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Abstract

This chapter reviews the utilization of self-sustaining smouldering combustion as a
treatment for solid or liquid waste, embedded in a porous matrix. Smouldering has been
identified as an attractive solution to treat  waste with high moisture content.  The
fundamental aspects of this technology, such as the experimental setup and the ignition
mechanism, are described here.

The operational parameters determine the physical properties of the media, and will
dictate  the  self-sustainability  of  the  process.  A discussion on how the  operational
parameters affect the smouldering performance is also presented. The performance of
smouldering is usually assessed by the peak temperatures and the velocity of propaga‐
tion of the smouldering front through the material.

The potential sources for energy recovery are described. Importantly, as oxidation and
pyrolysis coexist during smouldering, it was shown with potential for the recovery of
pyrolysis products, such as pyrolysis oil. Finally, a brief insight on the gas emissions,
and the perspectives regarding the technoeconomic viability in full-scale are also
discussed.

Keywords: smouldering combustion, self-sustaining, waste treatment, energy recov‐
ery, review

1. Introduction

Smouldering is a complex process that involves heat and mass transfer in porous media,
heterogeneous reactions at the solid/gas pore interface, thermochemistry and chemical kinetics
[1]. It has been historically studied from a fire safety perspective because it represents a fire
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risk as the combustion can propagate slowly through the material and go undetected for long
periods of time [2]. Smouldering combustion is among the leading causes of residential fires.
It is also the dominant combustion phenomena in wildfires of natural deposits of peat and coal
which are the largest and longest burning fires on Earth [3].

Nevertheless, the application of smouldering combustion to waste treatment is quite recent.
The first paper published using self-sustaining smouldering combustion as a waste treatment
alternative is from Vantelon et al. in 2005 [4]. The utilization of smouldering combustion for
these purposes opens a new series of questions that needs to be answered. These questions are
related, for example, to the experimental setup, the nature of the waste, the characteristics of
porous medium, the possibility of energy recovery or the generation of valuable-added
products.

The answer to some of these questions is known, while substantial research is required for
others. This chapter reviews the state of art on how smouldering combustion can be applied
for the thermal treatment of organic waste. The discussion will be almost exclusively centered
on issues related to treatment process and does not aim to cover every aspect of smouldering.
If the reader wants to go further in depth on the science and theory behind smouldering, the
publications of Thomas J. Ohlemiller, who has been studied smouldering for more than three
decades, A. Carlos Fernandez-Pello or José L. Torero are strongly recommended.

The main objective of this chapter is to provide the reader a general overview of the self-
sustaining smouldering, identifying the main variables that affect the performance and
applicability and understanding why smouldering combustion represents an excellent
alternative to treat certain type of waste.

The chapter starts defining the concept of smouldering combustion, the mechanisms that
govern its ignition and propagation and the main differences with incineration. In Section 2,
the fundamental aspects of this technology, such as experimental setup, reactor configuration
and ignition mechanisms are presented. Section 3 discusses the conditions necessary to achieve
self-sustaining smouldering; and the operational parameters affecting the performance of the
smouldering combustion. In Section 4, a description of the possible sources for energy recovery
is presented. The potential fuel production from a smouldering combustion treatment is also
introduced, showing some examples. Finally, Section 5 discusses the most important issues
related to pollutant emissions produced during smouldering; while Section 6 presents the
perspectives regarding the technoeconomic viability of smouldering in a full-scale plant.

1.1. Smouldering combustion

Smoldering combustion is a slow, low-temperature, flameless form of combustion sustained
by the heat evolved when oxygen attacks the surface of a condensed phase fuel [5]. It has been
studied for decades, generally from a fire safety perspective [6, 7] and for a wide range of fuels
such as: polyurethane foam [8–13], biomass [14–18], peat [19–23], cotton [24–26], char [27, 28]
and mining dumps [29, 30].

A familiar example of smoldering combustion is the glowing char in a barbeque or a burning
cigar. Smoldering requires that a fuel be porous as this promotes a high surface area for heat
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and mass transfer, insulates the reaction front to reduce heat losses and allows the flow of
oxygen to the reaction zone. Ignition is governed primarily by heat transfer and chemical
kinetics. The heat supplied during ignition initiates pyrolysis and other endothermic process‐
es, such as evaporation, before oxidation occur. Propagation will occur when the exothermic
oxidation reaction is sufficiently strong to overcome the heat required for pyrolysis and heat
losses. If the energy available is not enough, the smoldering will quench and the propagation
ceased.

The two limiting factors for smoldering propagation are the oxygen flow and the heat losses
[1]. When the reaction is far from its quenching limits, the rate of propagation is directly related
to the rate of oxidizer supply to the reaction zone [31]. Close to the quenching limits, heat losses
and fuel characteristics can play a significant role. During a waste treatment application,
typical heat losses are associated with the presence of water in the fuel, as part of the energy
from the exothermic oxidation has to be consumed for water evaporation.

1.2. Smoldering applied as a waste treatment

Incineration is a common practice for the disposal of waste to reduce the waste volumes,
especially in those countries where land occupation is undesired. The waste management
hierarchy, described by United Nations, indicates an order of preference for action to reduce
and manage waste. The six levels of the waste hierarchy pyramid (from most to least preferred)
are: prevention, minimization, reuse, recycling, energy recovery and disposal [32]. Incineration
attends the least favored option in the pyramid of waste hierarchy. In the best case scenario,
energy recovery can be achieved by combustion of waste, which is the second least favorable
option.

In addition, while pathogens and toxins present in certain hazardous wastes can be destroyed
by the high temperatures achieved during flaming combustion (850–1200°C) it usually
requires the use of supplementary fuel to maintain the flame and the high temperatures
without quenching.

Before flaming ignition can occur, volatiles needs to be produced [33]. The characteristic time
scales of flaming combustion are on the order of milliseconds while gasification takes on the
order of seconds. This means that heat losses from the flame (radiation and convection) are
significant resulting in a decrease in flame temperature that eventually leads to quenching [34].
Characteristic reaction times in the flame cannot be changed significantly therefore flame
quenching can only be avoided by increasing the energy available to gasify the fuel or by
eliminating energy sinks. The latter can be achieved by reducing the water content, insulating
the reaction vessel or recirculating hot reaction products, while the former requires addition
of supplemental fuel.

A more direct method to achieve time-scale compatibility is to increase the characteristic
reaction time by using a slower combustion process, such as smoldering. During smoldering
the reaction rate is usually controlled by diffusion of oxygen through the fuel [5, 31]. This
means the reaction occurs on a time scale that is comparable with the diffusive transfer of heat
away from the reaction zone. Enhanced energy recovery can be achieved by directing the flow
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through the porous medium in a manner that allows for the oxidizer flow to be preheated and
the combustion products to be used to preheat the fuel. In an idealized one-dimensional
framework, this process is known as forward smoldering [8, 13].

The energy efficiency of forward smoldering allows for extended quenching limits [31], as
compared to incineration. For this reason, smoldering combustion has gained attention in the
last years as a thermal waste treatment for feces [35–40], used tires [4] and vegetable oils [41]
and as remediation technique, by treating nonaqueous phase liquids (NAPL) contaminants in
soil [41–48].

The temperatures and propagation velocities depend strongly on the operation conditions and
the nature of the waste and are generally higher than those observed during fires. With some
exceptions, typical peak temperatures for waste treatment processes are in the range 400–800°C
and smoldering velocities between 0.1 and 4 cm/min. This temperature range is lower than
that in incineration processes (usually from 850 to 1200°C, depending on the waste), but
enough to eliminate pathogens and destroy certain hazardous components.

Liquid or pasty fuels can also be smoldered when they are embedded in an inert porous matrix,
such as sand or soil. By mixing the fuel with an inert granular material, a porous matrix is
created with the necessary heat retention and air permeability properties for smoldering
combustion to be self-sustained. Sand is commonly used because it is usually inexpensive and
has been identified as an effective agent for increasing the porosity of fuels for application to
smoldering treatments [42]. For this reason, from now on in this chapter we will refer inter‐
changeably to sand or porous matrix.

High levels of water content within the organic waste result in a very low effective calorific
value. Incineration of this kind of waste requires pretreatment or the use of supplemental fuel
to avoid quenching [49, 50]. This means that conventional incineration techniques are uneco‐
nomical for these treatments. Importantly, smoldering has been proven as an efficient
mechanism for the treatment of waste with high moisture content. For example, it was
demonstrated that self-sustained smoldering can be used for the treatment of biosolids with
moisture content up to 80% [51].

2. Experimental configuration and procedure

The most common configuration utilized for waste treatments is generally one-dimensional,
upwards, forward smoldering. Nevertheless, other configurations are possible. Probably, the
most notable example of this is the smoldering combustion of contaminated soil in situ. In this
process, the reaction takes place in the ground subsurface, avoiding the necessity of reactors
(ex situ smoldering) [48]. However, this configuration is not always possible as the waste-soil
characteristics must be suitable for smoldering without pretreatment.

Following, we present a general description of the reaction systems, the ignition procedure
and the diagnostics that are generally utilized for smoldering treatment. This section will
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restrict the discussion to ex situ smoldering. The reader can find a detailed description of in
situ smoldering in reference [48].

2.1. Smoldering reactors

Figure 1 shows a schematic representation of a typical smoldering reactor and all its
components, in upwards forward configuration. Particularly, the reaction system showed in
Figure 1 has been utilized for the smoldering combustion of feces [35–37, 40, 52]. In this case,
upwards smoldering is taking place in a metallic and cylindrical column. The column is placed
over a base which houses an electrical heater and air diffuser. These components are covered
with layers of gravel to ensure uniformity in the airflow along the cross section of the reactor.

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the reaction system used in the smoldering of waste.

The propagation of the smoldering reaction through the reactor is monitored by thermocou‐
ples (TCs) positioned along the central axis of the tube. The TCs are connected to a data logger
and a computer to register the temperatures as a function of time and height in the reactor.
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Other reactor geometries described in the literature are drums and bins, which have been
utilized for contaminated soil remediation [46]. Hasan et al. reported two-dimensional
experiments and computational simulations for self-sustaining smoldering of coal tar for the
remediation of contaminated sand, conducted in a metallic box-shaped reactor [47].

In general, all the smoldering reactors described in the literature are similar to the one showed
in Figure 1. Even those with different geometries possess the same elements, albeit some
components can differ. For example, an horizontal thermocouple configuration has also been
used in some cases [12], and the air diffusor can vary from a wide range of configurations (disk
[42], ring-shaped [35] or star-shaped tubes [46]).

Variations from the configuration showed can be also in the air supply or in the heating
element. For example, the smoldering of used tires has been investigated on a reaction system
that uses convective flame heating, while the airflow through the reactor is produced by a fan
placed in the exhaust line [4].

The utilization of convective heating involves higher energy losses and therefore a larger
energy input. The efficiency of the convective heater performance can be improved by reducing
the heat capacity of the reactor base, improving the heat transfer of the system (e.g., adding
insulation to the air injection system) and reducing the airflow rate during ignition [36].
However, despite the higher energy consumption, its implementation can be easier and
economically competitive. It can represent an excellent alternative for off-grid applications, or
in those places where electricity is expensive.

The pulling-air configuration has been also used, not only to treat used tires but also for the
smoldering of feces [38]. As the air permeability of the medium is changing as the waste is
being consumed, the utilization pushing-air configuration (mass flow controller) offers much
more control on the airflow. However, the pulling-air configuration offers a more economical
and easier solution as avoids the utilization of the mass flow controller, tubes and compressed
air.

2.2. Procedure of ignition and temperature profiles

Typical plots of temperature histories obtained from a self-sustained smoldering combustion
treatment can be seen in Figure 2. The example shown corresponds to smoldering of organic
waste at 65% (wet basis) of moisture content. Initial heating of the bottom layer of waste-sand
mixture is achieved by means of the heating element. Once the thermocouple closest to the
heater (TC1 in Figure 2, at 2 cm from the heater) reaches a certain temperature (400°C in
Figure 2) the smoldering reaction is initiated by the injection of air. From now on, we will refer
to this temperature as ignition temperature or Tig. It is important that the reader must not
misconceive this temperature with the ignition point of the waste.

The heater is turned off once the temperature at TC1 peaks. In this way, ignition of the organic
material is ensured. This procedure and configuration yields a robust, repeatable ignition
across a wide range of conditions. Ignition protocols can vary depending on the fuel [53].
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Figure 2. Typical temperature histories of a self-sustaining smoldering test.

In this example the preheating period lasts approximately 90 minutes and is characterized by
a gradual increase in temperature up to the desired ignition temperature, and a plateau at
100°C which corresponds to water evaporation. Here, the dominant heat transfer mechanism
is conduction due to the electric heater used. Convection and radiation mechanisms are also
present at some degree. In this preheating period, as the distance from the heater increases,
the duration of this plateau increases. The reason is that more energy is required to evaporate
the additional water condensed in the cooler portion ahead. Hence, this plateau is more evident
in the temperature profile of TC2 in Figure 2.

When the airflow is initiated, the location closest to the heater experiences a sharp increase in
temperature up to a peak (close to 750°C in Figure 2) as rapid exothermic oxidation of the dried
and pyrolyzed fuel occurs. At this moment, convection becomes the dominant mechanism as
the hot gases move upwards. The adjacent TCs experience a temperature increase due to the
convective heat transfer from the reaction zone to the virgin material ahead.

In the combustion zone, as the reaction front approaches, only a minor plateau is observed at
100°C indicating that the heat flux from the combustion zone is enough to rapidly dry the
mixture ahead. In Figure 2, this is more evident for TC9, at 41 cm from the heater. The material
is thus predried ahead of the smoldering front’s arrival. As the fuel is consumed and the
reaction at that location stops, the temperature falls as it is cooled by incoming air. The
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succession of temperature peaks is observed throughout the mixture is indicative of a self-
sustaining smoldering reaction.

Due to the high moisture content of the material, the example showed in Figure 2 is among
the most complex smoldering treatments. In the case of treating dry waste, the plateaus
aforementioned are not seen as evaporation and recondensation of water do not occur.

3. Parameters affecting the smoldering performance

Several papers in the literature have systematically studied the influence of the key parameters
affecting the smoldering performance, which is generally assessed in terms of self-sustaina‐
bility, average smoldering velocity and average peak temperature. For example, He et al.
studied the influence of the fuel characteristics on the smoldering of biomass powder [16];
Pironi et al. studied the influence of the airflow, fuel saturation and sand characteristics on the
smoldering of NAPLs and coal tar; Switzer et al. addressed the scaling effects on the same
reaction [46]. Regarding wastes with high moisture content, Yermán et al. investigated the
influence of all these parameters on the smoldering combustion of feces [35, 40, 52, 54], while
Rashwan et al. [51] mapped the parameter space for smoldering of biosolids and studied the
influence of waste nature and airflow. For every operational parameter, there is a range where
self-sustaining smoldering is possible. The velocity of smoldering is an important factor in
waste treatment processes as it is related to the waste consumption rate and hence will
determine the necessary reactor scale. The smoldering temperature is related to the possibility
of energy recovery, heat losses and insulation required and gas emissions.

Figure 3. Parameter space outlining the range of conditions yielding self-sustaining (SS) and not self-sustaining (not
SS) smoldering: (a) moisture content versus height of sand-fuel mixture, (b) moisture content versus sand-to-fuel mass
ratio (S/F), (c) airflow rate versus sand-to-fuel mass ratio (from [35]).

The ranges of self-sustainability for each parameter are not independent; rather they are
interdependent in a complex manner. In practice, it is necessary to identify the parameter space
in which a robust self-sustaining process will operate. As an example, Figure 3 shows the
interdependency of some of these parameters for the smoldering of surrogate feces mixed with
sand [35]. A parameter space has been mapped for conditions yielding to self-sustaining
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smoldering by varying moisture content, sand-to-fuel pack height, airflow rate and sand-to-
fuel ratio.

For example, these results showed that if the moisture content of the waste is increased, then
the pack height of mixture in the reactor must be shortened and the sand concentration
increased. A similar situation occurs with the relationship between airflow rate and sand
concentration, where higher sand concentrations allow lower airflow rates. Following, the
influence of these and other key parameters on the smoldering performance will be treated in
more detail.

3.1. Moisture content

The moisture content of the feces is an important energy sink that affects the ignition [20], and
the conditions under which sustained smoldering will occur without quenching [55]. Water
evaporation during smoldering represents an important energy sink. Close to quenching
limits, moisture content is a crucial parameter for the self-sustainability of the smoldering
propagation.

Figure 4. Moisture distribution of the sand-fuel mixture above the reaction zone for a non-self-sustaining test of feces
mixed with sand at 75% moisture content (from [35]).

Additionally, studies showed that water recondensation in the layers of cooler mixture above
the smoldering front can be significant [35]. This situation provokes an increment in the local
moisture content levels. Moreover, free water flowing down inside the column can occur and
can lead the reaction to quenching. Figure 4 shows the moisture content at different heights
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in the reactor after excavation of the mixture in a non-self-sustaining smoldering test. Water
accumulation can be clearly seen above 20 cm, and is responsible for the experiment’s
quenching.

Reference [35] demonstrates that the limit of moisture content for a self-sustaining smoldering
process depends on the pack height of mixture inside the reactor. The mixture pack height
affects the time-varying distribution of moisture content. This happens in two ways: (i) from
a thermal perspective, a longer pack of cool material favors increased degree of recondensation
ahead of the reaction front; (ii) from a hydraulic perspective, recondensed water is unbound
and a longer pack can generate a higher hydrostatic pressure at the moisture front leading to
more significant drainage downwards into the front. Therefore, quenching can be avoided by
using a shorter pack of sand-waste. Furthermore, other possibilities are predrying the waste
or mixing it with other waste streams to increase the average calorific value. However, both
alternatives require energy for implementation.

Far from quenching limits, the effect of moisture content in the performance of the smoldering
experiments was studied for different types of waste [16, 40, 44]. Experimental observations
showed that the velocity of smoldering propagation is not affected by the moisture content of
the medium. This independence is somehow expected since the propagation of the smoldering
reactions occurs on completely dried [20]. Regarding the smoldering peak temperatures, as
water acts as an energy sink, a reduction in the peak temperatures can be expected when
moisture content increases, as reported in [44] (up to 200°C within the range of self-sustaina‐
bility). Still, variations of 10–20% in the waste moisture do not produce significant differences
in the observed peak temperature [16, 40].

3.2. Porous medium

Inert porous media that have been used for waste treatment applications are: sand, soil, a
mixture of both, gravel and refractory briquettes. By far, the most common inert porous
medium used in waste treatment processes is sand because is inexpensive and commonly
available. Agricultural waste has also been used for the smoldering of feces, however its use
is only reported and there is no systematic study on the influence on smoldering performance
[36]. While the nature of the porous medium may have also an influence on the smoldering
performance, this is not addressed in the literature.

The effect of the porous medium on the smoldering performance can be explained because it
affects the air permeability of the waste-porous medium mixture. This influence can be
described through the porous medium concentration and the particle size. Both parameters
have been investigated.

3.2.1. Concentration

The concentration of porous medium in the smoldering mixture determines the air permea‐
bility of the mixture matrix and hence, its self-sustainability. If the concentration is too low,
the air permeability of the medium may not be sufficient for the oxygen to reach the fuel in
the surface of the porous medium, and smoldering will not propagate. If the concentration is
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too high there is a critical condition where there is not enough fuel (waste) to overcome heat
losses and sustain the smoldering reaction.

As Figure 3 shows, the operational window for sand concentration (expressed as sand-to-fuel
mass ratio) is reduced if, for example, the airflow is reduced. Within the range of self-sustain‐
ability, the smoldering performance is affected by the porous medium concentration. Both
smoldering temperatures and propagation velocities decrease when the sand concentration
increases.

As the sand concentration increases, there is less fuel per length unit. This decreases the energy
release rate and therefore the smoldering velocity. As the porous medium is generally inert
and not combustible, part of the energy released from the exothermic oxidation has to be
consumed on heating the porous medium and therefore, it acts as energy sink. This provokes
that the smoldering temperatures also decrease when the porous medium concentration
increases [40, 44].

3.2.2. Particle size

A similar situation occurs with the influence of the particle size. A window of particle size can
be identified where self-sustaining smoldering is possible. At low particle sizes, the fine
particles do not provide enough air permeability to the mixture. At the other extreme, when
the particle size is too high, the hot gases pathway towards the end of the reactor is short, and
therefore the energy is not efficiently transferred from the smoldering front to the portion of
mixture ahead.

This was confirmed by some experimental observations where the temperature of the exhaust
gases was higher when using gravel instead of sand as porous medium. These hotter gases
leaving the reactor take away part of the energy which is required for the self-sustaining
propagation.

Smoldering performance as a function of the particle size was studied for the combustion of
feces [40] and coal tar [44] mixed with sand/gravel. Both the temperature and smoldering
velocities decrease when the particle size increases towards the critical value. However, this
parameter appears to be the one with the least impact on the peak temperatures and smol‐
dering velocities, at least among those that were systematically studied. Those papers descri‐
bed a slight variation of smoldering temperatures and velocities (not more than 36%) within
the range of self-sustainability. Pironi et al. [44] suggested that it might be balance between
the expected increment in the smoldering velocity due to the increment in the fuel surface area
per unit volume, and the decreased fuel concentration.

3.3. Airflow rate

Smoldering  requires  oxygen  to  sustain  the  exothermic  oxidation  reactions.  Thus,  there
is  a  minimum  oxygen  concentration  in  the  smoldering  front  required  for  propagation.
This minimum concentration is mainly a function of the air permeability of the propagation
medium.  Above  that  threshold,  the  oxygen  concentration  will  always  be  enough  for
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self-sustaining propagation.  While there are some studies on the influence of  the oxygen
concentration  on  smoldering  [56],  all  waste  treatment  processes  utilize  atmospheric  air.
On the  other  extreme,  at  very high airflows there  is  a  critical  condition that  can enable
transition  to  flaming.  This  transition  depends  on  the  scale,  moisture  content  and
characteristics  of  the  fuel.

There is enough evidence that the rate of propagation is directly related to the rate of oxidizer
supply to the reaction zone [31]. Switzer et al. studied the smoldering remediation of NAPL-
contaminated materials [46] and found that the remediation time can be controlled by the air
injection rate, with higher rates leading to higher propagation velocities. The correlation seems
to be linear in experiments performed with different reactor geometries.

In another work, Yermán et al. found a clear linear relationship between the airflow and the
smoldering velocity during the smoldering of feces mixed with sand. Authors reported a linear
regression of 0.996 within an airflow range where the airflow is increased more than 13 times
(see Figure 5). Airflow is the parameter with higher impact on the smoldering performance.
As the example shows, just modulating the airflow, the smoldering propagation velocities can
be changed by more than one order of magnitude.

Figure 5. Average peak temperature and smoldering velocity (US) as a function of air Darcy flux for self-sustaining
smoldering experiments of feces mixed with sand (from [40]).

Regarding the peak temperatures, these tend to increase at low airflows and decrease at high
airflows, as Figure 5 shows. This is mainly associated with the fine energy balance between
heat transfer and the heat release rate from the exothermic oxidation. Increasing the airflow
implies higher heat release rate, which raises the temperature inside the reactor. On the other
hand, at high airflows, it was observed that the temperature of the gases leaving the reactor
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increases with the airflow. This means part of the energy is leaving the reactor with the exhaust
gases. Due to the high velocity of the gas inside the reactor, the heat from the exothermic
reaction is not efficiently transferred to the mixture inside the reactor, and the observed
temperatures are lower. A similar behavior was reported for the smoldering of coal tar [42].

3.4. Others

3.4.1. Scale

During smoldering, heat loses are linked to process scale. Heat losses diminish when the scale
is increased due to the lower surface-to-volume ratio. Consequently, the operational window
where self-sustaining smoldering can be possible is extended at larger scales (e.g., higher
moisture content).

Smoldering temperatures are also usually higher at larger scale due to the reduced heat losses.
However, the propagation velocities are not necessarily affected. This was observed in [52]
where the smoldering of surrogate feces was studied under the same operational conditions,
reactor geometry, but different scales. While the smoldering velocity does not change with
scale for the same operational conditions, the waste consumption in mass per time unit
increases with the size of the reactor. This is an important observation for scaling-up the
smoldering technology, as the waste consumption rate can be predicted from laboratory-scale
tests.

3.4.2. Ignition temperature

It is important to remind the reader that ignition temperature was defined as the temperature
where the airflow is initiated. Reports showed that the airflow can be initiated at temperatures
that are considerably below the spontaneous ignition of the waste, even at ambient tempera‐
ture [36, 40].

Those studies also showed that there is no influence of the ignition temperature on the
smoldering performance. Therefore, as it is always desired to operate this technology with the
least energy consumption as possible, the situation where the energy consumed during
ignition is the lowest should be chosen and determined for every case.

A higher ignition temperature is usually associated with a larger energy input from the heating
element. However, this is not the case at low (close to ambient) ignition temperatures. When
the airflow is initiated at low temperatures, the sand-waste mixture is then cooled by the
incoming fresh airflow. Hence, more energy (and time) from the heating element will be
required to achieve combustion of the organic waste.

4. Energy recovery

There are several sources for potential energy recovery from a smoldering combustion process.
These are: (i) steam condensation, (ii) hot sand, (iii) hot gases and (iv) fuel production.
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4.1. Steam condensation

Steam condensation represents an attractive source of energy, especially when the waste to
treat has high moisture content. In some cases, the energy recovered from condensation can
be as large as the energy required for ignition [36].

Another example of this is one of the prototypes presented for the Reinvent the Toilet Chal‐
lenge launched by The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. This prototype is a sanitation
mechanism for disinfection of human waste that relies on the smoldering combustion of feces.
In this system, the steam generated from flash drying of the feces, before condensation, is used
in a heat exchanger to pasteurize the urine and liquid waste from the toilet, maintaining the
temperature between 65 and 75°C for several hours [38].

4.2. Hot sand

After the smoldering treatment, the sand obtained is clean and hot. In general, only a slight
change in color is observed [35, 36, 43, 52]. This is usually attributed to the oxidation of the
iron compounds in the sand [42].

The hot sand represents an important heat source than can be used, for example, to predry the
next batch of waste. In the case of smoldering of feces, it was demonstrated that sand can be
reutilized for at least five consecutive treatments [36] without impact on the smoldering
performance. The presence of fine ashes within the inert porous matrix will decrease the air
permeability of the sand-waste mixture, reaching eventually a critical condition where
propagation of smoldering combustion is not possible. The ash accumulation is a function of
the inorganic content in the waste, and the sand concentration used for the smoldering
treatment.

4.3. Fuel production

The low temperatures of the smoldering reactions generate the potential recovery of pyrolysis
products. Pyrolysis oil production from smoldering combustion processes has been assessed
for used tires [4] and feces [57].

Figure 6 shows the different zones that can be distinguished during smoldering, inside the
reactor and can help to understand how and where the pyrolysis products are produced. The
first region (bottom) is defined as the region where the fuel has been consumed by the passing
smoldering front (combustion zone). Ahead of the smoldering front heat is transferred via
conduction, convection and radiation to the unreacted sand and fuel. In this region, the oxygen
concentration is considerably depleted and heat is consumed in the endothermic pyrolysis of
the fuel. As the available heat decreases, the temperature eventually reaches a critical point
where pyrolysis cannot be sustained (usually 200–300°C).

The end of the pyrolysis zone marks the beginning of the preheating zone where heat is
consumed through preheating of the unreacted zone. As the available heat decreases, the
temperature eventually reaches ambient temperature, which delineates the end of the pre‐
heating zone. After that zone, only virgin sand-fuel mixture is present.
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Figure 6. Zones that can be distinguished during smoldering and inside the reactor (modified from [57]).

The yield of pyrolysis products during smoldering can be maximized if pyrolysis temperatures
are maintained in the zone of low oxygen concentration. In other words, the larger the pyrolysis
zone is, the higher the amount of pyrolysis products obtained.

The extension of the pyrolysis zone can be increased if the fuel is dry and has a high calorific
content, providing more energy available for pyrolysis and reaching higher temperatures.
Comparing the two aforementioned examples, rubber tires have a calorific content about eight
times higher than wet feces. That study observed that the oils exhibited a mass percentage
yield of 35% relative to the tires. Maximum oil recovery was observed at the minimum
smoldering velocity. On the other hand, maximum oil yield from smoldering of feces was only
7% relative to the mass of dry feces. In this case, pyrolysis oil yield seems to increase with the
airflow rate, although the relationship is not completely clear.

5. Gas emissions

The potential for the formation of harmful compounds exists in every smoldering process,
especially when the waste represents an environmental hazard (e.g., coal tar). As in an
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incineration process, the gas emissions must be assessed and controlled or captured. In the
same way, gas emissions can vary significantly depending on the waste nature, oxygen excess
and other operating conditions. Nevertheless, some general features associated with the
effluent gas composition can be addressed.

It is of great importance to notice that the gas emissions associated with smoldering differ
significantly from those produced during flaming combustion. Yet, the same standard gas
treatment practices can be applied in both cases. As pyrolysis and oxidation coexist during
smoldering, smoldering produces higher amount of hydrocarbons and CO than incineration.
For example, Rein et al. found that the CO/CO2 ratio is approximately 0.4 during smoldering,
while it is approximately 0.1 in flaming combustion [22, 58]. In addition, Switzer et al. report
CO/CO2 ratios of 0.1–0.7 when using smoldering for remediation of NAPL-contaminated soil
[46].

Pyrolysis products, which are usually oxidized in the presense of flaming combustion,
contribute significantly to the gas emissions during smoldering. These products include
hydrocarbons, volatile organic compounds (VOCs) and polyaromatic hydrocarbons.

While quite a few papers on emissions during natural smoldering can be found in the literature,
there are not many scientific reports on emissions during smoldering combustion applied to
waste treatment. Scholes et al. report total VOCs between 47 and 88 g/L for the smoldering
remediation of coal-tar-contaminated soils [48]. While these values can be higher than those
during incineration, they are considerably below the VOC emissions during composting of
waste [59] or from typical manufacturing industries [60].

Regarding production of NOx and SOx, Switzer et al. studied the smoldering combustion of
nonaqueous phase liquids mixed with sand and soil. Nitrogen and sulfur oxides were not
detected above the threshold of 1 ppm [43]. It is preassumed that this is due to the lower
temperatures during smoldering as compared to incineration, although further and extensive
research is needed in this matter.

6. Technoeconomic viability

As for any other technology, the technoeconomic feasibility for applying smoldering as a waste
treatment process must be assessed for every particular case, and compared to other possible
alternatives. Applicability scenarios can be very different, and many factors should be taken
in consideration for a technical analysis, that every particular case must be considered
separately. For example, the aim of the treatment (e.g., environmental hazard, volume
reduction, dewatering, metal or nutrients recovery) is strongly related to the economic return.
In this section, the general considerations and critical issues to take into account when
performing technical and economic analyses are presented.

At present, soil remediation is the only full-scale and real application of smoldering as a waste
treatment process [48]. Nevertheless, current investigations on the topic demonstrate that the
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technology is economically feasible for other applications. In the close future, smoldering is
envisaged as an alternative for the treatment of many waste streams.

As a general rule, smoldering is a suitable alternative for reduction of waste volumes, espe‐
cially for waste streams with high moisture content. Furthermore, it is an attractive option to
treat hazardous waste, as the high temperatures ensure pathogen destruction. In both cases,
the thermal treatment should be performed on site. In the former case, this would avoid
important transportation costs as highly wet waste usually comprises large volumes, and in
the latter, it would elude the impracticality of handling hazardous materials.

In general, the technical feasibility can be usually assessed at laboratory scale, as the higher
heat losses make this scale a conservative scenario. As the smoldering velocity does not change
with the scale, the operating conditions and size of the reactor for a full-scale application can
be easily extrapolated from those laboratory tests. The full-scale of this technology depends
on the waste production rate and also on the type of waste. While accumulation of waste may
be possible in some cases to generate adequate volumes, this is not always feasible. If the aim
of the treatment is the elimination of pathogens – as can be the case of feces, animal waste or
hospital residues – then the destruction has to be almost immediately, and the scales required
are smaller. For example, a toilet that smolders feces should operate in the range of kilos per
day, as compared with agricultural waste or contaminated soil that must operate in the range
of tons per day.

For the economic analysis, the expenses to consider are: equipment, installation, operation,
maintenance and reduction of fees paid for the disposal of waste. Equipment, installation and
maintenance are substantially the same for every smoldering application. However, maximum
temperatures and corrosiveness of the waste can determine the necessity of different reactor
materials and wall thicknesses. The operation costs are mainly associated with waste pretreat‐
ment, mixing, ignition and reactor loading/unloading. Waste pretreatment can include:
adaptation of the waste particle size (in the case of solid waste) or predrying (for liquid or
pastry waste).

The potential sand reutilization and energy recovery must be also considered in the economic
analysis, as they would reduce the operative costs. The operating conditions of smoldering
should be chosen to maximize the benefit from these. There are other issues to consider that
may have impact on the operating conditions. For example, heterogeneity of the waste is
inevitable and because of this the smoldering must operate far from quenching conditions.
Also, the possibility of mixing the waste with other waste streams should also be considered.
This can have two benefits: reduce/avoid sand utilization and increase the calorific value (and/
or reduce the moisture content).

Finally, additional profit can be obtained from environmental benefits. Still, environmental
issues must also be carefully taken in consideration. For example, smoldering applied to soil
remediation can bring massive benefits, as avoids the contamination of water resources. On
the other hand, losses of nitrogen and carbon in the soil result in a poor soil for plant growth,
and further soil rehabilitation is needed [61].

Self-sustaining Smouldering Combustion as a Waste Treatment Process
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/64451

159



Acknowledgements

The author wants to thank Prof. José L. Torero for his support, knowledge and contribution to
my inspiration.

Nomenclature

NAPL nonaqueous phase liquids

S/F sand-to-fuel mass ratio

SS self-sustaining

TC thermocouple

Tig ignition temperature

US smoldering propagation velocity

US smoldering propagation velocity

VOC volatile organic compounds

Author details

Luis Yermán

Address all correspondence to: l.yermanmartinez@uq.edu.au

School of Civil Engineering, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia

References

[1] Ohlemiller TJ. Standards USNBo, Research CfF. Modeling of Smoldering Combustion
Propagation: National Bureau of Standards; 1985.

[2] T'ien JS, Shih H-Y, Jiang C-B, Ross HD, Miller FJ, Fernandez-Pello AC, et al. Mechanisms
of Flame Spread and Smolder Wave Propagation. In: Ross HD, editor. Microgravity
Combustion: Fire in Free Fall. Cleveland, USA: Academic Press; 2001.

[3] Rein G. Smoldering Combustion. In: Hurley MJ, editor. SFPE Handbook of Fire
Protection Engineering. 5th ed. Greenbelt, USA, 2016.

[4] Vantelon JP, Lodeho B, Pignoux S, Ellzey JL, Torero JL. Experimental observations on
the thermal degradation of a porous bed of tires. Proceedings of the Combustion
Institute. 2005;30(2):2239–2246.

Developments in Combustion Technology160



[5] Rein G. Smouldering combustion phenomena in science and technology. International
Review of Chemical Engineering. 2009;1:3–18.

[6] Krause U, Schmidt M, Lohrer C. A numerical model to simulate smouldering fires in
bulk materials and dust deposits. Journal of Loss Prevention in the Process Industries.
2006;19(2–3):218–226.

[7] Evtyugina M, Calvo AI, Nunes T, Alves C, Fernandes AP, Tarelho L, et al. VOC
emissions of smouldering combustion from Mediterranean wildfires in central
Portugal. Atmospheric Environment 2013;64:339–348.

[8] Torero JL, Fernandez-Pello AC. Forward smolder of polyurethane foam in a forced air
flow. Combustion and Flame. 1996;106(1–2):89–109.

[9] Rein G, Bar-Ilan A, Fernandez-Pello AC, Ellzey JL, Torero JL, Urban DL. Modeling of
one-dimensional smoldering of polyurethane in microgravity conditions. Proceedings
of the Combustion Institute. 2005;30(2):2327–2334.

[10] Rein G, Lautenberger C, Fernandez-Pello AC, Torero JL, Urban DL. Application of
genetic algorithms and thermogravimetry to determine the kinetics of polyurethane
foam in smoldering combustion. Combustion and Flame. 2006;146(1–2):95–108.

[11] Torero JL, Fernandez-Pello AC. Natural convection smolder of polyurethane foam,
upward propagation. Fire Safety Journal. 1995;24(1):35–52.

[12] Torero JL, Fernandez-Pello AC, Kitano M. Opposed forced flow smoldering of poly‐
urethane foam. Combustion Science and Technology. 1993;91(1–3):95–117.

[13] Bar-Ilan A, Rein G, Fernandez-Pello AC, Torero JL, Urban DL. Forced forward smol‐
dering experiments in microgravity. Experimental Thermal and Fluid Science.
2004;28(7):743–751.

[14] Carvalho ER, Gurgel Veras CA, CarvalhoJr JA. Experimental investigation of smoul‐
dering in biomass. Biomass and Bioenergy. 2002;22(4):283–294.

[15] Rabelo ERC, Veras CAG, Carvalho Jr JA, Alvarado EC, Sandberg DV, Santos JC. Log
smoldering after an amazonian deforestation fire. Atmospheric Environment.
2004;38(2):203–211.

[16] He F, Yi W, Li Y, Zha J, Luo B. Effects of fuel properties on the natural downward
smoldering of piled biomass powder: Experimental investigation. Biomass and
Bioenergy. 2014;67(0):288–296.

[17] Tissari J, Lyyränen J, Hytönen K, Sippula O, Tapper U, Frey A, et al. Fine particle and
gaseous emissions from normal and smouldering wood combustion in a conventional
masonry heater. Atmospheric Environment. 2008;42(34):7862–7873.

[18] McKenzie LM, Hao WM, Richards GN, Ward DE. Quantification of major components
emitted from smoldering combustion of wood. Atmospheric Environment. 1994;28(20):
3285–3292.

Self-sustaining Smouldering Combustion as a Waste Treatment Process
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/64451

161



[19] Hadden RM, Rein G, Belcher CM. Study of the competing chemical reactions in the
initiation and spread of smouldering combustion in peat. Proceedings of the Combus‐
tion Institute. 2013;34(2):2547–2553.

[20] Rein G, Cleaver N, Ashton C, Pironi P, Torero JL. The severity of smouldering peat fires
and damage to the forest soil. CATENA. 2008;74(3):304–309.

[21] Huang X, Rein G. Smouldering combustion of peat in wildfires: Inverse modelling of
the drying and the thermal and oxidative decomposition kinetics. Combustion and
Flame. 2014;161(6):1633–1644.

[22] Rein G, Cohen S, Simeoni A. Carbon emissions from smouldering peat in shallow and
strong fronts. Proceedings of the Combustion Institute. 2009;32(2):2489–2496.

[23] Chen H, Rein G, Liu N. Numerical investigation of downward smoldering combustion
in an organic soil column. International Journal of Heat and Mass Transfer 2015;84:253–
261.

[24] Hagen BC, Frette V, Kleppe G, Arntzen BJ. Onset of smoldering in cotton: Effects of
density. Fire Safety Journal. 2011;46(3):73–80.

[25] Hagen BC, Frette V, Kleppe G, Arntzen BJ. Transition from smoldering to flaming fire
in short cotton samples with asymmetrical boundary conditions. Fire Safety Journal
2015;71:69–78.

[26] Hagen BC, Frette V, Kleppe G, Arntzen BJ. Effects of heat flux scenarios on smoldering
in cotton. Fire Safety Journal 2013;61:144–159.

[27] He F, Behrendt F. Experimental investigation of natural smoldering of char granules
in a packed bed. Fire Safety Journal. 2011;46(7):406–413.

[28] He F, Zobel N, Zha W, Behrendt F. Effects of physical properties on one-dimensional
downward smoldering of char: Numerical analysis. Biomass and Bioenergy. 2009;33(8):
1019–1029.

[29] Chapter 8 - Geothermal Utilization of Smoldering Mining Dumps. In: Sokol GBSPV,
editor. Coal and Peat Fires: A Global Perspective. Boston: Elsevier; 2015. p. 241–261.

[30] Melody SM, Johnston FH. Coal mine fires and human health: What do we know?
International Journal of Coal Geology. 2015;152, Part B:1–14.

[31] Ohlemiller TJ. Smouldering Combustion. In: DiNenno PJ, Drysdale D, Beyler CL,
Walton WD, editors. SFPE Handbook of Fire Protection Engineering: National Fire
Protection Association; 2008. p. 2/200-210.

[32] Programme UNE. Guidelines for National Waste Management Strategies Moving from
Challenges to Opportunities. 2013.

[33] Torero JL. Flaming ignition of solids fuels. 2008.

[34] Williams FA. A review of flame extinction. Fire Safety Journal. 1981;3(3):163–175.

Developments in Combustion Technology162



[35] Yermán L, Hadden RM, Pironi P, Torero JL, Gerhard JI, Carrascal J, et al. Smouldering
combustion as a treatment technology for faeces: exploring the parameter space. Fuel
2015;147:108–116.

[36] Yermán L, Carrascal J, Torero JL, Fabris I, Cormier D, Gerhard JI. Smouldering
combustion as a treatment for human waste. 5th International Symposium on Energy
from Biomass and Waste; Venice, Italy, 2014.

[37] Wall H, Yermán L, Gerhard J, Fabris I, Cormier D, Cheng Y-L, et al. Investigation of
self-sustaining smouldering of faeces: Key parameters and scaling effects. Dynamic
ecolibrium: Sustainable Engineering Society Conference (SENG 2015). 2015:113.

[38] Cheng Y-L, Kortschot MT, Gerhard JI, Torero JL, Saini R, Fernandes AX, et al. A
Household Sanitation Process Based on Integrated Diversion/Dewatering, Drying/
Smoldering of Solid Waste, and Pasteurization of Liquid Waste. Third International
Fecal Sludge Management Conference:Hanoi, Vietnam 2015.

[39] Fishman Z, Jung YMT, Pironi P, Krajcovic M, Melamed S, Webb M, et al. A unit
operations approach for rapid disinfection of human waste based ondrying/smoldering
of solid and sand filtration/UV disinfection of liquid waste. International Faecal Sludge
Management Conference; Durban, South Africa, 2012.

[40] Yermán L, Wall H, Torero JL, Gerhard JI, Cheng Y-L. Smoldering combustion as a
treatment technology for faeces: sensitivity to key parameters. Combustion Science and
Technology. 2016, in press.

[41] Salman M, Gerhard JI, Major DW, Pironi P, Hadden R. Remediation of trichloroethy‐
lene-contaminated soils by star technology using vegetable oil smoldering. Journal of
Hazardous Materials 2015;285:346–355.

[42] Pironi P, Switzer C, Rein G, Fuentes A, Gerhard JI, Torero JL. Small-scale forward
smouldering experiments for remediation of coal tar in inert media. Proceedings of the
Combustion Institute. 2009;32(2):1957–1964.

[43] Switzer C, Pironi P, Gerhard JI, Rein G, Torero JL. Self-sustaining smoldering combus‐
tion: a novel remediation process for non-aqueous-phase liquids in porous media.
Environmental Science and Technology 2009;43:5871–5877.

[44] Pironi P, Switzer C, Gerhard JI, Rein G, Torero JL. Self-sustaining smoldering combus‐
tion for NAPL remediation: Laboratory evaluation of process sensitivity to key
parameters. Environnmetal Science and Technology. 2011;45:2980–2986.

[45] MacPhee SL, Gerhard JI, Rein G. A novel method for simulating smoldering propaga‐
tion and its application to STAR (self-sustaining treatment for active remediation).
Environmental Modelling & Software. 2012;31(0):84–98.

[46] Switzer C, Pironi P, Gerhard JI, Rein G, Torero JL. Volumetric scale-up of smouldering
remediation of contaminated materials. Journal of Hazardous Materials. 2014;268(0):
51–60.

Self-sustaining Smouldering Combustion as a Waste Treatment Process
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/64451

163



[47] Hasan T, Gerhard JI, Hadden R, Rein G. Self-sustaining smouldering combustion of
coal tar for the remediation of contaminated sand: two-dimensional experiments and
computational simulations. Fuel. 2015;150(0):288–297.

[48] Scholes GC, Gerhard JI, Grant GP, Major DW, Vidumsky JE, Switzer C, et al. Smoldering
remediation of coal-tar-contaminated soil: Pilot Field tests of STAR. Environmental
Science & Technology. 2015.

[49] McKay  G.  Dioxin  characterisation,  formation  and  minimisation  during  munici‐
pal  solid  waste  (MSW)  incineration:  review.  Chemical  Engineering  Journal.
2002;86(3):343–368.

[50] Chang YM, Kang JS, Ho CC. Circulating fluidized bed incineration of industrial solid
wastes. Waste Management & Research. 1992;10(4):357–369.

[51] Rashwan  TL,  Gerhard  JI,  Grant  GP.  Application  of  self-sustaining  smoulder‐
ing  combustion  for  the  destruction  of  wastewater  biosolids.  Waste  Manage‐
ment.  2016.

[52] Yermán L, Wall H, Torero JL, Gerhard JI, Fabris I, Cormier D, et al. Self-sustaining
smouldering combustion of faeces as treatment and disinfection method. APCChE 2015
Congress incorporating Chemeca 2015; Melbourne, Australia, 2015

[53] Drysdale D. Spontaneous Ignition within Solids and Smouldering Combustion. An
Introduction to Fire Dynamics: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd; 2011. p. 317–348.

[54] Yermán L, Wall H, Torero JL. Experimental Investigation on the Destruction Rates of
Organic Waste with High Moisture Content by Means of Self-sustained Smouldering
Combustion. Thirty-sixth International Symposium on Combustion, Seoul, Korea,
2016.

[55] Frandsen WH. Ignition probability of organic soils. Canadian Journal of Forest
Research. 1997;27(9):1471–1477.

[56] Walther DC, Anthenien RA, Fernandez-Pello AC. Smolder ignition of polyurethane
foam: effect of oxygen concentration. Fire Safety Journal. 2000;34(4):343–359.

[57] Yermán L, Cormier D, Fabris I, Carrascal J, Torero JL, Gerhard JI, et al. Potential bio-
oil production from smouldering combustion of faeces. Waste Biomass Valor. 2016;
DOI 10.1007/s12649-016-9586-1

[58] Chapter 1 - Smoldering-Peat Megafires: The Largest Fires on Earth. In: Rein GBSP,
editor. Coal and Peat Fires: a Global Perspective. Boston: Elsevier; 2015. p. 1–11.

[59] Pagans E, Font X, Sánchez A. Emission of volatile organic compounds from composting
of different solid wastes: Abatement by biofiltration. Journal of Hazardous Materials.
2006;131(1–3):179–186.

Developments in Combustion Technology164



[60] Wang H, Nie L, Li J, Wang Y, Wang G, Wang J, et al. Characterization and assessment
of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) emissions from typical industries. Chinese
Science Bulletin. 2013;58(7):724–730.

[61] Pape A, Switzer C, McCosh N, Knapp CW. Impacts of thermal and smouldering
remediation on plant growth and soil ecology. Geoderma. 2015;243–244(0):1–9.

Self-sustaining Smouldering Combustion as a Waste Treatment Process
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/64451

165



Developments in Combustion Technology166


