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Abstract: Membrane fouling deteriorates membrane filtration performances. Hence, mitigating
membrane fouling is the key factor in sustaining the membrane process, particularly when treating
fouling-prone feed, such as oil/water emulsions. The use of spacers has been expanded in the
membrane module system, including for membrane fouling control. This study proposed a rotating
spacer system to ameliorate membrane fouling issues when treating an oil/water emulsion. The
system’s effectiveness was assessed by investigating the effect of rotating speed and membrane-
to-disk gap on the hydraulic performance and the energy input and through computational fluid
dynamics (CFD) simulation. The results showed that the newly developed rotary spacer system
was effective and energy-efficient for fouling control. The CFD simulation results proved that the
spacer rotations induced secondary flow near the membrane surface and imposed shear rate and lift
force to exert fouling control. Increasing the rotation speed to an average linear velocity of 0.44 m/s
increased the permeability from 126.8 ± 2.1 to 175.5 ± 2.7 Lm−2h−1bar−1. The system showed better
performance at a lower spacer-to-membrane gap, in which increasing the gap from 0.5 to 2.0 cm
lowered the permeability from 175.5 ± 2.7 to 126.7 ± 2.0 Lm−2h−1bar−1. Interestingly, the rotary
system showed a low energy input of 1.08 to 4.08 × 10−3 kWhm−3 permeate when run at linear
velocities of 0.27 to 0.44 ms−1. Overall, the findings suggest the competitiveness of the rotary spacer
system as a method for membrane fouling control.

Keywords: membrane fouling; dynamic membrane filtration; rotating spacer; oil/water emulsion

1. Introduction

Membrane-based processes are leading water and wastewater treatment technologies
due to their high selectivity, low energy consumption, minimal chemical usage, and ease
of scaling up [1–3]. However, their widespread application is hindered by membrane
fouling, which may escalate the cost of system maintenance and operation. Membrane
fouling occurs due to the accumulation of foulant materials on the membrane surface
that fully/partially block the pores, thereby decreasing water permeation over time. The
deposited foulant, such as suspended particles, colloids, and microorganisms, may build
up a cake layer on the membrane surface, exacerbating the membrane performance and
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causing the rapid decline of permeability over time [4]. Therefore, proper control of
membrane fouling is required to ensure process sustainability. The most common attempts
include membrane surface modification [5,6], optimization of operational parameters [7],
and pretreatment of feed [8,9].

Dynamic mechanical filtration, known as shear-enhanced filtration, has been utilized
as one of the fouling control strategies. It can be achieved in many ways, such as by
rotating [10–12], vibrating [13–15], or reciprocating the motion of the membrane mod-
ules [16,17]. In a conventional cross-flow filtration system, high shear rates at the feed side
of the membrane surface can be achieved by increasing the tangential fluid velocity along
the membrane. However, it is energy-intensive to pump and overcome the loss of feed pres-
sure along the membrane [18]. Thus, dynamic filtration has become a promising alternative
to the cross-flow system since it can substantially improve the throughput by reducing
the fouling effect. Despite the advantages, it was found that the widespread use of these
systems is challenged by their complexity, and they may require additional construction
and maintenance and have a limited capacity for membrane area. For instance, Spintek
(Los Alamitos, CA, USA) only allows 2.3 m2 of membrane area in their module, and there
is a limit of 5 m2 for CRD from Novoflow (Rain, Germany) and 8 m2 for Dyno from Bokela
GmbH (Karlsruhe, Germany) [19]. Hence, these systems may not be competitive when
large membrane areas are required, but are indeed quite favourable for niche applications.

The hydrodynamic effect in the filtration system is expected to increase permeate flux
by reducing concentration polarisation and cake build-up [20]. The reduction of concen-
tration polarisation also extends the pressure range, favouring higher fluxex. It is worth
noting that the mechanical movement generates a secondary flow of liquid that disturbs the
mass transfer boundary layer and promotes local mixing near the membrane surface [10].
For instance, Jaffrin et al. [21] showed that incorporating a rotating disk equipped with
vanes in the filtration system achieved the highest permeate fluxes thanks to its high shear
rates. Another recent study that applied the dynamic filtration of vibratory shear-enhanced
processing (VSEP) concept was reported by Hapońska et al. [22] for microalgae dewatering.
It was found that the membranes yielded a higher permeate volume and reduced the irre-
versible membrane fouling in the dynamic filtration system compared to the conventional
cross-flow filtration. At the same time, the dynamic filtration was economically beneficial
since the improved flux or productivity reduced the membrane area [23].

Frappart et al. [24] studied the hydrodynamic effects on the ultrafiltration of microalgae
suspension by comparing the dynamic filtration module with cross-flow filtration. The
results revealed that the module equipped with a rotating disk yielded a permeate flux
that was almost two times higher than that of the cross-flow system. Sarkar et al. [25]
investigated the effect of operating parameters of casein whey ultrafiltration in a rotating
disk filtration module compared to the stationary membrane. It was observed that the
dynamic rotating disk filtration achieved 38.7% higher flux at 300 rpm compared to the
stationary system. The findings suggest the importance of shear across the membrane in
minimizing the effects of concentration polarisation. The efficiency of dynamic filtration
has also been proven through simulation studies scrutinizing the system’s feasibility [26,27].
Membrane module rotation could also achieve a dynamic system [28]. In recent reports, a
spacer is seen as more practical in creating the flow of liquid near the membrane surface [29].
The spacer can be made from low-density material. It can be designed thin to maintain
a high membrane module packing density [14] and designed as an inherent part of the
membrane module system [30].

Moreover, this configuration can achieve a high rejection rate and improved membrane
selectivity. Choi et al. [31] observed that the removal of 2-methylisoborneol and Geosmin
from drinking water in the Han River (Korea) by nanofiltration membranes was enhanced
by the introduction of flow shear in the membrane systems. 2-methylisoborneol and
Geosmin are mainly responsible for global taste and odour changes in drinking water.
An increase in shear rates near the membrane surface resulted in an improvement in
membrane selectivity. Wu et al. [29] also suggested that spacers can be synthesized from
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adsorbents, for example, to improve the removal of micropollutants from wastewater.
Biological adsorbents can be incorporated with spacers to support biofilm growth for
enhanced removal efficiencies in dynamic membrane modules.

This study proposed a submerged membrane filtration system equipped with a rotat-
ing spacer to confront membrane fouling issues while treating an oil/water emulsion using
laboratory-made polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF). The developed system was designed to
delay the fouling effect and thus reduce the system’s energy consumption. The rotating
motion of the spacer created continuous momentum that reduced the energy input, as later
demonstrated by the present study results. Several studies on operating conditions such
as rotating speed and membrane-to-disk gap were thoroughly performed to investigate
the effect of these operating conditions on the membrane hydraulic performance. Finally,
computational fluid dynamics (CFD) was conducted to visualize the wall shear stress
distribution on the rotating spacer and the static membrane.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Membrane Preparation and Characterization

In order to assess the fouling control exerted by the rotary spacer, a series of filtration
tests were conducted using laboratory-made polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) membrane.
The membrane was fabricated via the non-solvent-induced phase separation from a dope
solution composed of 15 wt.% PVDF (Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) as the polymer,
1 wt.% polyethylene glycol (PEG, Sigma Aldrich, USA) as the additive, and 84 wt.%
dimethylacetamide (DMAC, Sigma Aldrich, USA) as the solvent. The polymer, additive,
and solvent were mixed using a magnetic stirrer for 24 h, or until the solution became
homogeneous. The dope solution was then left idle for 24 h to ensure the release of
all entrapped air bubbles. Subsequently, it was cast with a wet thickness of 210 µm on
nonwoven support (Novatexx 24414, Freudenberg Filtration Technologies, Germany) as
backing material to provide mecha nical support to the thin polymer film [32]. The cast
film was immediately immersed in a water bath, acting as the non-solvent to allow the
phase inversion. The formed membrane was left in the bath overnight to ensure all the
trace solvent was removed entirely. The membrane was stored wet in a water container at
room temperature until usage.

The properties of the PVDF membrane were determined as follows. The morphology,
pore size distribution, thickness, and surface contact angle were determined using a scan-
ning electron microscope (SEM, ZEISS, Oberkochen, Germany), capillary flow porometer
(CFP, Porolux, Belgium), electronic digital micrometre screw gauge (Mitutoyo, Kanagawa,
Japan), and goniometer (DataPhysics, Fildestadt, Germany), respectively.

2.2. Oil-in-Water Emulsion Feed Preparation

The oil-in-water (oil/water) emulsion was used as feed to evaluate the magnitude of
the membrane fouling control provided by the rotary spacer system. The feed sample was
prepared by mixing a crude oil (obtained from one of the crude oil wells in Malaysia) in
deionized water with a small amount of synthesis-grade sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS 98,
Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) with a ratio of 1:9 (wt./wt.) of SDS to the crude oil.
The mixture with a total volume of 10 L was stirred for two days until a stable emulsion
was obtained. The added SDS acted as a surfactant to stabilize the oil-in-water emulsion.
The oil concentration in the feed was fixed at 1000 ppm. A small volume of feed sample
(10 mL) was subsequently analyzed using particle size and zeta potential analyzer (Malvern,
Zetasizer Nano ZSP, Malvern, UK) to map the distribution of the oil droplets. The droplet
size was analysed using the dynamic light scattering method by assuming all the detected
particles were the oil-in-water droplets in spherical shapes.

2.3. Membrane Panel Assembly and Filtration Set-Up

Figure 1 illustrates the laboratory-scale submerged filtration set-up equipped with
a rotary disk spacer placed between two adjacent membrane panels. The spacer was in
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a circular disk with a thickness of 2 mm attached at the centre point to a rotating shaft.
The shaft rotation was driven by a motor equipped with a rotation speed regulator. The
membrane panel had an effective surface area of 0.2 m2 in the shape of a segment of a
half-circle with a diameter of 17 cm, which was connected to a permeate collecting system.
A vacuum pump was used to drive permeation at a constant pressure of −0.1 bar. The
filtration tests were conducted for 120 min and comprised 12 cycles. Each cycle consisted
of nine minutes of permeation and one minute of relaxation. During the relaxation, no
vacuum was exerted and the system was left idle temporarily. During the relaxation, the
volume of the permeate collected during the permeation was measured then returned to
the feed tank to maintain the feed condition (i.e., feed level and composition). About 10 mL
of the permeate was stored for oil rejection analysis.
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Figure 1. Illustration of laboratory-scaled rotating spacer submerged membrane filtration system. In
the actual set-up, the single panel had a half-round shape and membrane sheets with total surface
area of 0.2 m2 were glued on both sides of the panel.

2.4. Filtration Test

As a proof-of-concept report on the effectiveness of a rotary spacer in controlling mem-
brane fouling, two parameters were assessed: the effect of rotating speed and membrane-
to-disk gap. Each filtration was conducted in duplicate, and the results are presented as
average ± standard deviation. The permeate volume was used to calculate filtration flux
(J, Lm−2h−1) and membrane permeability (L, L m−2 h−1 bar−1) using Equation (1) and
Equation (2), respectively.

J =
V
At

(1)

L =
J

∆P
(2)

where V is permeated volume (L), A is membrane total effective filtration area (m2), t is
filtration time (h), and ∆P is trans-membrane pressure (bar). The filtration time was calcu-
lated as the sum of the filtration and the relaxation. As such, the presented permeability
data are the net value. The system was evaluated by using various rotation speeds of the
spacer, 0, 30, 35, 40, 45, and 50 rpm, and membrane-to-disk gaps of 0.5, 1.0, 1.5, and 2.0 cm.

2.5. Estimation of Energy Consumption

In order to evaluate the energy consumption of the developed rotary spacer, the energy
input for mechanical rotation of a hypothetically full-scale set-up was projected. The full-
scale module was assumed to be a circular panel with a diameter of 2.0 m and thickness of
4 × 10−3 m, with the membrane sheets mounted on both sides. The membrane panel was
set static, sandwiched by rotating disks with equal diameters. The rotation speeds of the
hypothetical full-scale module were set at the same values as the average linear velocities
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used in the experiments. The rotating shaft power (PR, kW) and specific filtration energy
for the rotary spacer system (SERT, kWhm−3) were estimated using Equations (3)–(6).

PR =
1
2

CD ρF AP v3
R × 10−3 (3)

AP = dDtD (4)

vR =
dE
dD

rD ωE (5)

SERT = η
PR
.

VP
(6)

where CD is the drag coefficient for the thin cylinder (1.15), AP is the projected area (m2), vR
is the average linear velocity of the rotating disk (ms−1), dD is the diameter of the full-scale
rotating disk (2 m), tD is the thickness of the full-scale rotating disk (4 × 10−3 m), dE is the
diameter of the experimental rotating disk (0.17 m), rD is the the disk diameter (m), ωE is
the angular velocity of the experimental disks (rads−1), and

.
VP is the volumetric flow rate

of the permeate (m3h−1).

2.6. Data Analysis

The results were analyzed statistically. The significance of the effect of each operating
condition on overall permeability in each parameter was evaluated using a one-way
analysis of variance at 95% confidence intervals (p-value < 0.05). Then, Tukey’s honest
significant difference post hoc analyses were performed to identify multiple pairs of mean
values when evaluating more than two data points [33].

2.7. CFD Simulation

The fluid dynamic was visualized using using Ansys fluent (2020 R2, Student Version)
by employing the Navier–Stokes and the continuity equations (Equations (7) and (8))
coupled using the SIMPLE algorithm. The domains were discretized into rectangular
elements and solved using the finite element method and by assuming the no-slip condition
on the walls.

∇·u = 0 (7)

ρ (u·∇u) = −∇p + µ∇2u (8)

where u is the velocity vector, p is the pressure, ρ is the water density (kgm−3), and µ is the
water dynamic viscosity (kgm−1s−1).

The optimum mesh size was determined using the sensitivity analysis. The meshing
sizes were varied from 1 to 5 (Table 1), and their qualities as well as the velocity plots are
shown in Figure 2. Eventually, mesh 4 was taken as the optimum and was used for the rest
of the simulation throughout the study.

Table 1. Summary of meshing qualities for the sensitivity analysis.

Mesh Size (mm)
No. of Cells

Tetrahedral Polyhedral

1 20.0 403,411 74,510
2 10.0 408,215 76,023
3 5.0 456,440 86,953
4 2.5 780,897 152,042
5 1.0 4,127,764 779,710
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and (both (b,c)) the sensitivity.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Membrane and Feed Properties

The membrane sheet, together with the baking support, had an overall thickness of
261 ± 6.1 µm, mean pore size of 0.11 µm, top surface contact angle of 67.9 ± 1.0◦, and clean
water permeability of 461.9± 26.5 Lm−2h−1bar−1. Figure 3 shows the pore size distribution
and the SEM images of the developed membrane. The properties met the requirement of
membranes for oil/water separation [34]. It was hydrophilic, and the nominal pore sizes of
the PVDF membrane were much smaller than the oil droplet sizes. It must be noted that
the present study focuses on assessing the performance of the rotary spacer on membrane
fouling control. Hence, a detailed analysis of the membrane characteristics was beyond
the scope.

The sizes of the oil droplets in the oil/water emulsion system were in a three-modal
distribution with the peaks at 0.25, 0.9, and 4.0 µm (Figure 4). The synthesized oil/water
emulsion was found stable during the experiment duration for about 2 months without
any floating layer. Judging from the oil droplet size distribution and by comparing with
the membrane’s pore size in Figure 3, all clusters of droplets should be retained by the
membrane because they were much larger than the mean pore size of the membrane
(0.11 µm). The membrane was expected to fully retain the oil droplets from the obtained
data on the membrane properties.

3.2. Effect of Rotating Speed

The primary role of the rotary spacer in the proposed system was that the rotation
induced a secondary flow of liquid that later exerted shear on the membrane surface and
eventually increased the flux. Figure 5 summarizes the effect of the rotating speed of the
disk spacers on the oil/water emulsion permeability at a constant membrane-to-disk gap
of 1.5 cm. Figure 5a shows the effect of rotation speed on the membrane permeability
with respect to filtration time. The unavoidable membrane fouling resulted in a 45–55%
permeability loss from the initial value, observed for all tests before reaching their quasi-
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steady-state value (as summarized in Figure 5b). A similar trend of hydraulic performance
was observed in previous studies [35,36]. The plateau permeability suggests that the
foulant accumulation rate equalled the foulant dispersal rate due to the fouling control
mechanism [37,38]. Extending the filtration time was expected to decline the permeability
at a much slower rate.

Membranes 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 14 
 

 

 
Figure 3. The pore diameter distribution of the developed PVDF membrane. The insets show their 
morphological images. 

The sizes of the oil droplets in the oil/water emulsion system were in a three-modal 
distribution with the peaks at 0.25, 0.9, and 4.0 µm (Figure 4). The synthesized oil/water 
emulsion was found stable during the experiment duration for about 2 months without 
any floating layer. Judging from the oil droplet size distribution and by comparing with 
the membrane’s pore size in Figure 3, all clusters of droplets should be retained by the 
membrane because they were much larger than the mean pore size of the membrane (0.11 
µm). The membrane was expected to fully retain the oil droplets from the obtained data 
on the membrane properties. 

 
Figure 4. Size distribution of oil droplet in oil/water emulsion sample. 

3.2. Effect of Rotating Speed 
The primary role of the rotary spacer in the proposed system was that the rotation 

induced a secondary flow of liquid that later exerted shear on the membrane surface and 
eventually increased the flux. Figure 5 summarizes the effect of the rotating speed of the 
disk spacers on the oil/water emulsion permeability at a constant membrane-to-disk gap 
of 1.5 cm. Figure 5a shows the effect of rotation speed on the membrane permeability with 
respect to filtration time. The unavoidable membrane fouling resulted in a 45–55% per-
meability loss from the initial value, observed for all tests before reaching their quasi-
steady-state value (as summarized in Figure 5b). A similar trend of hydraulic performance 
was observed in previous studies [35,36]. The plateau permeability suggests that the fou-
lant accumulation rate equalled the foulant dispersal rate due to the fouling control 

Figure 3. The pore diameter distribution of the developed PVDF membrane. The insets show their
morphological images.

Membranes 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 14 
 

 

 
Figure 3. The pore diameter distribution of the developed PVDF membrane. The insets show their 
morphological images. 

The sizes of the oil droplets in the oil/water emulsion system were in a three-modal 
distribution with the peaks at 0.25, 0.9, and 4.0 µm (Figure 4). The synthesized oil/water 
emulsion was found stable during the experiment duration for about 2 months without 
any floating layer. Judging from the oil droplet size distribution and by comparing with 
the membrane’s pore size in Figure 3, all clusters of droplets should be retained by the 
membrane because they were much larger than the mean pore size of the membrane (0.11 
µm). The membrane was expected to fully retain the oil droplets from the obtained data 
on the membrane properties. 

 
Figure 4. Size distribution of oil droplet in oil/water emulsion sample. 

3.2. Effect of Rotating Speed 
The primary role of the rotary spacer in the proposed system was that the rotation 

induced a secondary flow of liquid that later exerted shear on the membrane surface and 
eventually increased the flux. Figure 5 summarizes the effect of the rotating speed of the 
disk spacers on the oil/water emulsion permeability at a constant membrane-to-disk gap 
of 1.5 cm. Figure 5a shows the effect of rotation speed on the membrane permeability with 
respect to filtration time. The unavoidable membrane fouling resulted in a 45–55% per-
meability loss from the initial value, observed for all tests before reaching their quasi-
steady-state value (as summarized in Figure 5b). A similar trend of hydraulic performance 
was observed in previous studies [35,36]. The plateau permeability suggests that the fou-
lant accumulation rate equalled the foulant dispersal rate due to the fouling control 

Figure 4. Size distribution of oil droplet in oil/water emulsion sample.

Figure 5b shows that introducing 30 rpm of rotation to the static disk disk enhanced
the membrane permeability from 96.4 ± 3.6 to 132.7 ± 2.1 Lm−2h−1bar−1, corresponding
to an increment of about 27%. The finding demonstrated that the disk rotation substantially
increased the permeability when comparing the first two data of 0 and 30 rpm. The p-value
(of 0.0047) corresponding to the F-statistic (11.9600) was obtained from a one-way ANOVA
analysis to describe the statistical dependence of permeability on the rotational velocity
of 30 rpm. This p-value was lower than 0.05, suggesting that a disk rotation of 30 rpm
increased permeability significantly. However, it is unclear at what rotating speed the rotary
spacer started to offer significant membrane fouling control since the motor employed in
our set-up was limited to 30 rpm as the lowest value. This finding suggests the efficiency
of the rotating spacer as a fouling control mechanism for the filtration system, as reported
earlier for different applications and system designs [39].
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Figure 5. The effect of rotating speed on the membrane permeability permeance showing (a) the
evolution of permeability as function of filtration time, and (b) the steady-sate permability value
taken as the average of the final 30 min filtration. The system was run at a membrane-to-disk gap of
1.5 cm.

Figure 6 shows that the rotation of the disk spacer generated shear to the feed liquid,
which induced a secondary flow of liquid, creating shear stress near the static membrane
surface. This condition helped reduce the fouling propensity and provided the force to
scour off the deposited foulant and prevent the foulant accumulation.

Observation of the effect of rotation speed in Figure 5 shows that a higher rotating speed led
to a higher permeability, which agreed with the shear rate provided on the membrane surface
profiled in Figure 6B,C. The membrane reached the permeability of 144.6± 3.6 Lm−2h−1bar−1

at the rotation speed of 40 rpm and peaked at 175.0± 5.0 Lm−2h−1bar−1 at 50 rpm (the highest
speed evaluated in this study). The overall 38% permeability increment was similar to that
achieved by Sarkar et al. [25], who studied the filtration of casein whey using a rotating disc
membrane. Although it was expected that the flux permeation would be enhanced with a
further increment of rotating speed due to a higher shear rate, further increase of rotational
speed beyond 40 rpm (≤50 rpm) showed minimal impact on the permeability. The efficacy
of spacer rotation in enhancing permeability was identical to the rotating module reported
elsewhere [28], in which the rotating motion helped reduce the foulant-cake-layer thickness.

Multiple means comparison using post hoc Tukey HSD test found a significant perme-
ability increment only when the difference between the disk rotation speed was at least
10 rpm under 30–45 rpm. Significant permeability increments were obtained when the rota-
tion speed was increased from 30–40 rpm, 30–45 rpm, 30–50 rpm, 35–45 rpm, or 35–50 rpm,
all with Tukey HSD p-values of less than 0.015. It indicated a significant increment at the
rotational speed step of >10 rpm. At high rotation speed values above 40 rpm, the effect
of disk rotation speed in increasing permeability was low, which is consistent with the
wall share profile shown in Figure 6A. It might be due to the small rotating speed range
compared to that used in other reported studies [39–42] and the sidewall effect that led
to a substantial increment of shear near the edge of the membrane. This finding implies
that a very high spacer rotation speed is not required, and the system can work effectively
under low rotation speeds. This condition benefits energy input since a higher rotation
speed results in higher operational costs due to higher energy consumption [40].
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3.3. Effect of Membrane-to-Disk Gap

Figure 7 depicts the effect of the membrane-to-disk gap on the permeability of the
oil/water emulsion filtration evaluated under a fixed rotating speed of 50 rpm. It shows
that a higher membrane-to-disk gap reduced the permeability. When the membrane-to-
disk gap was increased from 0.5 to 1.0, 1.5, and 2.0 cm, the membrane showed decreas-
ing steady-state permeabilities, i.e., from 156.0 ± 5.7 to 146.4 ± 3.6, 141.7 ± 1.0, and
91.1 ± 1.8 Lm−2h−1bar−1, respectively. Smaller membrane-to-disk gaps led to higher shear
stress experienced by the membrane surface because the shear stress is inversely propor-
tional to the gap. The high velocity of the liquid nearby the membrane surface also exerted
the drag force that lifted the foulant from the membrane surface. This way, the buildup of
an oil layer as a cake layer as foulant could be limited [43].

Multiple means comparison using post hoc Tukey HSD test found an insignificant
difference in permeabilities between gaps of 0.5 vs. 1.0 cm (Tukey HSD p-value of 0.740).
The differences in permeabilities became significant, as shown by the Tukey HSD p-value
of less than 0.0059. A small disk-to-membrane gap below 1.0 cm would result in a statisti-
cally similar permeability. Hence, to allow optimum membrane fouling control using the
developed rotary spacer system, it is desirable to place the membrane closer than 1.0 cm
from the disc. In addition, it is worth mentioning that a small gap between membrane and
disk is also favourable in a full-scale unit from packing density [11]. A follow-up study
will describe the membrane surface’s fluid dynamic mechanism. The previous reports
show that a CFD simulation would visualize the shear stress profile on the membrane
surface [44,45].
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3.4. Specific Energy Consumption for Fouling Control

Apart from demonstrating higher filtration throughput, a system for membrane foul-
ing control is expected to work under a low energy input. Figure 8 shows the specific
energy consumption associated with the membrane fouling system of a projected full-scale
membrane using a rotary spacer filtration system. The energy was utilized for mechanically
rotating the spacers. The estimation was done using the filtration data presented in Figure 5.
The specific energy input for the operating mechanical rotation of the spacers was in the
range of 1.1 to 4.1 × 10−3 kWhm−3 permeate. The estimations were done for the average
linear velocities of 0.3 to 0.4 ms−1, corresponding to radial disk velocities of 30 to 50 rpm
applied in the experiments or the hypothetical spacer’s radial disk velocities of 3.1 to
5.2 rads−1.
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rotation speeds.

The specific mechanical energy inputs were for a system with higher velocity. However,
it does not mean that the system without or with low rotation speeds would offer the
lowest overall energy consumption. Figure 8 implies that higher disk rotation would lead
to higher permeability and thus lower membrane area and membrane investment costs.
The permeability is also closely associated with system footprint, cleaning frequencies, etc.
The conditions required to achieve the lowest overall capital and operational expenditures
need to be optimized further.
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Compared with data in the literature, the energy consumption for membrane fouling
control using the rotary spacer system was lower by two orders of magnitude. Full-scale
submerged membrane bioreactors typically consume energy for membrane cleaning using
air bubbling around 40–60% of the overall energy inputs (0.4–0.6 kWhm−3), correspond-
ing to 0.16 to 0.36 kWhm−3. To demonstrate the degree of inefficiency of the current
aeration system, optimization of the submerged systems through design operation and
equipment could reduce the energy by up to 81% [46]. The energy consumption asso-
ciated with membrane fouling control for air-optimized bubbling and panel switching
was 0.087−0.103 kWh m−3 [7]. For a more fouling-prone system of anaerobic membrane
bioreactor, rigorous analysis of the energy consumption showed that the energy demand
associated with gas sparging was at a range of 1.3–1.4 kWhm−3 and 0.2 ± 0.1 kWhm−3 for
the flat sheet and the hollow fibre membranes, respectively [47]. The high energy demand
for the flat-sheet membrane was attributed to the high gas sparging intensity coupled with
a low flux (≈7 Lm−2h−1). Using a flat-sheet membrane, the optimized system consumed
0.7–5.7 kWh/m3 for the gas sparging and recirculation [48]. In another review report, the
energy consumptions of pilot-scale anaerobic membrane bioreactors associated with the
control of membrane fouling via gas recirculation were reported to be 0.04 to 1.35 kWhm−3

with an average of 0.41 kWhm−3 [49].
The finding on energy assessment suggests that the energy input for spacer rotation

is highly promising. The spacer rotation can also solve the issue of clogging in the feed
flow channel when treating feed with high solid by sweeping it away when it adheres in
the dead-zone near the membrane surface, as applied in a rotating biological membrane
contactor [50]. However, incorporating spacers would lower module packing density and
enlarge the plant footprint. The key to overcoming this issue is developing highly thin
spacers and placing them very close to the membrane surfaces, as proposed earlier in the
vibrating spacer system [14]. Moreover, this system can be further explored for different
applications, particularly on challenging and viscous feeds such as anaerobic sludge or
hydrolysate filtration [44]. Applying traditional air bubbling would be less effective. The
system’s performance is expected to be further enhanced when equipped with less fouling-
prone membranes, such as the one developed recently through the co-induced phase
separation method [51] or sulfonated carbon soot-polysulphone [52].

4. Conclusions

This study demonstrated a rotary spacer system as an effective and energy-efficient
method for controlling membrane fouling in oil/water emulsion filtration. The rotation of
the spacer placed between two adjacent membrane panels induces a secondary flow of the
feed liquid that imposes shear rate and lift force to scour off and remove the foulant from
the membrane surface, as also proven by the CFD simulation. Rotating the spacer at up
to 50 rpm (v = 0.44 ms−1) increased the oil/water emulsion permeability from 126.8 ± 2.1
for the static system to 175.5 ± 2.7 Lm−2h−1bar−1 (rotated at 50 rpm). Since the shear
rate is inversely proportional to the gap, increasing spacer-to-membrane gaps from 0.5
to 2.0 cm at a constant rotational speed lowered the permeability from 175.5 ± 2.7 to
126.7 ± 2.0 Lm−2h−1bar−1. Remarkably, low energy consumptions were required to drive
the mechanical rotation of the spacer. It is in the range of 1.1 to 4.1 × 10−3 kWhm−3

permeate for systems run at average linear velocities of 0.3 to 0.4 ms−1. The energy inputs
were two orders of magnitude lower than that of established aeration systems, suggesting
its competitiveness for other applications. The design of the half-circular disk in the set-up
my affect the result significantly and needs to be addressed in the future. In addition, a
long-term test of the system’s efficacy need to be done to beter gauge its full potential.
Finally, a system with the smallest disk-to-membrane gap could offer the best solution of
achieving a high throughput with lower footprint.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.R.B. and N.Y.; methodology, N.I.M.N., and A.M.L.;
validation, M.D.H.W.; formal analysis, M.E. and A.R.; investigation, N.I.M.N.; resources, M.R.B. and
N.A.H.M.N.; data curation, N.I.M.N.; writing—original draft preparation, N.I.M.N.; writing—review



Membranes 2022, 12, 554 12 of 14

and editing, M.R.B., H.S. and N.S.; visualization, N.I.M.N.; supervision, M.R.B., N.S. and N.A.H.M.N.;
funding acquisition, N.A.H.M.N., N.Y., M.R.B. and M.E. All authors have read and agreed to the
published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by Universiti Teknologi PETRONAS (UTP) and Universiti
Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) under Collaborative Research Grant (CRG) (Grant no: 015MD0-041) and
(Q.J130000.2451.08G72). Muthia Elma acknowledges the financial support from Applied Research of
Universities Grant 2021-2023 Deputy of Research and Development National Research and Innovation
Agency, The Ministry of Culture and Education Republic of Indonesia. Aulia Rahma thanks to Kurita
Asia Research Grant (KARG) 2021–2022.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Kamali, M.; Suhas, D.; Costa, M.E.; Capela, I.; Aminabhavi, T.M. Sustainability Considerations in Membrane-Based Technologies

for Industrial Effluents Treatment. Chem. Eng. J. 2019, 368, 474–494. [CrossRef]
2. Van Der Bruggen, B.; Vandecasteele, C.; Van Gestel, T.; Doyen, W.; Leysen, R. A Review of Pressure-Driven Membrane Processes

in Wastewater Treatment and Drinking Water Production. Environ. Prog. 2003, 22, 46–56. [CrossRef]
3. Fulazzaky, M.; Setiadi, T.; Fulazzaky, M.A. An Evaluation of the Oilfield-Produced Water Treatment by the Membrane Bioreactor.

J. Environ. Chem. Eng. 2020, 8, 104417. [CrossRef]
4. Guo, W.; Ngo, H.-H.; Li, J. A Mini-Review on Membrane Fouling. Bioresour. Technol. 2012, 122, 27–34. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
5. Mat Nawi, N.I.; Chean, H.M.; Shamsuddin, N.; Bilad, M.R.; Narkkun, T.; Faungnawakij, K.; Khan, A.L. Development of

Hydrophilic PVDF Membrane Using Vapour Induced Phase Separation Method for Produced Water Treatment. Membranes 2020,
10, 121. [CrossRef]

6. Rana, D.; Matsuura, T. Surface Modifications for Antifouling Membranes. Chem. Rev. 2010, 110, 2448–2471. [CrossRef]
7. Mohamad Annuar, A.; Mat Nawi, N.I.; Bilad, M.R.; Jaafar, J.; Marbelia, L.; Nandianto, A.B.D. Improved Bubbling for Membrane

Fouling Control in Filtration of Palm Oil Mill Effluent Anaerobic Digester Sludge. J. Water Process Eng. 2020, 36, 101350. [CrossRef]
8. Sutzkover-Gutman, I.; Hasson, D. Feed Water Pretreatment for Desalination Plants. Desalination 2010, 264, 289–296. [CrossRef]
9. Kim, E.-S.; Liu, Y.; Gamal El-Din, M. The Effects of Pretreatment on Nanofiltration and Reverse Osmosis Membrane Filtration for

Desalination of Oil Sands Process-Affected Water. Sep. Purif. Technol. 2011, 81, 418–428. [CrossRef]
10. Waqas, S.; Bilad, M.R.; Man, Z.B.; Klaysom, C.; Jaafar, J.; Khan, A.L. An Integrated Rotating Biological Contactor and Membrane

Separation Process for Domestic Wastewater Treatment. Alex. Eng. J. 2020, 59, 4257–4265. [CrossRef]
11. Serra, C.A.; Wiesner, M.R.; Laîné, J.-M. Rotating Membrane Disk Filters: Design Evaluation Using Computational Fluid Dynamics.

Chem. Eng. J. 1999, 72, 1–17. [CrossRef]
12. Brou, A.; Ding, L.; Boulnois, P.; Jaffrin, M.Y. Dynamic Microfiltration of Yeast Suspensions Using Rotating Disks Equipped with

Vanes. J. Membr. Sci. 2002, 197, 269–282. [CrossRef]
13. Bilad, M.R.; Discart, V.; Vandamme, D.; Foubert, I.; Muylaert, K.; Vankelecom, I.F.J. Harvesting Microalgal Biomass Using a

Magnetically Induced Membrane Vibration (MMV) System: Filtration Performance and Energy Consumption. Bioresour. Technol.
2013, 138, 329–338. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Tan, Y.Z.; Mao, Z.; Zhang, Y.; Tan, W.S.; Chong, T.H.; Wu, B.; Chew, J.W. Enhancing Fouling Mitigation of Submerged Flat-Sheet
Membranes by Vibrating 3D-Spacers. Sep. Purif. Technol. 2019, 215, 70–80. [CrossRef]

15. Fillaudeau, L.; Boissier, B.; Moreau, A.; Blanpain-avet, P.; Ermolaev, S.; Jitariouk, N.; Gourdon, A. Investigation of Rotating and
Vibrating Filtration for Clarification of Rough Beer. J. Food Eng. 2007, 80, 206–217. [CrossRef]

16. Ahmad, A.L.; Ban, Z.H.; Ooi, B.S. A Three-Dimensional Unsteady Hydrodynamic Profile of a Reciprocating Membrane Channel.
J. Membr. Sci. 2010, 365, 426–437. [CrossRef]

17. Ho, J.; Smith, S.; Kim, G.D.; Roh, H.K. Performance Evaluation of a Novel Reciprocation Membrane Bioreactor (RMBR) for
Enhanced Nutrient Removal in Wastewater Treatment: A Comparative Study. Water Sci. Technol. 2015, 72, 917–927. [CrossRef]

18. Jaffrin, M.Y. Dynamic Shear-Enhanced Membrane Filtration: A Review of Rotating Disks, Rotating Membranes and Vibrating
Systems. J. Membr. Sci. 2008, 324, 7–25. [CrossRef]

19. Jaffrin, M.Y.; Ding, L. A Review of Applications of Rotating and Vibrating Membranes Systems: Advantages and Drawbacks.
J. Membr. Sep. Technol. 2015, 4, 134. [CrossRef]

20. Bouzerar, R. Local Permeate Flux–Shear–Pressure Relationships in a Rotating Disk Microfiltration Module: Implications for
Global Performance. J. Membr. Sci. 2000, 170, 127–141. [CrossRef]

21. Jaffrin, M.Y.; Ding, L.-H.; Akoum, O.; Brou, A. A Hydrodynamic Comparison between Rotating Disk and Vibratory Dynamic
Filtration Systems. J. Membr. Sci. 2004, 242, 155–167. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2019.02.075
http://doi.org/10.1002/ep.670220116
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jece.2020.104417
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2012.04.089
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22608938
http://doi.org/10.3390/membranes10060121
http://doi.org/10.1021/cr800208y
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwpe.2020.101350
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.desal.2010.07.014
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.seppur.2011.08.016
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.aej.2020.07.029
http://doi.org/10.1016/S1385-8947(98)00128-4
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0376-7388(01)00642-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2013.03.175
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23624051
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.seppur.2018.12.085
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfoodeng.2006.05.022
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.memsci.2010.09.033
http://doi.org/10.2166/wst.2015.267
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.memsci.2008.06.050
http://doi.org/10.6000/1929-6037.2015.04.03.5
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0376-7388(99)00348-8
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.memsci.2003.07.029


Membranes 2022, 12, 554 13 of 14
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