaner Production, 257, 120322. DOI:10.1016/J.
JCLEPRO.2020.120322

Lv, M.Y., Yu H.X. & Shang, X.Y. (2023).  Sludge derived biochar: A 
review on the influence of synthesis conditions on environmental 

risk reduction and removal mechanism of wastewater pollutants. 
Archives of Environmental Protection, 49 (2), pp. 3–15. 
DOI:10.24425/aep.2023.145892

Ma, Y., Li, P., Yang, L., Wu, L., He, L., Gao, F., Qi, X. & Zhang, 
Z. (2020). Iron/zinc and phosphoric acid modified sludge 
biochar as an efficient adsorbent for fluoroquinolones antibiotics 
removal. Ecotoxicology and Environmental Safety, 196, 110550. 
DOI:10.1016/J.ECOENV.2020.110550

Mekonnen, D.T., Alemayehu, E., Lennartz, B., Unuabonah, E. 
& Taubert, A. (2021). Fixed-Bed Column Technique for the 
Removal of Phosphate from Water Using Leftover Coal. 
Materials, pp. 14(19), 5466. DOI:10.3390/MA14195466 

Mo, J., Li, Q., Sun, X., Zhang, H., Xing, M., Dong, B. & Zhu, H. 
(2024). Capacity and Mechanisms of Phosphate Adsorption on 
Lanthanum-Modified Dewatered Sludge-Based Biochar. Water, 
16, 418, pp. 1−16. DOI:10.3390/w16030418

Nguyen, T.A.H., Ngo, H.H., Guo, W.S., Pham, T.Q., Li, F.M., Nguyen, 
T.V. & Bui, X.T. (2015). Adsorption of phosphate from aqueous 
solutions and sewage using zirconium loaded okara (ZLO): 
Fixed-bed column study. Science of The Total Environment, 523, 
pp. 40–49. DOI:10.1016/J.SCITOTENV.2015.03.126

Nobaharan, K., Novair, S.B., Lajayer, B.A. & van Hullebusch, E.D. 
(2021). Phosphorus Removal from Wastewater: The Potential 
Use of Biochar and the Key Controlling Factors. Water 2021, 
13(4), pp. 517. DOI:10.3390/W13040517

Rangabhashiyam, S., Lins, P.V. dos S., Oliveira, L. M.T. de M., 
Sepulveda, P., Ighalo, J.O., Rajapaksha, A.U. & Meili, L. (2022). 
Sewage sludge-derived biochar for the adsorptive removal 
of wastewater pollutants: A critical review. Environmental 
Pollution, 293, 118581. DOI:10.1016/J.ENVPOL.2021.118581

Wang, Z., Miao, R., Ning, P., He, L. & Guan, Q. (2021). From wastes 
to functions: A paper mill sludge-based calcium-containing 
porous biochar adsorbent for phosphorus removal. Journal of 
Colloid and Interface Science, 593, pp. 434–446. DOI:10.1016/J.
JCIS.2021.02.118

Yang, Q., Wang, X., Luo, W., Sun, J., Xu, Q., Chen, F., Zhao, J., Wang, 
S., Yao, F., Wang, D., Li, X., & Zeng, G. (2018). Effectiveness and 
mechanisms of phosphate adsorption on iron-modified biochars 
derived from waste activated sludge. Bioresource Technology, 
247, pp. 537–544. DOI:10.1016/J.BIORTECH.2017.09.136

Yin, Q., Liu, M. & Ren, H. (2019). Biochar is produced from 
the co-pyrolysis of sewage sludge and walnut shell for 
ammonium and phosphate adsorption from water. Journal of 
Environmental Management, 249, 109410. DOI:10.1016/J.
JENVMAN.2019.109410

Zhang, D., Zhang, K., Hu, X., He, Q., Yan, J. & Xue, Y. (2021). 
Cadmium removal by MgCl2 modified biochar derived from 
crayfish shell waste: Batch adsorption, response surface analysis, 
and fixed bed filtration. Journal of Hazardous Materials, 408, 
124860. DOI:10.1016/J.JHAZMAT.2020.124860

Zhou, K., Barjenbruch, M., Kabbe, C., Inial, G. & Remy, C. (2017). 
Phosphorus recovery from municipal and fertilizer wastewater: 
China’s potential and perspective. Journal of Environmental 
Sciences, 52, pp. 151–159. DOI:10.1016/J.JES.2016.04.010


