
 

January 25, 2013 
 
 
Shannon Sweeney 
Water Resources Manager 
City of Santa Maria 
2065 E. Main Street 
Santa Maria, CA 93454 
 
 
Subject: Tailwater Denitrification Feasibility Analysis 
 
Dear Ms. Sweeney: 
 
Wallace Group has been retained to investigate the feasibility of implementing an 
agricultural tailwater denitrification system for the treatment of flows conveyed within 
the existing Bradley Channel (see Figure 1). The focus of the study is on the use of 
low-cost, passive technology that utilizes waste wood chips as the source of carbon 
for the denitrification process.  Wood chip-based denitrification systems have been 
used successfully by Caltrans for the treatment of wastewater generated at roadside 
rest stops.  Important research on the technology has been performed by UC Davis 
under the direction of Harold Leverenz PE, PhD, who also assisted in the 
development of the proposed tailwater treatment process.  Appendix A includes a 
technical report that describes the biological processes, research results, and 
engineering conclusions.   
 
Background and Project Purpose 
Surface runoff from farming operations contains a number of contaminants that 
present a threat to the beneficial uses of both surface and groundwater.  Nitrate is a 
key contaminant of concern, and evidence of existing contamination exists in both the 
shallow aquifer and in monitored surface water.  The Regional Water Quality Control 
Board (RWQCB) monitors for multiple contaminants, including nitrate, through the 
Central Coast Ambient Monitoring Program (CCAMP).  The Bradley Channel is 
actively monitored, and historical data was provided for channel flow and nitrate 
concentration, in addition to other contaminants.  The Bradley Channel at the 
proposed project location is tributary to approximately 5,700 acres of irrigated 
agriculture.   
 
In 2012, the RWQCB adopted Agricultural Order RB3-2012-0011, which requires 
agricultural operations to conduct surface and groundwater monitoring, implement 
best management practices for nutrient and sediment control, and comply with 
various other monitoring and reporting requirements.  The proposed project will 
provide an important local example of low-cost, passive tailwater treatment for nitrate.  
The same technology could then be considered as a decentralized treatment solution 
for individual growers to comply with current and future regulations.  In addition to 
RWQCB regulatory efforts, the City of Santa Maria (City) is currently working with a 
group of stakeholders to develop and implement a Salt and Nutrient Management 
Plan, which will consider regulatory, physical, and management solutions to existing 
and future contamination.   
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Anticipated Flows and Loadings  
 
Monitoring data from the Bradley Channel is provided in graphical form in Appendix 
B.  The channel flows are variable, and the majority of the nutrient loading occurs 
during the irrigation season.  The intent is to treat a substantial portion of the annual 
nitrogen loading while remaining within the other key project constraints of site area 
and implementation cost.  Based on the performance of other wood chip based 
systems, nitrate removal rates in excess of 90% are achievable.  At a minimum, the 
intent is to reduce the nitrate concentration to a level below the drinking water 
Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) of 10 mg/L as nitrogen.  During periods of 
consistent flow and stable operation, the system may be able to achieve effluent 
levels that are essentially non-detect for nitrate.  The recommended basis of design is 
summarized in Table 1.   
 
 

Table 1: Recommended Basis of Design 
Parameter Recommended Design Value 

System flow for dry weather operation 200 gal/min (0.29 Mgal/d) 
Influent nitrate concentration as N 80 mg/L 

Hydraulic retention time (HRT) 2 to 4 days 
Average effluent nitrate concentration 

as N 
< 10mg/L 

 
 
Facility Sizing and Location Alternatives 
In consultation with Dr. Leverenz, a conceptual design for the denitrification system 
was assembled to meet the parameters indicated in Table 1.  The key system 
parameters are summarized in Table 2: 
 

Table 2: System Parameters for Wood Chip Denitrification System 
Parameter Recommended Value 

System surface area 0.65 to 0.75 ac, depending on depth 
Operating depth of wood chips 6 to 8 ft, depending on area 
Hydraulic retention time (HRT) 4 days 

Surface plant materials  
Bulrush, cattail, reed, calla lily, canna lily, 
or other species appropriate for a wetland 

in a park setting 
 
 
A reconnaissance-level site investigation of a number of potential project sites was 
conducted, including the following potential locations: 
 

 the vicinity of the Blosser Basin 
 linear portions of the Blosser and/or Bradley Channels, including access 

frontages 
 areas near the outfall to the Santa Maria River 
 adjacent to or within Jim May Park, or otherwise near the Bradley Basin 
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The latter location was determined to be the most viable in terms of cost and function.  
Jim May Park, which sits on land owned by the County of Santa Barbara but is 
operated and maintained by the City through a use agreement with the County, also 
has the advantage of an available upper aquifer well that has been contaminated with 
nitrate.  The well is currently cased, but it has not yet been equipped with electrical 
power or a pump.  If equipped, the well could be utilized in conjunction with the 
denitrification system for the following purposes: 
 

 Provide a source of winter-period nitrate loading, when the County draws 
down the Bradley basin for flood control purposes. The County bypasses flow 
from the Bradley Channel around the basin by opening a valve adjacent to the 
channel, thereby draining the supply to the biofilter. The availability of an 
alternate water supply to the biofilter during that time period allows for 
additional nitrate removal from the shallow groundwater aquifer while not 
impacting existing flood control practices.  It also allows the biofilter to stay 
alive and working when little to no drainage water is available. 

 Provide a low cost source of start-up water for the wetland plants, without 
depending on consistent flows from the Bradley Channel. 

 During the irrigation season, provide a nutrient-rich source of water to the park 
while reducing the cost of water and applied fertilizers.   

 
In the vicinity of the Bradley Basin, three alternative locations were identified that 
contained sufficient land area for the system.  These areas are summarized in Figure 
2.  Alternative A was selected as the preferred approach for the following reasons: 

 
 Alternative C results in impacts to open turf play area, while Alternative A 

minimizes impacts.  The area designated for Alternative A is primarily used for 
pedestrian and bicycle access, which is a function that can be maintained with 
minor changes to the sidewalk configuration.   

 Alternative B is located in an area subject to historical erosion damage, and 
access to the Bradley Channel and the above-referenced upper aquifer well is 
more challenging.  

 Alternative A has the highest potential for visible and direct educational 
opportunities for school children, and will be accessible for visitors with 
disabilities.  Instructional displays that convey important information 
concerning stormwater management and water quality should be included 
within the final project design.   

 
Recommended Project  
 
Figure 2 shows the configuration of the recommended project, including the potential 
realignment of existing walkways.  Key elements of the project are described in the 
following sections. 
 
Grading: The system will require the excavation of approximately 10,000 cubic yards 
of material within the project area.  Opportunities exist for minimizing the cost of earth 
moving operations by depositing the excavated material on the low-lying vacant areas 
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to the north of the Bradley Basin, or making arrangements with other property owners 
in need of fill material.  Trucking costs have been included in the project estimate. 
 
Sidewalk Demolition and Repair:  Prior to excavation, the existing walkways and 
underlying irrigation system will require demolition, while maintaining service to the 
surrounding park.  The walkways can be realigned to maintain the existing circulation 
patterns, as indicated in Figure 2.   
 
Impermeable Liner: A clay or synthetic impermeable liner will be required to maintain 
a continuous subsurface water level in the wood chip bed.  High density polyethylene 
and polypropylene are potential alternatives.  Internal synthetic baffles, comprised of 
the same liner material, may also be required to improve the hydraulics of the system 
and prevent short circuiting.   
 
Intake Pumping System: Water will be withdrawn directly from a new 4’ x 4’ sump 
constructed in the bottom of the Bradley Channel as shown in Figure 2.  A single self-
priming pump (approx. 5 horsepower) will be utilized to withdraw the water from the 
channel and convey it to the system inlet.  The pumping system will require a source 
of electrical power, which can be implemented concurrently with the shallow well 
project as described below.  The estimated annual power cost is $11 per day, or 
approximately $3,000 per year assuming no use during the winter months.  The 
turbidity of the tailwater is highly variable.  Given the high porosity of the wood chip 
media, and for the purpose of this study, it is assumed that pre-treatment will not be 
required.  If necessary, a slow sand filter forebay or equivalent mechanical system 
could be added to reduce turbidity, but this will increase both the capital and 
operating cost of the system.  Another alternative would be to design the inlet of the 
bioreactor for maintenance and/or replacement.  
 
Yard piping: Inlet and outlet works will be included in the system to uniformly 
distribute the flow over the wood chip bed.  Other operating systems have utilized 
chamber-type infiltration units common in septic systems for flow distribution.  The 
yard piping should also provide flexibility to withdraw effluent at intermediate points 
within the system, primarily to limit the hydraulic retention time (HRT) during periods 
of low flow or loading.  If an excessively long HRT is maintained, all of the nitrate may 
be consumed, and sufficient additional time may be available for the subsequent 
reduction of sulfate, which would increase the potential for the formation of odors.  
The bacteria present in the system will preferentially utilize nitrate first, and therefore 
HRT control should be an effective means of mitigating odor potential.   
 
Wood Chips: As described in Appendix A, a number of different wood chip materials 
have been tested, with the conclusion that many types of chips will provide 
acceptable performance.  As the local solid waste handler, the City is well-positioned 
to identify and stockpile a cost effective source of wood chips.  The unit price 
assigned in the project cost estimate assumes a typical wood chip cost consistent 
with recent Caltrans projects.     
 
Planting Materials: Wood chip wetlands are often planted with typical wetland species 
such as cattails and bulrushes, and occasionally with decorative species such as 
calla lily, with a preference for native materials.  Given the park setting, a blend of 
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functional and decorative species would be appropriate.  The plants utilize both the 
water and nutrients present in the wood chip bed, while also assisting to limit chip 
compaction and thereby maintain the porosity of the system through root growth (see 
Appendix A).  Given that the plants require a source of nitrogen for successful growth, 
an established system will tend to have more robust growth near the inlet, where 
nitrate levels are highest, and some amount of plant die-off near the outlet, where 
nitrate concentrations are minimal.  This phenomenon can be seen in the following 
photographs (Figure 3) of an existing system: 
 
 

 
Figure 3 

Views of anoxic wetland bioreactors in El Centro, Ca 
 
Well Equipment and Electrical Power: As indicated previously, the equipping and use 
of the existing upper aquifer well will provide a benefit to the proposed system, the 
groundwater basin, and the adjacent park.  The well pump will be selected to match 
the irrigation demands of the park while providing a source of supplemental water to 
the woodchip wetlands.  The estimated pump size is 20 horsepower. Suitable three 
phase power will also be required for efficient operation of the well and system inlet 
pump.  The City has worked closely with the local electrical utility (PG&E) to identify 
the cost of extending three phase power to the site, including the installation of 
approximately 800 feet of underground conduit and wire from the intersection of 
Carlotti and Stanford Drives.  The annual electrical cost to operate the well for 
irrigation purposes is estimated at $2,300, based on an annual park demand of 46 
acre-ft per year.  If used continuously during the winter months to provide a source of 
high-nitrate water to the bioreactor, the well will generate an additional winter-period 
electrical cost of $3,900 per year.  
 
Estimated Draft Project Budget 
 
A conceptual project cost estimate has been developed for budgeting purposes as 
summarized in Table 3, consistent with the assumptions previously described.  The 
estimate was developed based on 2012 costs, and can be indexed for inflation based 
on an Engineering News Record (ENR) Construction Cost Index (20 City Average) of 
9413.  Some adjustments in the project scope may be required during design to bring 
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the project within budget.  Many of the component quantities are proportional to the 
proposed system flow, and therefore adjustments in flow could be adopted to 
preserve budget if necessary. 
 
 
Please let me know if you have any questions, or if you need more information. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
WALLACE GROUP 
 
 
Rob Miller, PE 
Principal Engineer 
 



Grading cu yds 10,000 $20.00 $200,000

Liner sq ft 40,000 $1.50 $60,000

Wood Chips cu yds 8,000 $15.00 $120,000

Yard Piping LS 1 $95,000 $95,000

Wetlands Planting LS 1 $30,000 $30,000

Storm Water Pump and Intake LS 1 $150,000 $150,000

Shallow Well Equipment LS 1 $28,000 $28,000

Sidewalk Demo and Repair sq ft 5000 $15 $75,000

Three Phase Power to Site LS 1 $60,000 $60,000

Subtotal $818,000

Construction Contingency (20%) $163,600

$204,500

Total Conceptual Cost Estimate for Construction‐Related Items $1,186,100

Notes:

1. Wetlands planting assumes bulrush/cattail, with spacing for future grow‐in.

2. Three phase power estimate assumes selection of 50% PG&E discount option.

3. Yard piping includes the repair of impacted irrigation facilities.

Total Price

$312,000

$312,000

Table 3a: Conceptual Estimate for Construction‐Related Costs

Design and Construction Management (25%)

Item Description Units
Approx. 

Quantity
Unit Price

Monitoring, Education, Outreach, and Program Administration

Table 3b: Conceptual  Estimate for Non‐Construction Costs

Item Description 

Total Conceptual Cost Estimate for Non‐Construction Items

Total Price
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Anoxic Treatment Wetlands for Denitrification 
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a b s t r a c t

Anoxic subsurface flow (SSF) constructed wetlands were evaluated for denitrification using nitrified
wastewater. The treatment wetlands utilized a readily available organic woodchip-media packing to
create the anoxic conditions. After 2 years in operation, nitrate removal was found to be best described
by first-order kinetics. Removal rate constants at 20 ◦C (k20) were determined to be 1.41–1.30 d−1, with
temperature coefficients (�) of 1.10 and 1.17, for planted and unplanted experimental woodchip-media
SSF wetlands, respectively. First-order removal rate constants decreased as length of operation increased;
however, a longer-term study is needed to establish the steady-state values. The hydraulic conductivity in
the planted woodchip-media SSF wetlands, 0.13–0.15 m/s, was similar to that measured in an unplanted
gravel-media SSF control system.

© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Nitrate has been identified as a constituent of concern for many
wastewater systems that disperse effluent to the soil because of
potential impacts on groundwater. In some aquifers, nitrate con-
centrations above the drinking water limit have been found to
extend more than 100 m from septic systems (Robertson et al.,
1991). Elevated concentrations of nitrate in drinking water have
been linked to methemoglobinemia in infants, a medical condition
that interferes with the oxygen-carrying capacity of blood (U.S. EPA,
2002). Due to this health concern, the U.S. EPA and other regula-
tory agencies have set the maximum contaminant level for nitrate
in drinking water at 10 mg N/L. Currently, there are limited options
available for decentralized wastewater systems for the removal of
nitrogen. The lack of cost-effective decentralized treatment options
for nitrogen has resulted in the installation of capital intensive
centralized collection and treatment systems in some communi-
ties. Therefore, an effective and inexpensive denitrification process
for use in decentralized wastewater management applications is
needed (Oakley et al., 2010).

∗ Corresponding author. Tel.: +1 530 752 5670.
E-mail address: jdarby@ucdavis.edu (J.L. Darby).

1.1. Onsite wastewater systems

Onsite wastewater management for an individual home consists
typically of a septic tank and effluent dispersal system. The septic
tank provides primary treatment for the wastewater and acts as
an anaerobic digester for the organic waste that settles out of the
water. Effluent from the septic tank contains nitrogen that is pri-
marily in the ammonium form. A commonly used effluent dispersal
system uses perforated subsurface pipes to infiltrate septic tank
effluent into the soil by gravity. In the soil, the septic tank effluent
undergoes additional treatment as the wastewater is exposed to
oxygen and soil bacteria, resulting in the conversion of ammonium
to nitrate. The wastewater nitrate then percolates through the soil
matrix and may accumulate in groundwater aquifers and contam-
inate surface waters (Kellogg et al., 2010; U.S. Geological Survey,
2004).

1.2. Nitrate removal from wastewater

In conventional activated sludge type wastewater treatment
plants, a small amount of nitrogen is removed through the pro-
duction and wasting of biomass. High levels of nitrogen removal
require the application of specialized biological nutrient removal
processes. Conventional biological nutrient removal processes con-
vert the organic and ammonia nitrogen to nitrate in an aerobic
environment (nitrification) and then reduce the nitrate to nitrogen
gas in an anoxic environment (denitrification). The denitrifica-

0925-8574/$ – see front matter © 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.ecoleng.2010.03.014

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2010.03.014
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/09258574
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/ecoleng
mailto:jdarby@ucdavis.edu
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoleng.2010.03.014
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tion process involves the anoxic biological oxidation of organic
substrates in wastewater using nitrate as the electron acceptor
(Tchobanoglous et al., 2003).

In wastewater treatment plants designed for nitrogen removal,
nitrification and denitrification are typically integrated processes
that utilize anoxic zones either before or after aerobic treatment.
In processes that utilize anoxic zones before aerobic treatment,
nitrates and biomass are returned from aerobic treatment to the
anoxic zone where influent organics are utilized as the carbon
source in the denitrification reaction. A common pre-anoxic deni-
trification method is the Modified Ludzack-Ettinger process (MLE)
that achieves nitrate removal through an internal recycle step
(Tchobanoglous et al., 2003). However, processes such as the MLE
are not well suited for decentralized wastewater systems with
stringent nitrogen limits because the variability in the loading con-
ditions experienced in these small systems can lead to unreliable
performance. For example, a number of decentralized wastewater
systems recirculate nitrified effluent to the septic tank for denitri-
fication but can only achieve total nitrogen removal rates around
50–60% reliably (Oakley et al., 2010).

In processes that utilize anoxic zones after aerobic treatment,
the influent wastewater carbon is oxidized in the aeration and
nitrification process and is no longer available for denitrifica-
tion. Therefore, an external carbon source must be added to
supply energy to the nitrifying organisms (Tchobanoglous et al.,
2003). Several proprietary post-anoxic denitrification methods
have been developed to overcome this limitation, including the
use of both liquid carbon feed systems and solid phase carbon fil-
ters (Oakley et al., 2010; Schipper et al., 2010). For decentralized
wastewater systems, liquid carbon feed systems can pose prob-
lems because the chemical source needs to be replenished on a
regular basis and there is difficulty in applying the correct chem-
ical dose to wastewater with varying characteristics (Leverenz et
al., 2007).

1.3. Nitrogen removal in constructed wetlands

Natural wetlands have been shown to be a simple and
energy-efficient method of removing nutrients (i.e., phosphorous
and nitrogen) from wastewater (Nichols, 1983). Nichols (1983)
concluded that while natural wetlands are good at removing phos-
phorous, nitrogen removal was dependent on the organic content
of the wetland soils. Artificial open water wetlands have also been
shown to be effective for the removal of nitrogen from wastew-
ater (Gersberg et al., 1983, 1984). These results are explained by
plant assimilation, the presence of microscopic anoxic zones that
occur in bacterial films, and, over time, the presence of decaying
plant material that provide carbon for denitrifying bacteria. Nitrate
disappearance in open water constructed wetlands has been mod-
eled as a volume-based first-order reaction (Kadlec and Knight,
1996).

Another alternative treatment wetland technology is the sub-
surface flow (SSF) constructed wetland, which is well suited for
onsite wastewater applications because they provide odor and
vector control and mitigate public access issues (U.S. EPA, 1993).
Artificial SSF wetlands are typically designed with an inert rock
medium and can be either planted or unplanted, and are designed
so that the water flows below the surface of the wetlands through
the packed-bed porous medium. The rock medium provides a sur-
face area for the growth of bacterial films but inhibits the carbon
cycling from plant debris because the packing material impedes
the plant debris from reaching the water. As a result, conventional
subsurface wetlands are only marginally successful at removing
nitrogen from wastewater and generally require a prenitrification
step to enhance denitrification capacity, however, these systems

remain carbon limited (U.S. EPA, 1999). The nitrogen removal that
does occur in rock medium SSF wetlands is the result of plant assim-
ilation and microbial denitrification that utilizes any remaining
carbon source in the influent and from rhizosphere plant decay
(Kadlec and Knight, 1996). Thus, an alternative carbon source is
required to increase the denitrification performance, assuming that
nitrification has already taken place. For example, Gersberg et
al. (1983) demonstrated that the addition of carbon, in the form
of methanol, stimulated bacterial denitrification and increased
nitrate removal efficiencies to 95%. However, the use of liquid car-
bon feed systems in small wastewater systems are subject to the
limitations noted in Section 1.2.

1.4. Nitrogen removal in anoxic filters

Based on previous research reported in the literature, it has
been found that a variety of organic solids can be used simultane-
ously as media and as a carbon source to support the denitrification
process. These include plant biomass (Gersberg et al., 1983), cot-
ton burr and mulch compost (Su and Puls, 2007), wheat straw
(Aslan and Turkman, 2003), sawdust (Robertson and Cherry, 1995;
Schipper and Vojvodic-Vukovic, 1998), and woodchips (Healy et
al., 2006; Robertson and Merkley, 2009). Schipper and Vojvodic-
Vukovic (1998) demonstrated that porous groundwater treatment
walls amended with sawdust were successful in removing nitrate
from contaminated groundwater. Schipper et al. (2010), also
employed woodchip-based denitrification bioreactors to reduce
end-of-pipe losses from agricultural drainage systems. Robertson
et al. (2005) demonstrated that the Nitrex filters, which utilize a
proprietary nitrate reactive material, produced septic tank efflu-
ent nitrate removal rates of up to 96%, remaining effective for
at least 5 years, but removal rates were diminished during the
winter months. However, the use of a readily available organic
medium in a subsurface flow constructed wetland as a method for
denitrification of nitrified septic tank effluent has not been inves-
tigated.

1.5. Purpose of study

The purpose of this research was to evaluate the use of
constructed subsurface flow wetlands filled with an organic
woodchip-media for denitrification of wastewater. The specific
objectives were to assess the effect that aquatic plants, temper-
ature, length of operation, hydraulic performance properties, and
nitrate concentration had on nitrate removal performance. The
results were used to determine nitrate removal rates and temper-
ature coefficients that can be used for the preliminary design of
constructed wetlands using organic woodchip-media.

2. Materials and methods

The pilot facility used in this study consisted of a septic tank, a
packed-bed nitrification system, and experimental subsurface flow
wetland units. Details of the experimental system and operational
parameters are presented below.

2.1. Pretreatment system

Wastewater used in the study was diverted from the influ-
ent to the University of California Davis Wastewater Treatment
Plant (UCD WWTP). The septic tank was a conventional design
with a nominal volume of 7.6 m3 and retention time of about
2 d. The packed-bed nitrification system consisted of three parallel
single-pass units that utilized a synthetic textile media (Orenco
Systems, Inc., Sutherlin, OR) and employed natural ventilation
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Fig. 1. Schematic of experimental constructed wetland.

for oxygen transfer. To ensure nitrification occurred reliably in
the packed-bed filters, the filters were operated at high dosing
frequencies (96 dose/d) and relatively low organic loading rates
(100 g BOD/m2 d). The nitrified effluent was collected in a pump
tank and evenly distributed to six subsurface wetlands using water
meters and throttling gate valves. Additional details on the nitrifi-
cation system may be found in Leverenz et al. (2001).

2.2. Experimental wetland units

Six different subsurface wetlands were used to study the effect
that media type, time of operation, and aquatic plants (Typha lati-
folia) have on the removal of nitrate. The subsurface wetlands were
housed in rectangular fiberglass tanks (3 m long, 1 m high and 0.6 m
wide). The media depth was initially filled to the top of the basin
(1 m) and the water depth was set at 0.15 m below the surface of
the media. A vertically placed orifice type inlet structure for the
wetlands was designed to allow the nitrified wastewater to be dis-
tributed evenly along the height of the tank, as shown in Fig. 1.
To investigate the effect of medium type, four of the SSF wetlands
units were filled with readily available recycled pallet woodchips
(Waste Management, Inc., WMCR/K&M, Sacramento, CA) with par-
ticle lengths ranging from 13 to 152 mm, and an average thickness
of 6.3 mm. Two additional SSF wetland units were filled with gravel
classified as 19 mm clean crushed rock. To investigate the effect
of time of operation, two of the woodchip filled SSF wetland units
were placed in operation in July 2007 (not monitored) and the other
four wetlands were put into operation in June 2008. To investigate
the effect of the presence of aquatic plants, three of the wetland
units (a woodchip wetland placed into operation in 2007, a wood-
chip wetland placed into operation in 2008, and a gravel wetland)
were planted with T. latifolia at the time of startup and the remain-
ing three wetland units were left unplanted. A diagram of the pilot
system configuration is shown in Fig. 2. A summary of the exper-
imental wetland unit design information is presented in Table 1.
Each of the SSF wetland units received approximately 0.6 m3/d
of nitrified effluent, applied intermittently in equal doses every
15 min.

2.3. Sample collection and analysis

Regular influent and effluent grab samples were collected from
each of the wetlands and were analyzed for temperature, nitrate,
and nitrite. The temperature was measured in the field using

Fig. 2. Plan view of pilot testing system.

a Myron L handheld meter. The latter parameters were mea-
sured using Ion Chromatography [DIONEX LC20 Chromatography
Enclosure, DIONEX ION Pac AS14A 4X250 mm Analytical (ANION)].
Periodically, ammonium ion and total Kjeldahl nitrogen (TKN)
were measured in accordance with Standard Methods for the
Examination of Water and Wastewater (1998) to ensure that the
wetland influent was completely nitrified. The (5-d biochemical
oxygen demand) BOD5 was also measured in accordance with Stan-
dard Methods (2000) to evaluate effluent water quality.

Influent and effluent grab samples were collected about once a
week from each wetland. Grab samples were also collected periodi-
cally along the length of each wetland to determine nitrate removal
profiles. Intermediate samples were obtained from sampling wells
(PVC pipe sections with perforated ends) inserted in the media with

Table 1
Summary of wetland design information.

Startup date Medium Plant useda Designation

7/2008 Rock Typha latifolia G, P, 08
7/2008 Rock None G, UP, 08
7/2007 Woodchips Typha latifolia W, P, 07
7/2007 Woodchips None W, UP, 07
7/2008 Woodchips Typha latifolia W, P, 08
7/2008 Woodchips None W, UP, 08

a Where plants are indicated, rhizomes were embedded at system startup.
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the perforated section at mid-depth, and samples were withdrawn
using a hand pump.

2.4. Porosity measurements

The porosity of the media contained in the unplanted wood-
chip SSF wetland units was measured by volumetric displacement
to evaluate degradation of the woodchip-media over time. Media
samples were obtained from 0.3 m below the water surface and at
several locations along the length of the basin. The porosity values
were compared to gravel and unused woodchips.

2.5. Hydraulic conductivity measurements

Hydraulic conductivities of SSF media were measured using a
permeameter test procedure (Crites et al., 2006). The permeame-
ter testing was conducted directly in the SSF wetland unit basins
by measuring headloss across a section of the system during load-
ing at a constant flow rate. Darcy’s Law of laminar flow through
porous media was then used to determine the hydraulic conduc-
tivity value.

During the test procedure, the influent wastewater supply
pump was turned off and a perforated pipe was inserted next
to the influent pipe. Potable water was distributed through the
perforated pipe at a constant flow as determined from volu-
metric testing. Piezometers installed 0.2 m from the inlet and
outlet on basin sides were monitored and the head difference
was recorded after steady-state conditions were obtained. Fol-
lowing the measurements, the Reynolds number through porous
media was determined to ensure laminar regime assumptions were
accurate. The limit of the laminar regime within porous media
holds when the associated Reynolds’s numbers are less than 10
(Charbeneau, 2000).

2.6. Tracer study

Tracer testing was performed in May 2009 using sodium chlo-
ride (NaCl). The effluent electrical conductivity was measured using
a handheld conductivity meter (Myron L Ultrameter). For purposes
of the study, 7.5 L of NaCl solution at a concentration of 20 g/L was
added to the influent feed to each wetland system. An effluent com-
posite sample and grab sample were obtained every 4 h during
the study, which lasted for a total of 100 h. After the 100 h test-
ing period, the effluent conductivity values had been observed to
return to the baseline conditions, indicating that the tracer had
been flushed from the system.

3. Results and discussion

The experimental results are presented and discussed in this
section, including performance characteristics of the pretreatment
system, overall nitrate removal performance, nitrate removal pro-
files, nitrate removal rates, effluent biochemical oxygen demand,
hydraulic characteristics of SSF wetlands, and effects of plants on
the system operation.

3.1. Performance of pretreatment system

Packed-bed filters were used to pretreat the wastewater prior
to treatment in the wetland systems. The effluent BOD5 con-
centrations from the pretreatment system were consistently less
than 2 mg/L throughout the study. Effluent grab samples from
the pretreatment system were also analyzed for ammonium
and organic nitrogen. Average warm season ammonium and

Fig. 3. Summary of SSF wetland performance (a) influent temperature, (b) influent
nitrate concentration for all systems, and (c) effluent nitrate concentrations.

organic nitrogen concentration were 0.2 and 0.8 mg/L, respec-
tively. Average cool season ammonium and organic nitrogen
concentration were 1.4 and 1.2 mg/L, respectively. The pretreat-
ment system effluent nitrite concentrations were non-detectable
throughout the study. Based on the ammonium nitrogen and nitrite
data, near complete nitrification was occurring throughout the
study.

3.2. Nitrate removal performance

The influent temperature profile, shown in Fig. 3a, varied from
22 to 30 ◦C during the first 4 months of operation. In November,
the influent temperature began to decrease reaching a low of 11 ◦C.
The influent concentration of nitrate to the constructed wetlands
is shown in Fig. 3b. For the first 4 months of operation, the influent
concentrations averaged 53 mg/L, after which the influent con-
centration increased to an average of 82 mg/L when the student
population increased at the start of the academic year.

The effluent concentration of nitrate from each wetland is pre-
sented in Fig. 3c. Nitrate removal in the unplanted gravel wetland
(G, UP, 08) was negligible throughout the study. The nitrate concen-
tration in the planted gravel (G, P, 08) wetland was reduced by an
average value of 10 mg/L. On an area basis, this equates to a removal
rate of 0.74 g N/m2 d. Other researchers have observed values in
the same range; for example, Lin et al. (2008) reported maximum
nitrogen removal rates in SSF wetlands of 1.161 g N/m2 d. While



1548 H.L. Leverenz et al. / Ecological Engineering 36 (2010) 1544–1551

the observed nitrate reduction in the planted gravel SSF wetland is
associated with plant growth, the specific removal mechanism has
not been determined.

Reductions in the nitrate concentrations were observed in all
of the woodchip wetlands throughout the study, with removals
ranging from 60 to 100 mg/L. For the first 5 months of operation
the woodchip wetlands removed an average of 99.7% of the influ-
ent nitrate, which ranged from 45 to 80 mg/L. However, beginning
in November, the effluent nitrate concentration from the wet-
lands began to rise as the influent water temperature dropped. The
reduced performance is attributed to decreased bacterial activity
at lower temperatures (Sawyer et al., 1994). On an area basis, the
nitrogen removal rate is estimated to be about 5.9 g N/m2 d at tem-
peratures above 15 ◦C, or 8 times higher than in the gravel-based
SSF wetland system.

As shown in Fig. 3c, there was not a significant difference in
the effluent nitrate concentrations between the 2008 planted and
unplanted woodchip wetlands (W, P, 08 and W, UP, 08), which
indicates that the availability of carbon from the woodchips was
not rate limiting in these wetlands during this period. Similarly, for
the first 4 months of operation there was no significant difference
in the effluent concentrations between the planted and unplanted
woodchip wetlands constructed in 2007 (W, P, 07 and W, UP, 07).
However, in November when the temperatures began to decline,
the unplanted woodchip wetland constructed in 2007 (W, UP, 07)
exhibited higher effluent nitrate concentrations than the planted
woodchip wetland constructed in 2007 (W, P, 07), with an aver-
age increase in concentration of 20 mg/L. The difference between
the planted and unplanted systems is attributed to plant assimi-
lation or synergistic effects between the plant roots and microbial
community.

3.3. Nitrate profiles

Nitrate profile data collected at varying influent nitrate concen-
trations and temperatures are presented in Fig. 4. In each profile
data set, nitrate removal in the unplanted gravel wetland (G, UP,
08) did not occur. Planting the gravel wetland (G, P, 08) consis-
tently improved nitrate removal, but only slightly. This observation
is consistent with the low overall nitrate removal for the planted
and unplanted gravel wetlands (G, P, 08 and G, UP, 08) as shown
in Fig. 3. The effect of temperature variation is evident when the
profiles presented in Fig. 4a, b, and c are compared. The profile
data reflects a decline in the nitrate removal rate with declining
temperature. This temperature dependent removal relationship is
consistent with lower bacterial activity that would be associated
with lower temperatures.

3.4. Nitrate removal rates

The results of nitrate profile measurements, along with reten-
tion time in the wetland units as determined with a tracer study
(see Table 2), were used to assess nitrate removal kinetics of the
woodchip SSF wetlands. The profile data was best described with
a first-order removal rate model (Tchobanoglous and Schroeder,
1985). A number of other researchers have described denitrifica-
tion reactions in packed-beds as zero order (Robertson et al., 2000;
Van Driel et al., 2006). However, it is proposed that while most
field-scale systems are well approximated assuming zero order
reaction kinetics, at low nitrate concentrations and at reduced tem-
peratures, first-order kinetics may provide a better fit. Additional
controlled studies are recommended to further characterize the
nitrate removal kinetics.

The first-order removal constants, calculated for a temperature
of 20 ◦C are summarized in Table 3. As shown in Table 3, the reac-

Fig. 4. Nitrate profile along the length of the wetland on (a) 8/13/08, 25 ◦C; (b)
2/26/09, 19 ◦C; and (c) 12/12/08, 11 ◦C.

tion rate decreases as the woodchip packing ages. In addition, the
presence of plants resulted in a slight increase in the observed reac-
tion rate, possibly due to combined effects of denitrification and
plant uptake. The temperature coefficient, �, was calculated to be
1.10 and 1.17 for the planted and unplanted systems, respectively
(Benefield et al., 1982). The temperature coefficient can be used
to calculate the reaction rate at temperatures ranging from 11 to
20 ◦C, as shown in the following equation:

kT = k20�(T−20)

where k20 = removal rate constants at 20 ◦C; kT = removal rate con-
stant at temperature T; � = temperature coefficient.

Table 2
Characteristics of wetland systems.

Wetland unit Retention
time (d)a

Hydraulic conductivity
(m/s)b

Media porosityb

Planted
G, 08 1.0 0.34 –
W, 07 1.9 0.15 –
W, 08 1.8 0.13 –

Unplanted
G, 08 2.2 0.14 0.37
W, 07 2.0 0.54 0.58
W, 08 1.2 0.36 0.59

cUnused woodchip porosity was 0.65.
a Measurements made in May 2009.
b Measurements made in August 2009 for unplanted systems only.
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Fig. 5. Effluent BOD5 concentration for each of the wetlands (influent BOD5 was
consistently less than 2 mg/L).

While a preliminary assessment of the impacts of temperature
is presented in this paper, additional research is needed to evaluate
the effects of temperature over a wider range. However, it is appar-
ent that temperature effects should be taken into consideration for
systems that must meet a regulatory limit. As shown in Table 3,
the planted systems had a lower temperature coefficient than the
corresponding unplanted systems. The smaller � value is a result of
being less sensitive to temperature fluctuations, particularly at low
temperatures. It is therefore possible that the plants buffered the
microbial community somewhat from the effects of temperature.

3.5. Biochemical oxygen demand

Effluent concentrations of biochemical oxygen demand (BOD5)
for each wetland are shown in Fig. 5. The influent BOD5 concen-
tration to all systems and the effluent BOD5 concentrations of the
planted and unplanted gravel wetlands (G, P, 08 and G, UP, 08)
remained below 2 mg/L for the duration of the experiment. For
the SSF woodchip wetlands constructed in 2008, the effluent BOD5
concentrations were high (e.g., 120 mg/L) during the first month of
operation, reflecting a significant release of carbon from the new
woodchips. The effluent BOD for the systems started in 2007 were
also high for the first few months after startup, however, quan-
titative measurements were not made at the time. The elevated
effluent BOD5 concentrations associated with the release of car-
bon was also observed by Robertson et al. (2005) for the Nitrex
system. Following the first month of operation, the effluent BOD5
concentration decreased to less than 20 mg/L. The effluent BOD5
concentrations in both the planted and unplanted woodchip wet-
lands constructed in 2007 (W, P, 07 and W, UP, 07) increased from
the influent concentration of 2 mg/L to effluent values ranging from
10 to 20 mg/L.

The high initial effluent BOD could be a problem in areas where
there are strict effluent limitations that need to be observed. In

Table 3
Summary of first-order reaction rate and temperature coefficients for woodchip
wetlands.

Wetland unit k20 (d−1) �a

W, P, 07 1.41 1.10
W, P, 08 2.61
W, UP, 07 1.30 1.17
W, UP, 08 2.28

a Valid from 11 to 20 ◦C (Sawyer et al., 1994).

these cases, the initial flow can be discharged to alternate location
or treated in an aerobic process to remove the residual organic mat-
ter until satisfactory levels are attained. Another option would be
to bypass and blend a portion of the nitrified influent with the high
carbon effluent in a separate post-anoxic denitrification process. It
should be noted that the effluent BOD is almost completely derived
from the woodchips and not from wastewater.

3.6. Wetland hydraulic characteristics

Hydraulic conductivity measurements were made in August
2009, approximately 25 months and 13 months after the startup
of the systems initiated in July 2007 and July 2008, respectively.
Porosity for the woodchip SSF wetland systems was also measured
in August 2009, following the hydraulic conductivity testing. The
characteristics of the gravel and woodchip SSF systems are pre-
sented in Table 2.

In the planted woodchip SSF systems, the hydraulic conductiv-
ity values were similar, 0.15 and 0.13 m/s for the 2007 and 2008
systems, respectively. The similar values could be an indication
that after 1 year of service, the root growth in the planted systems
had reached an equilibrium status. By comparison, the unplanted
woodchip SSF systems had much higher conductivity values of 0.54
and 0.36 m/s for the 2007 and 2008 systems, respectively. It is
expected that plant root growth is the cause of the reduced con-
ductivity values in the planted systems, however, it is not clear
why there is an increase in the conductivity value for the older
unplanted woodchip SSF. One reason for the increase could be the
degradation of small woodchip particles and/or the development
of preferential flow paths. As reported in Table 2, there was little
change in porosity between woodchip samples that were unused
as compared to after use in the wetlands.

In the planted and unplanted gravel SSF wetlands, an increased
conductivity of 0.34 m/s was measured in the planted system com-
pared to 0.14 m/s measured in the unplanted system. While the
growth of plants was expected to decrease the hydraulic con-
ductivity, other researchers have reported a similar phenomenon
(Grismer et al., 2001). It is proposed that the presence of plant roots
may create preferential flow paths through the gravel bed where
the smaller porosity inhibits flow. Alternatively, the growth of plant
roots may expand the gravel bed and increase the effective poros-
ity. However, these concepts remain to be tested in a controlled
study.

3.7. Effects of plants

During the course of the study, plants were found to have
several specific impacts in addition to the minor performance
effects described in Sections 3.2 and 3.3. For example, it was noted
that the unplanted systems were subject to media settling, which
occurred mostly in the first year and equal to about 0.1 m of settle-
ment. In contrast, due to root growth, the planted systems did not
experience settlement and the woodchip-media was even slightly
expanded. Plants in the woodchip SSF wetlands had robust growth
on the inlet side (0–1.5 m) of the system and stunted growth on
the outlet side (1.5–3.0 m) of the system. The stunted growth was
correlated with the lack of nitrogen and resulted in significantly
reduced growth, shorter plants, and yellowed vegetation color. On
the outlet side of the wetland, plant growth only occurred near the
edges of the basin, perhaps in response to preferential flow paths at
the sidewalls. In this case, plants could be used as a visual indicator
of nitrate progression through the anoxic reactor. An example of
the variation in plant growth in the woodchip SSF compared to the
gravel SSF is shown in Fig. 6. In the long-term, there is a possibility
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Fig. 6. Views of plant growth in (a) woodchip SSF wetland and (b) gravel SSF wet-
land. Inlet is on the left side and outlet is on the right side. Photographs taken on the
same day, for systems of same age (8 months after startup), with identical loading.

that plants could contribute additional carbon to the system due to
decay of plant material.

4. Findings

The purpose of this research was to evaluate the use of subsur-
face wetlands constructed with a readily obtained organic medium
for the denitrification of wastewater. Nitrate removal performance
and the effects of temperature, length of operation, and aquatic
plants were assessed, as summarized below.

• Readily available woodchips were an effective source of the car-
bon for denitrification of nitrified septic tank effluent. Waste
woodchips are available at a fraction of the cost compared to
gravel and thus may be an economically viable alternative media
in subsurface flow wetlands.

• The observed nitrate removal performance in subsurface flow
wetlands constructed with woodchips can be described with
first-order reaction rate kinetics with rate constants at 20 ◦C
(k20) that varied from 1.41 to 1.30 d−1 for planted and unplanted
systems, respectively, after 2 year in operation. Corresponding
temperature coefficients for planted and unplanted systems were
1.10 and 1.17, respectively. Additional research is needed to fur-
ther characterize the nature of the reaction kinetics and establish
the temperature effects over a wider range.

• Longer operation times for the woodchip wetlands resulted in
lower first-order removal rate coefficients and temperature coef-
ficients. However, steady-state was not reached and no estimate
of the long-term removal rate can be determined.

• The presence of plants in the woodchip SSF systems resulted in
the decrease of the hydraulic conductivity to the same range as
measured in an unplanted gravel SSF system (0.14 m/s).

• Porosities of the woodchips did not change significantly over the
course of the study.

• Plants were found to have several beneficial effects, includ-
ing buffering against low temperature effects, prevention of
woodchip-media settling, and visual indicator of nitrate removal.
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Appendix B 
Summary of data for Bradley Channel: (a) time-series of nitrate-N loading, (b) probability 

distribution of nitrate-N loading, (c) average monthly flowrate and nitrate-N concentration, and 
(d) average monthly total suspended solids concentration. 

 




