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Multiple syntrophic interactions drive 
biohythane production from waste sludge 
in microbial electrolysis cells
Qian Liu1, Zhiyong Jason Ren2, Cong Huang1, Bingfeng Liu1, Nanqi Ren1 and Defeng Xing1*

Abstract 

Background: Biohythane is a new and high-value transportation fuel present as a mixture of biomethane and biohy-
drogen. It has been produced from different organic matters using anaerobic digestion. Bioenergy can be recovered 
from waste activated sludge through methane production during anaerobic digestion, but energy yield is often insuf-
ficient to sludge disposal. Microbial electrolysis cell (MEC) is also a promising approach for bioenergy recovery and 
waste sludge disposal as higher energy efficiency and biogas production. The systematic understanding of microbial 
interactions and biohythane production in MEC is still limited. Here, we report biohythane production from waste 
sludge in biocathode microbial electrolysis cells and reveal syntrophic interactions in microbial communities based 
on high-throughput sequencing and quantitative PCR targeting 16S rRNA gene.

Results: The alkali-pretreated sludge fed MECs (AS-MEC) showed the highest biohythane production rate of 
0.148 L·L−1-reactor·day−1, which is 40 and 80 % higher than raw sludge fed MECs (RS-MEC) and anaerobic digestion 
(open circuit MEC, RS-OCMEC). Current density, metabolite profiles, and hydrogen-methane ratio results all confirm 
that alkali-pretreatment and microbial electrolysis greatly enhanced sludge hydrolysis and biohythane production. 
Illumina Miseq sequencing of 16S rRNA gene amplicons indicates that anode biofilm was dominated by exoelectro-
genic Geobacter, fermentative bacteria and hydrogen-producing bacteria in the AS-MEC. The cathode biofilm was 
dominated by fermentative Clostridium. The dominant archaeal populations on the cathodes of AS-MEC and RS-MEC 
were affiliated with hydrogenotrophic Methanobacterium (98 %, relative abundance) and Methanocorpusculum (77 %), 
respectively. Multiple pathways of gas production were observed in the same MEC reactor, including fermentative 
and electrolytic H2 production, as well as hydrogenotrophic methanogenesis and electromethanogenesis. Real-time 
quantitative PCR analyses showed that higher amount of methanogens were enriched in AS-MEC than that in RS-
MEC and RS-OCMEC, suggesting that alkali-pretreated sludge and MEC facilitated hydrogenotrophic methanogen 
enrichment.

Conclusion: This study proves for the first time that biohythane could be produced directly in biocathode MECs 
using waste sludge. MEC and alkali-pretreatment accelerated enrichment of hydrogenotrophic methanogen and 
hydrolysis of waste sludge. The results indicate syntrophic interactions among fermentative bacteria, exoelectrogenic 
bacteria and methanogenic archaea in MECs are critical for highly efficient conversion of complex organics into bio-
hythane, demonstrating that MECs can be more competitive than conventional anaerobic digestion for biohythane 
production using carbohydrate-deficient substrates. Biohythane production from waste sludge by MEC provides a 
promising new way for practical application of microbial electrochemical technology.
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Background
Hythane is an emerging alternative fuel that contains a 
mixture of hydrogen and methane. By blending a small 
percentage of hydrogen (5–10 %) with methane in natural 
gas or biogas, studies showed that the combustion rate was 
enhanced and the lean limit of combustion was extended, 
which greatly increased the efficiency of methane-pow-
ered vehicles [1, 2]. Biohythane (biohydrogen and biom-
ethane) is hythane produced from renewable biomass such 
as wastewater or solid waste, which gained great atten-
tion recently due to its great advantages of simultaneous 
waste treatment and energy production. Biohythane has 
been produced from different organic waste such as food 
wastes, agricultural residues and municipal solid wastes 
using two-phase anaerobic digestion [3–6], in which the 
integration of biohydrogen from dark fermentation and 
biomethane from methanogenesis showed a feasible 
approach for energy-neutral waste treatment.

Waste sludge disposal is among the most difficult tasks 
faced by wastewater treatment facilities. Anaerobic diges-
tion (AD) is generally used to stabilize and reduce sludge 
volume and produce biogas [7, 8]. However, the quality of 
the biogas as a renewable fuel is not ideal, and the eco-
nomic value of biogas is low. ADs in wastewater treatment 
facilities produce inconsiderable amount of hydrogen 
because of the low content of carbohydrates in sludge 
flocs and hydrogen consumption by methanogenesis. 
Hydrogen and methane have also been generated from 
different organic waste using microbial electrolysis cells 
(MECs), in which sludge has been used as inoculum or 
direct substrate [9–14]. MECs use exoelectrogenic micro-
organisms to break down organics and transfer electrons 
to an external circuit. If an external voltage (0.4–0.8 V) is 
applied to further reduce the cathode potential, hydrogen 
can be produced at a high yield [15–17]. Great progress 
has been made in MEC materials, architectures, and com-
prehension of microbial ecology [18], and the substrates 
used in MECs have evolved from simple organics to com-
plex and actual waste such as winey wastewater, domestic 
wastewater, landfill leachate and waste sludge [19–25]. To 
date all MEC studies have focused on either biohydro-
gen production or biomethane production, but no group 
has reported biohythane production from MECs. In fact, 
methanogenesis has been considered as a major issue in 
hydrogen-producing MECs without effective solutions.

In this study, we report for the first time biohythane 
production from sludge with a higher production rate by 
MEC than that by anaerobic digestion. The production 
of biohythane from MECs not only improves hythane 

production from complex waste using a new technology, 
it also expands the niche application of MECs for waste 
treatment. Instead of focusing on the challenging path-
ways of pure gases (H2 or CH4), MECs can be more prac-
tical in producing a higher value biohythane as a mixed 
energy carrier. Furthermore, we replaced the expensive 
metal catalysts on the cathode with self-sustaining bio-
cathode [26–28]. In biocathode MECs, electroactive 
microorganisms capable of receiving electrons from the 
cathode facilitate bioelectrosynthesis or electrofermen-
tation [29, 30]. We analyzed the microbial community 
structure and interactions using Illumina Miseq sequenc-
ing and real-time quantitative PCR of 16S rRNA gene, 
and revealed that the different microbial functional pop-
ulations engaged in multiple syntrophic relationships in 
the waste sludge fed MEC reactors [31–33].

Results
Biohythane production from waste sludge in biocathode 
MECs
Biohythane production rate and gas composition 
of three fed-batches in different MEC reactors after 
1  month of operation are presented in Fig.  1. During the 
9  days of a fed-batch cycle, biohythane production of 
0.667  ±  0.054  L·L−1-reactor (based on three fed-batch 
cycles) in alkali-pretreated sludge fed MECs (AS-MEC) 
was obtained, compared to 0.451 ± 0.030 L·L−1-reactor in 
raw sludge fed MEC (RS-MEC) and 0.383 ± 0.027 L·L−1-
reactor in raw sludge fed open circuit MEC (RS-OCMEC) 
(Fig.  1a). The AS-MEC showed the highest biohythane 
production rate of 0.148  L·L−1-reactor·day−1 during the 
first 2 days, in which methane accounted for 67.8 %, with a 
production rate of 0.1 L·L−1-reactor·day−1, while hydrogen 
production rate was 0.025 L·L−1-reactor·day−1 and repre-
sented 16.7 % of the total gas. These rates were much higher 
than other reactors. The RS-MEC showed 0.083  L·L−1-
reactor·day−1 of methane and 0.006  L·L−1-reactor·day−1 
of hydrogen, while the RS-OCMEC produced 0.064 L·L−1-
reactor·day−1 of methane and 0.005 L·L−1-reactor·day−1 of 
hydrogen) (Fig. 1a). No methane or hydrogen was detected 
in the alkali-pretreated sludge fed open circuit MECs 
(AS-OCMEC) for 35 days, presumably due to the lack of 
methanogens that could directly utilize substrates in the 
anaerobic digestion control.

In this experiment, almost 95 % hydrogen and 80–85 % 
methane were produced in the first 4  days among all 
biohythane-producing reactors. During a 9-days opera-
tion, the average hydrogen production rate of AS-MEC, 
RS-MEC and RS-OCMEC were 0.011, 0.0023 and 0.0016 

Keywords: Biohythane, Waste sludge, Microbial electrolysis cell, Methane, Syntrophy, Microbial communities
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L·L−1-reactor·day−1, respectively. The average percent-
age of hydrogen of three fed-batch cycles in AS-MEC, 
RS-MEC and RS-OCMEC, reached up to 11.3, 3.61 and 
2.94 % (Fig. 1b), respectively, indicating the gas mixture 
in AS-MEC could be used as biohythane (5–15 % hydro-
gen addition). The current density versus time in the 
MEC fed with untreated and alkali-pretreated sludge was 
different at an applied voltage of 0.6 V (Additional file 1: 
Figure S1). The maximum current density of the AS-
MEC (62 A/m3) was nearly two times higher than that of 
the RS-MEC (23 A/m3).

Hydrogen variations in the AS-MEC were measured 
in  situ using a hydrogen microsensor (Fig.  2). Hydro-
gen concentration in the near-cathode region reached a 

maximum peak (9 mmol/L) in 36 h, and then decreased 
in 60 and 84  h, suggesting hydrogen produced on the 
cathode was consumed by hydrogenotrophic metha-
nogens. However, hydrogen concentration in the near-
anode region increased over time and then decreased 
slightly after 36 h. The hydrogen in the near-anode region 
was mainly attributed to anaerobic fermentation rather 
than hydrogen diffusion from the biocathode, because 

Fig. 1 Biohythane production (a) and biohythane composition (b) 
in MECs during a steady operation cycle. The circle lines represent 
biohythane production (on the left), the last point with standard 
deviation were calculated based on three cycles of two duplicate 
reactors. The columns represent biohythane production rate (on the 
right). RS-OCMEC: raw sludge fed open-circuit MEC; AS-OCMEC: alkali-
pretreated sludge fed open-circuit MEC; RS-MEC: raw sludge MEC 
with an applied voltage of 0.6 V; AS-MEC: alkali-pretreated sludge fed 
MEC with an applied voltage of 0.6 V

Fig. 2 Hydrogen concentration in AS-MEC was measured in situ by 
H2 microsensor. The distance from the biocathode to the middle part 
of anode is about 30 mm

Fig. 3 VFAs concentration in different MECs during a fed-batch cycle. 
RS-OCMEC: raw sludge fed open-circuit MEC; AS-OCMEC: alkali-
pretreated sludge fed open-circuit MEC; RS-MEC: raw sludge fed MEC 
with an applied voltage of 0.6 V; AS-MEC: alkali-pretreated sludge fed 
MEC with an applied voltage of 0.6 V
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Fig.  2 showing a consistent hydrogen concentration 
gradient across the two electrodes, the lowest level of 
hydrogen was consistently found in the middle of the two 
electrodes, leading to a trough-shaped hydrogen profile.

Variations of soluble organic matters
Figure  3 shows the effects of pretreatment on sludge 
degradability and volatile fatty acids (VFA) concentra-
tion. The alkali-pretreatment increased the initial VFA 
concentration in the reactors (AS-OCMEC, AS-MEC) 
as compared with the raw sludge (RS-OCMEC, RS-
MEC). More importantly, the alkali-pretreatment greatly 
increased the sludge degradability as evidenced by the 
dramatic increase in VFA concentration during the first 
2 days of operation of AS-MEC from 260 to 1550 mg/L. 
Similar trend was observed in AS-OCMEC as well with 
a smaller increase from 260 to 930 mg/L (Fig. 3). Acetic 
acid was the main VFA product, which is favorable due 
to its easy conversion to current by exoelectrogens. The 
VFA concentration decreased sharply after day 4 due 
to microbial consumption, and higher current was pro-
duced during the same period of time (Additional file 1: 
Figure S1).

Alkaline pretreatment also greatly enhanced the release 
of soluble organics from waste sludge. Soluble protein 
concentration in the AS-MEC increased to 2300 mg/L or 
by 16-fold of raw waste sludge (Additional file 1: Figure 
S2). Meanwhile, carbohydrates were substantially ele-
vated from 10 to 380 mg/L (Additional file 1: Figure S2). 
During the first 2 days, soluble protein and carbohydrates 
contents decreased substantially and VFAs concentration 
increased rapidly. After 4 days, the concentrations of pro-
tein and carbohydrates leveled off but soluble chemical 
oxygen demands (SCOD) took on slowly decline (Addi-
tional file 1: Figure S2). In contrast, the soluble organics 
in RS-MEC and open circuit MEC (OCMEC) changed 
much less than that in AS-MEC.

Bacterial community structures of the biofilms in MECs
Illumina Miseq sequencing showed that over 12,900 
high-qualified 16S rRNA sequences with an average 
length of 395  bp for each sample were obtained (Addi-
tional file  1: Table S1). Total 492, 648, 617, 405 and 
531   operational taxonomic units (OTUs) were deter-
mined at 97 % similarity for communities of RS-OCMEC, 
the anode and cathode of RS-MEC, and the anode and 
cathode of AS-MEC, respectively. The bacterial commu-
nities of biofilms in AS-MEC (fed with alkali-pretreated 
sludge) have relative lower diversity (Shannon indices of 
3.64 and 3.81 for anode and cathode of AS-MEC) than 
that in RS-MEC (4.77 for anode and 4.33 for cathode of 
RS-MEC), which suggested alkali-pretreatment resulted 
in the extinction of some species. Principal component 

analysis (PCA) based on OTUs show that the different 
samples are separated from each other, indicating dis-
tinct microbial communities presented in different con-
ditions (Fig. 4).
Bacteroidetes, Proteobacteria and Firmicutes accounted 

for 59–71 % of the total sequences in each community at 
phylum level (Fig. 5a). The relative abundances of Firmi-
cutes in the biocathode biofilms of RS-MEC and RS-MEC 
were 27 and 48 %, respectively, which were much higher 
than that in the anode biofilms of RS-MEC (10  %) and 
AS-MEC (12 %). The percentages of Bacteroidetes in the 
anode (37 %) and biocathode (38 %) biofilms of RS-MEC 
were higher than that in the anode (24  %) and biocath-
ode biofilm (9 %) of AS-MEC. The relative abundances of 
Proteobacteria were 22–24 % in the anode biofilm of RS-
MEC and AS-MEC, compared with 7–8 % in the biocath-
ode biofilm in RS-MEC and AS-MEC.

The microbial community structures in the anode 
and cathode biofilms were obviously different in MECs 
(Fig.  5b). Geobacter (22  %) as a typical exoelectrogenic 
microbe was the majority of dominant populations in the 
anode biofilm of AS-MEC, followed by Alistipes (10 %), 
Spirochaeta (9 %), Proteiniphilum (6 %) and Petrimonas 
(3 %) (Fig. 5b). By contrast, the majority of predominant 
populations in the cathode biofilm of AS-MEC belonged 
to Clostridium (15  %). The predominant genera were 
affiliated with Alistipes (9 %), Solitalea (6 %), Petrimonas 
(5  %) and Dechloromonas (5  %) in the anode biofilm of 
RS-MEC, while the predominant populations belonged 
to Spirochaeta (5  %) and Petrimonas (17  %) in the bio-
cathode biofilm.

Fig. 4 Principal component analysis (PCA) based on operational 
taxonomic units of different anode (A) and cathode (C) biofilms of 
MECs and anaerobic digested sludge of RS-OCMEC
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Archaeal community structures and quantity of the 
biofilms in MECs
High-throughput sequencing of 16S rRNA gene indi-
cated that the majority of the predominant archaeal pop-
ulations belonged to Methanocorpusculum (77–85 %) in 
the biofilms of the electrodes of RS-MEC and AS-MEC 
except AS-MEC biocathode where Methanobacterium 
(98 %) was dominant methanogen (Fig. 6a). By contrast, 
the most predominant genus in RS-OCMEC was affili-
ated with Methanosaeta (48.2  %). Archaeal 16S rRNA 
genes copies of the biocathode and anode biofilms in AS-
MEC were 8 and 16 times as high as that in RS-OCMEC 
(Fig.  6b), while the 16S rRNA genes copies of RS-MEC 
(A) were similar to RS-MEC (C) and 2 times as high as 
that of RS-OCMEC. The results indicate that alkali-
pretreatment and microbial electrochemical system 
facilitated methanogen enrichment. Methanogens were 
enriched effectively in the anode and biocathode biofilms 
of MECs.

Discussion
MECs enhance the hydrolysis of waste sludge 
and biohythane production
This study proves for the first time that biohythane could 
be produced directly in biocathode MECs using raw or 

alkali-pretreated waste sludge. MECs showed the high-
est biohythane production from alkali-pretreated sludge. 
Both MECs and conventional anaerobic digestion (open-
circuit MEC) showed considerable biohythane produc-
tion using raw sludge. No methane and hydrogen were 
detected in alkali-pretreated sludge fed open circuit MEC 
(AS-OCMEC) during a 9-d operation (Fig. 1). The com-
munity analyses indicated that archaeal community in 
RS-OCMEC dominated by an acetoclastic Methanosaeta 
[34], while the majority of dominant archaeal populations 
in MECs belonged to hydrogenotrophic methanogens 
(Methanocorpusculum and Methanobacterium) (Fig. 6a). 
Obviously, the alkali-pretreatment suppressed acetoclas-
tic methanogens in the raw waste sludge and facilitated 
the acidogenesis that provide the VFAs for exoelectrogen 
enrichment. Nevertheless, hydrogenotrophic methano-
gens or electromethanogens prevailed fast and contrib-
uted to biohythane production in MECs during a 9-d 
operation, not in AS-OCMEC.

These results have showed that MEC has advantage of 
fast reaction velocity compared with anaerobic digestion 

Fig. 5 Microbial community taxonomic wind-rose plots based on 
relative abundance of 16S rRNA sequences of sludge and biofilms in 
MEC at the bacterial phylum (a) and genus levels (b)

Fig. 6 Microbial community taxonomic histogram based on relative 
abundance of 16S rRNA sequences of sludge and biofilms in MEC at 
the archaeal genus level (a) and relative quantification PCR of archaea 
with 16S rRNA gene copies (b)
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as reported previously [10, 22, 25, 35]. The biogas compo-
nent of AS-MECs was almost consistent with commer-
cial hythane [2]. Alkali-pretreatment played an important 
role in accelerating succedent decomposition of waste 
sludge, which enhanced biohythane production in AS-
MECs (Fig.  1). The results showed that waste sludge is 
an appropriate substrate for biohythane production by 
MECs. In contrast with two-phase anaerobic digestion, 
biohythane production by MEC became more competi-
tive using carbohydrate-deficient substrates. A recent 
study showed that high concentration methane of 95  % 
was produced from waste activated sludge using MEC 
at ambient temperature [24]. To optimize biohythane 
composition, organic loading rate, sludge retention time, 
temperature, substrate variety, cathode potential and sys-
tem integration should be investigated in the future. The 
biohythane of a full-scale MEC reactor can be collected 
continuously using a gas storage tank before use in the 
industrial applications. The component of biohythane 
can be adjusted (5–20 % of hydrogen) using a gas blend-
ing systems to meet the end-use devices such as house-
hold appliances and vehicles, which approach is same as 
the hythane production.

The acetic acid concentration in AS-MEC was two 
times higher than that in open-circuit AS-MEC by day 2 
(Fig. 3), suggesting that microbial electrochemical system 
facilitated the acidification of alkaline pretreated waste 
sludge compared with conventional anaerobic digestion 
[10]. As alkaline pretreatment destroyed sludge flocs and 
accelerated organic matter’s hydrolysis, the acidogen-
esis in open-circuit AS-MEC was better than that in RS-
MEC and RS-OCMEC [35]. However, no methane was 
detected in AS-OCMEC in 9 days, suggesting the major-
ity of acetoclastic methanogens in the initial raw sludge 
were lysed certainly during the alkali-pretreatment. MEC 
also accelerated methanogen enrichment that resulted 
in a higher biohythane production rate. Propionic acid 
as a central intermediate often accumulated in the deg-
radation of complex organic matters, especially in meth-
anogenic environments. VFAs analyses showed that 
propionic acid accumulation (200–300 mg/L) present in 
close and open circuit AS-MEC after 9 days, suggesting 
that enriching propionate-oxidizing acetogenic bacteria 
in MECs may further enhance biohythane production 
from waste sludge.

Biohythane provides a new perspective to view 
methanogenesis in hydrogen‑producing MECs
Hydrogen re-consumption by hydrogenotrophic metha-
nogens in MECs has been a major challenge for hydro-
gen-producing MECs [36, 37]. To achieve a high yield 
and high purity of H2 in MECs, several methods includ-
ing methanogen inhibitors (e.g., bromoethanesulfonate, 

lumazine), short hydraulic retention time, intermittent 
exposure to air and low temperatures have been used to 
depress methanogenesis [16]. The methanogens could be 
significantly repressed at the relatively low temperatures 
[16, 37], suggesting that MEC should be operated at 15 °C 
considering both hydrogen production and methano-
genesis inhibition. Hydrogenotrophic methanogens will 
prevail over time when hydrogen-producing MECs using 
waste sludge are operated above room temperature. 
Biohythane as mixture of biomethane and biohydrogen 
produced from organic waste could be directly used in 
internal combustion engines, which offered an alterna-
tive approach to solve troublesome methanogenesis in 
hydrogen-producing MECs.

Multiple syntrophic interactions drive cascade utilization 
of waste sludge in MECs
Syntrophy is an essential intermediary step in the anaero-
bic metabolism, especially for the complete conversion 
of complex polymers such as polysaccharides, proteins, 
nucleic acids, and lipids to methane [38]. Metabolic 
crossfeeding is an important process that can broadly 
shape microbial communities. Illumina Miseq sequenc-
ing and principal component analyses indicate that 
microbial community structures greatly distinguished 
from each other in samples obtained from different reac-
tors (Figs. 4, 5). Diverse trophic groups in MECs belonged 
to primary/secondary fermentative bacteria (proteolytic 
and saccharolytic bacteria, hydrogen-producing bacte-
ria), acetogenic bacteria, exoelectrogenic bacteria and 
hydrogenotrophic methanogenic archaea according to 
the taxonomic identification [39]. The predominant pop-
ulations in the anode biofilm of AS-MEC were affiliated 
with Geobacter (22 %), Alistipes (10 %), Spirochaeta (9 %), 
Proteiniphilum (6 %) and Petrimonas (3 %). The relative 
abundance of exoelectrogenic Geobacter was higher in 
AS-MEC than that in other MECs, which is consistent 
with the findings of higher current production because 
Geobacter is the most efficient exoelectrogen using ace-
tate reported in literature. Alistipes can produce VFAs 
and hydrogen using protein and carbohydrates [40]. Spi-
rochaeta as saccharolytic bacterium is responsible for 
decomposition of (poly) carbohydrates and production 
of acetate, carbon dioxide and hydrogen [41]. Protein-
iphilum as proteolytic bacterium is capable of producing 
acetic and propionic acids using yeast extract, peptone 
and arginine [42], and its relative abundance increased 
with the order of RS-OCMEC, RS-MEC and AS-MEC. 
Petrimonas, an acidogenic bacterium, can degrade pro-
tein and carbohydrates, which was also reported in 
previous studies as a predominant genus in sludge fed 
MECs [11, 43]. The majority of predominant genera in 
the cathode biofilm of AS-MEC belonged to putative 
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hydrogen-producing Clostridium (15 %). The sequencing 
analyses indicated putative fermentative hydrogen-pro-
ducing bacteria were enriched in both electrode biofilms, 
and hydrogen production on the electrodes was also 
proved by hydrogen microsensor measurements (Fig. 2).

Archaeal community analyses indicated that the major-
ity of methanogenic populations was affiliated with 
hydrogenotrophic Methanocorpusculum (relative abun-
dance of 85  %) and Methanobacterium (98  %) in the 
anode and cathode biofilms of AS-MEC, respectively 
(Fig.  6a). Methanobacterium capable of electrometha-
nogenesis has been reported, which was the  most 
predominant methanogen in the cathode biofilm of elec-
tromethanogenic MEC using inorganic carbon source 
[29]. The predominant populations in the biofilms proved 
that hydrogen production by fermentation and electro-
lytic process, hydrogenotrophic methanogenesis and 
electromethanogenesis occurred simultaneously in the 
single-chamber MECs.

The microbial community structure reveals that dif-
ferent functional groups interacted synergistically in 
the MEC reactors to convert recalcitrant sludge into 
biohythane. The multiple levels of interactions in these 
syntrophic consortia include three groups. First meta-
bolic crossfeeding occurred between fermentative 
and acetogenic bacteria and exoelectrogenic bacteria. 
Fermentative and acetogenic bacteria also partnered 
with methanogenic archaea. Real-time quantitative 
PCR results showed that the amount of methanogens 
was higher in AS-MEC than that in RS-MEC and RS-
OCMEC (Fig.  6b), suggesting that alkali-pretreatment 
and MEC facilitated hydrogenotrophic methanogen 
enrichment in the anode and cathode biofilms as hydro-
gen production. Compared to the cathode biofilm of 
AS-MEC, the anode biofilm enriched large amount of 
methanogens (Fig.  6b), implying that third syntropic 
interaction may occur between methanogenic archaea 
and exoelectrogenic bacteria on the anode as reported 
previously [44]. However, putative interspecies electron 
transfer between Methanocorpusculum and Geobacter 
should be further proved based on co-culture test.

Conclusion
This study proved that biohythane could be produced 
directly in biocathode MECs using waste sludge. The 
highest biohythane production rate of 0.148  L·L−1-
reactor·day−1 was obtained in the alkali-pretreated 
sludge fed MECs (AS-MEC), which was 80  % higher 
than that in the anaerobic digestion. Real-time quantita-
tive PCR and VFAs results demonstrated that MEC and 
alkali-pretreatment accelerated enrichment of hydrogen-
otrophic methanogen and hydrolysis of waste sludge that 
resulted in a higher biohythane production. The most 

predominant population on the anode of AS-MEC was 
affiliated to exoelectrogenic Geobacter, while biocathode 
was dominated by fermentative Clostridium. The major-
ity of methanogenic archaea on the cathodes of AS-MEC 
belonged to hydrogenotrophic Methanobacterium. The 
community analyses implied that multiple syntrophic 
interactions between fermentative bacteria, exoelectro-
genes and methanogenic archaea in MECs drive bio-
hythane production from waste sludge. Compared to 
anaerobic digestion, biohythane production by MEC 
became more competitive using carbohydrate-deficient 
substrates, and provided a new approach for bioenergy 
production using waste sludge.

Methods
Waste sludge pretreatment
Waste sludge from a secondary clarifier of the Harbin 
Wenchang wastewater treatment plant (Harbin, China) 
was used as the sole substrate in the study. The alkali-pre-
treatment of the initial sludge (with pH of 6.8 ± 0.1) was 
performed using 4 mol/L NaOH at adjusted pH 12 [35]. 
The treated samples had a pH 9–10 and stored at 4 °C for 
MEC studies. Right before the experiments, the sludge 
was mixed with 100  mM PBS (KCl, 0.13  g/L; NH4Cl, 
0.31  g/L; NaH2PO4∙2H2O, 5.54  g/L; Na2HPO4∙12H2O, 
23.11 g/L) according to 1:1 of the volume for pH condi-
tioning. The final pH in the raw sludge (RS) and alkaline 
pretreated sludge (AS) that mixed with PBS was 7.2 ± 0.2 
and 7.8 ± 0.2.

MECs construction and operation
Single-chamber membrane-less MECs were con-
structed as previously described [45]. Each reactor 
had a volume of 40 mL, and carbon cloth with no cata-
lyst was used as the cathode while carbon fiber brush 
served as the anode. All reactors were divided into 
two groups based on circuit connection: open circuit 
MECs were fed with either raw sludge (RS-OCMEC) 
or alkali-pretreated sludge (AS-OCMEC) as control 
test of anaerobic digestion, second group were closed 
circuit MECs (at an applied voltage of 0.6 V) fed with 
raw sludge (RS-MEC) or alkali-pretreated sludge (AS-
MEC). All reactors were sparged for 20 min with ultra 
high purity (UHP) nitrogen (99.999  %) before each 
fed-batch experiment. All experiments were oper-
ated at 30  °C. The voltage across a serially connected 
external resistance (10  Ω) in each closed circuit MEC 
was recorded using a data acquisition system (Keithley 
2700, OH). The MECs were refilled with raw or alkali-
pretreated sludge when the current density of MECs 
decreased to 10–15 A/m3. All MECs were operated in 
batch mode for 2 months. All tests were conducted in 
two duplicate reactors.
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Biogas composition measurements
Hydrogen gas, methane and carbon dioxide in gaseous 
phase of MECs were measured using a gas chromato-
graph (Agilent GC7890a, America). Hydrogen concen-
tration was detected by Unisense microsensor system. 
Prior to measuring hydrogen concentration in  situ, the 
MEC reactor with alkali-pretreated sludge was operated 
for at least 3 replicates after steady performance and was 
vertically rotated 90° to make cathode upward for micro-
sensor (10  μm in diameter, Unisense, Denmark) inser-
tion. Before the measurement, the hydrogen microsensor 
was polarized at +800 mV to reach a stable output and 
then was calibrated using a gas mixture controller.

Organic components analysis
Chemical oxygen demand (COD) of solution in MECs 
after a whole cycle was measured after three steady fed-
batch cycles according to the standard methods of Amer-
ican Public Health Association [46]. VFAs were analyzed 
by gas chromatograph (GC4890, Agilent, America). Pro-
tein concentration was gauged by UV-6000 spectropho-
tometer (METASH, China) with Modified BCA Protein 
Assay kit (Sangon Biotech, China). The content of poly-
saccharides was detected by phenol-vitriol colorimetry 
method [47]. Samples for VFAs, soluble COD, soluble 
protein and soluble polysaccharides characterization 
were obtained by filtering with 0.45 μm filter membrane.

Illumina sequencing analysis and quantitative PCR 
detection
Genomic DNAs of the electrode biofilms and bulk solu-
tion samples in parallel MECs were extracted by Pow-
erSoil DNA Isolation Kit (Mobio laboratories, CA) 
according to the manufacturer’s protocol. DNA con-
centration and purity were detected by NanoPhotom-
eter P-Class (Implen). Prior to PCR amplification, DNA 
from two parallel reactors were mixed. The V4-V5 region 
(length of ~400 bp) of bacterial and archaeal 16S rRNA 
gene was amplified separately using a set of primers: 
515F (5′-GTGCCAGCMGCCGCGGTAA-3′) and 907R 
(5′-CCGTCAATTCCTTTR AGTTT-3′) for bacteria, 
519F (5′-CAGCMGCCGCGGTAATWC-3′) and 915R 
(5′-GTGCTCCCCCGCCAATTCCT-3′) for archaea. 
After integrated with barcode, PCR amplification was 
implemented using ABI GeneAmp® 9700 PCR system. 
High-throughput sequencing was performed on Illumina 
Miseq platforms according to the standard protocols. 
Raw sequencing data were filtered and analyzed using the 
pipelines of Quantitative Insights Into Microbial Ecol-
ogy (QIIME) software (http://www.microbio.me/qiime). 
Operational taxonomic units (OTUs) were determined 
based on the threshold of 97 % similarity using UPARSE 
software (http://drive5.com/uparse/). Species diversity 

was evaluated in the MOTHUR (http://www.mothur.
org). A representative sequence of each OTU was aligned 
for taxonomic identification using the Silva database 
(http://www.arb-silva.de) and Ribosomal Database Pro-
ject (RDP) classifier (version 2.2 http://sourceforge.net/
projects/rdp-classifier/) with a minimum confidence of 
70 % [48, 49].

The DNA samples extracted from anaerobic diges-
tion raw waste sludge (RS-OCMEC), anode and cathode 
biofilms of MEC without alkali-pretreatment [RS-MEC 
(A), RS-MEC (C)] and with alkali-pretreatment [AS-
MEC (A), AS-MEC (C)] were used to quantify archaea 
copies. Archaeal universal primers 787F (5′-ATTAGA 
TACCCSBGTAGTCC-3′) and 1059R (5′-GCCATGCACC 
WCCTCT-3′) were chose to amplify archaeal commu-
nity [50]. The q-PCR reaction mixtures (25 μL) contained 
1× SYBR Green qPCR Mix (Tiangen, China), 300 nM of 
each primer and 1  μL of template DNA. Amplifications 
were performed on an ABI 7500 Real-Time PCR System 
(Applied Biosystems). The protocol of PCR amplification 
consisted of two steps: initial denaturation for 2  min at 
95  °C followed by 40 cycles of denaturation for 10  s at 
95 °C, annealing for 15 s at 60 °C, elongation for 30 s at 
68  °C. Standard curve was obtained using diluted DNA 
of RS-OCMEC sample and the efficiency value calculated 
was up to 1.06 with an R2 of 0.99. All relative q-PCR reac-
tions were performed in triplicate.

Abbreviations
MECs: microbial electrolysis cells; COD: chemical oxygen demand; AS-MEC: 
alkali-pretreated sludge fed MEC; RS-MEC: raw sludge fed MEC; RS-OCMEC: 
raw sludge fed open circuit MEC; AS-OCMEC: alkali-pretreated sludge fed 
open circuit MEC; RS: raw sludge; AS: alkali-pretreated sludge; VFAs: volatile 
fatty acids; OTUs: operational taxonomic units; q-PCR: quantitative PCR; PCR: 
polymerase chain reaction; AD: anaerobic digestion; PCA: principal compo-
nent analysis.

Authors’ contributions
DX designed the experiment; QL performed specific experiments; QL, ZJ R, CH, 
BL, NR and DX contributed to analyze the experiment data; QL, ZJ R, NR, DX 
wrote the manuscript. All authors were involved in revision of the manuscript. 
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Author details
1 State Key Laboratory of Urban Water Resource and Environment, School 
of Municipal and Environmental Engineering, Harbin Institute of Technology, 
P.O. Box 2650, 73 Huanghe Road, Nangang District, Harbin 150090, Heilongji-
ang, China. 2 Department of Civil, Environmental, and Architectural Engineer-
ing, University of Colorado Boulder, Boulder, CO 80309, USA. 

Additional file

Additional file 1: Table. S1. Similarity-based OTUs and species richness 
and diversity estimates of bacteria in different systems. Figure. S1. Cur-
rent density of MEC fed with raw sludge (RS-MEC) and alkali-pretreated 
waste sludge (AS-MEC). Figure. S2. Variations of SCOD (A), soluble protein 
(B) and carbohydrates concentration (C) of raw sludge open-circuit MEC 
(RS-OCMEC), MEC fed with raw sludge (RS-MEC) or alkali-pretreated 
sludge (AS-MEC).

http://www.microbio.me/qiime
http://drive5.com/uparse/
http://www.mothur.org
http://www.mothur.org
http://www.arb-silva.de
http://sourceforge.net/projects/rdp-classifier/
http://sourceforge.net/projects/rdp-classifier/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13068-016-0579-x


Page 9 of 10Liu et al. Biotechnol Biofuels  (2016) 9:162 

Acknowledgements
This study was supported by National Natural Science Foundation of China 
(No. 31270004), Excellent Young Scientists Fund of the National Natural Sci-
ence Foundation of China (No. 51422805), the Science Fund for Distinguished 
Young Scholars of Heilongjiang Province (Grant No. JC201407), the Funda-
mental Research Funds for the Central Universities (No. HIT.BRETIII. 201232), 
and the State Key Laboratory of Urban Water Resource and Environment 
(Harbin Institute of Technology) (No.  2016DX10).

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Funding
National Natural Science Foundation of China (No. 31270004), Excellent Young 
Scientists Fund of the National Natural Science Foundation of China (No. 
51422805), Science Fund for Distinguished Young Scholars of Heilongjiang 
Province (Grant No. JC201407), Fundamental Research Funds for the Central 
Universities (No. HIT.BRETIII. 201232), and the State Key Laboratory of Urban 
Water Resource and Environment (Harbin Institute of Technology) (No.  
2016DX10).

Received: 26 June 2016   Accepted: 27 July 2016

References
 1. Bauer CG, Forest TW. Effect of hydrogen addition on the performance of 

methane-fueled vehicles. Part I: effect on S.I. engine performance. Int J 
Hydrogen Energy. 2001;26:55–70.

 2. Porpatham E, Ramesh A, Nagalingam B. Effect of hydrogen addition on 
the performance of a biogas fuelled spark ignition engine. Int J Hydrogen 
Energy. 2007;32:2057–65.

 3. Cavinato C, Giuliano A, Bolzonella D, Pavan P, Cecchi F. Bio-hythane pro-
duction from food waste by dark fermentation coupled with anaerobic 
digestion process: a long-term pilot scale experience. Int J Hydrogen 
Energy. 2012;37:11549–55.

 4. Giuliano A, Zanetti L, Micolucci F, Cavinato C. Thermophilic two-phase 
anaerobic digestion of source-sorted organic fraction of municipal solid 
waste for bio-hythane production: effect of recirculation sludge on pro-
cess stability and microbiology over a long-term pilot-scale experience. 
Water Sci Technol. 2014;69:2200–9.

 5. Liu Z, Li Q, Zhang C, Wang L, Han B, Li B, Zhang Y, Chen H, Xing XH. Effects 
of operating parameters on hydrogen production from raw wet steam-
exploded cornstalk and two-stage fermentation potential for biohythane 
production. Biochem Eng J. 2014;90:234–8.

 6. Costa JC, Oliveira JV, Pereira MA, Alves MM, Abreu AA. Biohythane pro-
duction from marine macroalgae Sargassum sp coupling dark fermenta-
tion and anaerobic digestion. Bioresour Technol. 2015;190:251–6.

 7. Bolzonella D, Pavan P, Zanette M, Cecchi F. Two-phase anaerobic diges-
tion of waste activated sludge: effect of an extreme thermophilic prefer-
mentation. Ind Eng Chem Res. 2007;46:6650–5.

 8. Demirer GN, Othman M. Two-phase thermophilic acidification and meso-
philic methanogenesis anaerobic digestion of waste-activated sludge. 
Environ Eng Sci. 2008;25:1291–300.

 9. Jiang J, Zhao Q, Zhang J, Zhang G, Lee DJ. Electricity generation from bio-
treatment of sewage sludge with microbial fuel cell. Bioresour Technol. 
2009;100:5808–12.

 10. Lu L, Xing D, Liu B, Ren N. Enhanced hydrogen production from waste 
activated sludge by cascade utilization of organic matter in microbial 
electrolysis cells. Water Res. 2012;46:1015–26.

 11. Lu L, Xing D, Ren N. Pyrosequencing reveals highly diverse microbial 
communities in microbial electrolysis cells involved in enhanced H2 
production from waste activated sludge. Water Res. 2012;46:2425–34.

 12. Mei X, Guo C, Liu B, Tang Y, Xing D. Shaping of bacterial community struc-
ture in microbial fuel cells by different inocula. RSC Adv. 2015;5:78136–41.

 13. Xiao B, Yang F, Liu J. Enhancing simultaneous electricity production and 
reduction of sewage sludge in two-chamber MFC by aerobic sludge 
digestion and sludge pretreatments. J Hazard Mater. 2011;189:444–9.

 14. Yang F, Ren L, Pu Y, Logan BE. Electricity generation from fermented 
primary sludge using single-chamber air-cathode microbial fuel cells. 
Bioresour Technol. 2013;128:784–7.

 15. Liu H, Grot S, Logan BE. Electrochemically assisted microbial production 
of hydrogen from acetate. Environ Sci Technol. 2005;39:4317–20.

 16. Lu L, Ren N, Zhao X, Wang H, Wu D, Xing D. Hydrogen production, 
methanogen inhibition and microbial community structures in psychro-
philic single-chamber microbial electrolysis cells. Energy Environ Sci. 
2011;4:1329–36.

 17. Wang H, Park JD, Ren ZJ. Practical energy harvesting for microbial fuel 
cells: a review. Environ Sci Technol. 2015;49:3267–77.

 18. Logan BE, Call D, Cheng S, Hamelers HV, Sleutels TH, Jeremiasse 
AW, Rozendal RA. Microbial electrolysis cells for high yield hydro-
gen gas production from organic matter. Environ Sci Technol. 
2008;42:8630–40.

 19. Cusick RD, Bryan B, Parker DS, Merrill MD, Mehanna M, Kiely PD, Liu 
G, Logan BE. Performance of a pilot-scale continuous flow microbial 
electrolysis cell fed winery wastewater. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol. 
2011;89:2053–63.

 20. Heidrich ES, Edwards SR, Dolfing J, Cotterill SE, Curtis TP. Performance 
of a pilot scale microbial electrolysis cell fed on domestic wastewater 
at ambient temperatures for a 12 month period. Bioresour Technol. 
2014;173:87–95.

 21. Mahmoud M, Parameswaran P, Torres CI, Rittmann BE. Fermentation 
pre-treatment of landfill leachate for enhanced electron recovery in a 
microbial electrolysis cell. Bioresour Technol. 2014;151:151–8.

 22. Liu W, He Z, Yang C, Zhou A, Guo Z, Liang B, Varrone C, Wang A. Microbial 
network for waste activated sludge cascade utilization in an integrated 
system of microbial electrolysis and anaerobic fermentation. Biotechnol 
Biofuels. 2016;9:83.

 23. Liu W, Cai W, Guo Z, Wang L, Yang C, Varrone C, Wang A. Microbial 
electrolysis contribution to anaerobic digestion of waste activated 
sludge, leading to accelerated methane production. Renew Energy. 
2016;91:334–9.

 24. Asztalos JR, Kim Y. Enhanced digestion of waste activated sludge 
using microbial electrolysis cells at ambient temperature. Water Res. 
2015;87:503–12.

 25. Sun R, Zhou A, Jia J, Liang Q, Liu Q, Xing D, Ren N. Characterization of 
methane production and microbial community shifts during waste 
activated sludge degradation in microbial electrolysis cells. Bioresour 
Technol. 2014;175:68–74.

 26. Jeremiasse AW, Hamelers HV, Buisman CJ. Microbial electrolysis cell with a 
microbial biocathode. Bioelectrochemistry. 2010;78:39–43.

 27. Lu L, Ren N, Xing D, Logan BE. Hydrogen production with effluent from 
an ethanol-H2-coproducing fermentation reactor using a single-chamber 
microbial electrolysis cell. Biosens Bioelectron. 2009;24:3055–60.

 28. Rozendal RA, Jeremiasse AW, Hamelers HVM, Buisman CJN. Hydro-
gen production with a microbial biocathode. Environ Sci Technol. 
2008;42:629–34.

 29. Cheng S, Xing D, Call DF, Logan BE. Direct biological conversion of electri-
cal current into methane by electromethanogenesis. Environ Sci Technol. 
2009;43:3953–8.

 30. Rabaey K, Rozendal RA. Microbial electrosynthesis - revisiting 
the electrical route for microbial production. Nat Rev Microbiol. 
2010;8:706–16.

 31. Jafary T, Daud WRW, Ghasemi M, Kim BH, Md Jahim J, Ismail M, Lim SS. 
Biocathode in microbial electrolysis cell; present status and future pros-
pects. Renew Sust Energy Rev. 2015;47:23–33.

 32. Lu L, Huggins T, Jin S, Zuo Y, Ren ZJ. Microbial metabolism and commu-
nity structure in response to bioelectrochemically enhanced remedia-
tion of petroleum hydrocarbon-contaminated soil. Environ Sci Technol. 
2014;48:4021–9.

 33. Pisciotta JM, Zaybak Z, Call DF, Nam JY, Logan BE. Enrichment of microbial 
electrolysis cell biocathodes from sediment microbial fuel cell bioanodes. 
Appl Environ Microbiol. 2012;78:5212–9.

 34. Ma K, Liu X, Dong X. Methanosaeta harundinacea sp nov., a novel acetate-
scavenging methanogen isolated from a UASB reactor. Int J Syst Evol 
Micr. 2006;56:127–31.

 35. Sun R, Xing D, Jia J, Zhou A, Zhang L, Ren N. Methane production and 
microbial community structure for alkaline pretreated waste activated 
sludge. Bioresour Technol. 2014;169:496–501.



Page 10 of 10Liu et al. Biotechnol Biofuels  (2016) 9:162 

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

 36. Hu H, Fan Y, Liu H. Hydrogen production using single-chamber 
membrane-free microbial electrolysis cells. Water Res. 2008;42:4172–8.

 37. Lu L, Xing D, Ren N. Bioreactor performance and quantitative analysis 
of methanogenic and bacterial community dynamics in microbial elec-
trolysis cells during large temperature fluctuations. Environ Sci Technol. 
2012;46:6874–81.

 38. McInerney MJ, Sieber JR, Gunsalus RP. Syntrophy in anaerobic global 
carbon cycles. Curr Opin Biotech. 2009;20:623–32.

 39. Kouzuma A, Kato S, Watanabe K. Microbial interspecies interactions: 
recent findings in syntrophic consortia. Front Microbiol. 2015;6:477.

 40. Rautio M, Eerola E, Väisänen-Tunkelrott M-L, Molitoris D, Lawson P, Collins 
MD, Jousimies-Somer H. Reclassification of Bacteroides putredinis (Wein-
berg et al., 1937) in a new genus Alistipes gen. nov., as Alistipes putredinis 
comb. nov., and description of Alistipes finegoldii sp. nov., from human 
sources. Syst Appl Microbiol. 2003;26:182–8.

 41. Miyazaki M, Sakai S, Yamanaka Y, Saito Y, Takai K, Imachi H. Spirochaeta psy-
chrophila sp. nov., a psychrophilic spirochaete isolated from subseafloor 
sediment, and emended description of the genus Spirochaeta. Int J Syst 
Evol Microbiol. 2014;64:2798–804.

 42. Chen S, Dong X. Proteiniphilum acetatigenes gen. nov., sp. nov., from 
a UASB reactor treating brewery wastewater. Int J Syst Evol Microbiol. 
2005;55:2257–61.

 43. Grabowski A, Tindall BJ, Bardin V, Blanchet D, Jeanthon C. Petrimonas 
sulfuriphila gen. nov., sp. nov., a mesophilic fermentative bacterium 
isolated from a biodegraded oil reservoir. Int J Syst Evol Microbiol. 
2005;55:1113–21.

 44. Rotaru AE, Shrestha PM, Liu F, Markovaite B, Chen S, Nevin KP, Lovley DR. 
Direct interspecies electron transfer between Geobacter metallireducens 
and Methanosarcina barkeri. Appl Environ Microbiol. 2014;80:4599–605.

 45. Call D, Logan BE. Hydrogen production in a single chamber microbial 
electrolysis cell lacking a membrane. Environ Sci Technol. 2008;42:3401–6.

 46. Clesceri LS, Greenberg AE, Eaton AD, editors. Standard methods for the 
examination of water and wastewater, 20th edition. Washington DC: 
American Public Health Association Inc.; 1998.

 47. Norris JJR, Ribbons DW. Methods in microbiology. NewYork City: Aca-
demic Press; 1971.

 48. Caporaso JG, Kuczynski J, Stombaugh J, Bittinger K, Bushman FD, 
Costello EK, Fierer N, Pena AG, Goodrich JK, Gordon JI, et al. QIIME allows 
analysis of high-throughput community sequencing data. Nat Methods. 
2010;7:335–6.

 49. Wang Q, Garrity GM, Tiedje JM, Cole JR. Naive bayesian classifier for rapid 
assignment of rRNA sequences into the new bacterial taxonomy. Appl 
Environ Microbiol. 2007;73:5261–7.

 50. Yu Y, Lee C, Kim J, Hwang S. Group-specific primer and probe sets to 
detect methanogenic communities using quantitative real-time poly-
merase chain reaction. Biotechnol Bioeng. 2005;89:670–9.


