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Abstract: The classical working principle of aquaponics is to provide nutrient-rich aquacultural
water to a hydroponic plant culture unit, which in turn depurates the water that is returned to the
aquaculture tanks. A known drawback is that a compromise away from optimal growing conditions
for plants and fish must be achieved to produce both crops and fish in the same environmental
conditions. The objective of this study was to develop a theoretical concept of a decoupled aquaponic
system (DAPS), and predict water, nutrient (N and P), fish, sludge, and plant levels. This has been
approached by developing a dynamic aquaponic system model, using inputs from data found in
literature covering the fields of aquaculture, hydroponics, and sludge treatment. The outputs from the
model showed the dependency of aquacultural water quality on the hydroponic evapotranspiration
rate. This result can be explained by the fact that DAPS is based on one-way flows. These one-way
flows results in accumulations of remineralized nutrients in the hydroponic component ensuring
optimal conditions for the plants. The study also suggests to size the cultivation area based on
P availability in the hydroponic component as P is an exhaustible resource and has been identified
one of the main limiting factors for plant growth.

Keywords: aquaponics; aquacultural engineering; sludge treatment; agriculture; anaerobic digestion;
phosphate recycling

1. Introduction

Aquaponics may be defined as an integrated quasi closed-loop multi-trophic food production
system comprising a recirculating aquaculture system (RAS) and a hydroponic unit. In an aquaponic
system, the nutrient-enriched water derived from the fish is directed to the hydroponic unit providing
nutrients for plant growth. The appeal of aquaponics lies on its capacity to produce aquatic animals
(e.g., fish, crayfish, etc.) and plants (e.g., vegetables, herbs, medical plants, fruits, etc.) in an
environmentally-friendly way, ensuring high levels of water reuse [1] and nutrient recycling [2,3].
Despite varying water quality requirements in both RAS and hydroponic production units, the
traditional aquaponics practice has been based on compromising the needs of plants and fish within
a single water process loop, thereby reducing the efficiency of aquaponic systems compared to the
sum of single crop production, fish and plant, respectively [4]. Although many aquaponics systems
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are constructed and operated as a recirculating loop, commercial growers and researchers carry on
expanding this initial aquaponics system design towards an independent control over each system
unit (i.e., RAS, hydroponics, and nutrient recovery via sludge remineralization). Systems where
fish, plants and, if applicable, remineralization are integrated as separate functional units comprising
individual water cycles that can be controlled independently, are called decoupled aquaponic systems
(DAPS). Still, as a matter of fact, system design aims at a high degree of self-sufficiency of the entire
system. Components are consequently designed and sized in the way that the required manipulation
to adjust conditions within the cycle can be minimized. Recently, Kloas et al. [5] presented a DAPS
comprising a RAS and a hydroponic unit arranged as two individual water cycles, where water loss
due to evapotranspiration of the plants was replaced on demand via a one way valve from the RAS,
which in turn was refilled with tap water. Thereby, an improved control of the nutrient flows as well
as optimized species-specific water conditions in both units were achieved. The fate of this approach is
that the water consumption (i.e., mainly evapotranspiration rate) is the decisive factor of DAPS, as it
defines the water replacement and water quality in the RAS as well as the nutrient supply for the plants,
if no additional supplementation/fertilization is carried out. Consequently, understanding the impact
of water and nutrient flows within such systems is crucial for determining their conceptual framework.

Growth advantages of DAPS have been observed in lab-scale experiments [6,7]. Jijakli et al. [6]
observed an increased plant growth of 39% compared to a pure hydroponic control nutrient solution
when supplementing the hydroponic component with additional fertilizer. Moreover, Goddek [7]
showed that anaerobic digestates also increased plant growth. To our knowledge, the concept of DAPS
has not yet been applied to systems comprising more than two units. In this study, we extended the
concept by integrating a third functional unit for the remineralization of RAS derived sludge. Similar to
a food web, a number of functional units representing different trophic levels such as autotrophic
producers (plant crops), heterotrophic consumers (fish, crustaceans, molluscs) and decomposers
(remineralization unit) could be arranged in individual, though communicating water cycles, providing
a better control of the nutrient flows and increasing the efficiency of the production and reducing
emissions further. Most importantly, such concept may allow for better fine tuning of nutrient flows
between several units and may add stability with regard to imbalances or disturbances.

Nutrient dynamics in one-loop integrated aquaculture-hydroponic systems have first been
investigated by Seawright et al. [8]. However, nutrient flows and accumulations were not
comprehensible due to unreported nutrient supplementations. A nitrogen (N) balance study for
one-loop aquaponic systems was conducted by Graber and Junge [2] and Licamele [9], who observed
that growth of hydroponic and aquaponic lettuce was similar even though the lettuce in the hydroponic
system was exposed to a solution with a higher nutrient concentration. Another mass balance study has
been conducted by Neto and Ostrensky [10] who estimated the nutrient load and waste productions
in tilapia cage production systems. Regarding the nutrient flow from RAS to the plants in one-loop
systems, several authors have made examinations of this issue and observed low levels of P, potassium,
magnesium, manganese, iron, and sulphur [1,2,9,11–13]. Consequently, the plant growth performance
could probably even be improved by providing a sufficient amount of nutrients, which can either be
achieved by supplementation [4,14], or remineralization of fish sludge as observed in several studies
comprising mass balance approaches [15–17].

2. Objectives and Scope

Typically, models are created to understand, predict, and control complex dynamic systems [18].
The scope of this study is to develop a system dynamics model for N, phosphorus (P), water, fish,
plants, and sludge (aquacultural biosolids), based on a decoupled system approach. The reason why
the macronutrient P is used in this paper is due to the fact that it is an exhaustible resource [19].
Even though it is mostly sufficiently available in the fish feed, other more available nutrients can be
supplemented to the hydroponic component. The system dynamics model of this study can be used
to design and further optimize systems. The main objective of this paper is to present a theoretical
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design approach for DAPS by addressing the scope’s conceptual criteria, and coping with design
drawbacks based on the model’s outcome. The model elaborated in this paper assesses the system’s
organic loading rates to achieve optimal conditions for both hydroponic and RAS components of the
system under given conditions. This will lead to a perspective that covers the evaluation regarding
the need for further studies that have to be pursued to develop and improve a plant-wide model for
decoupled aquaponic systems.

3. Methodology and Data Sources

3.1. Dynamic Systems Analysis

Dynamic systems analysis was used to evaluate the N, P, fish (i.e., tilapia), plant (i.e., lettuce plant),
and water balance within DAPS. This method also enabled us to assess the impact of a remineralization
component on the overall system’s performance, as well as sizing the hydroponic part depending on
different evapotranspiration rates. However, as a basis for physically-based dynamic modeling, as
opposed to data-driven modeling, well-grounded flow charts and causal loop diagrams (CLD) are
required [18]. Whereas flowcharts provide an overview of all procedures considered necessary in the
context of a comprehensive diagnostic process, CLDs represent a fundamental tool to understand and
illustrate complex systems. Both served as foundation plans and constituted the basis for the software
computer model.

Although CLDs are a good tool to identify causal relationships between activities or events and
their latent effects, they need to be combined with the factor time to simulate and reveal short to long
term impact factors and changes due to e.g., accumulations, fluctuations in temperature and fish
biomass, etc. The resulting system dynamics models allow analyzing the interplay of key factors in
order to reveal key leverage points and optimal conditions and system settings. Here, the specific
system modeling software AnyLogic was used [20]. For the CLDs (that can be seen in Figures B1–B3)
the following choices were made: (1) RAS, hydroponics, and sludge remineralization are displayed
independently to constitute the need for different conditions in each sub-system; and (2) in the
RAS component, a nitrifying biofilter is included in the model. Laying the basis for the models,
assumptions for the flow charts are: (1) there is no need to exchange water in addition to the water
replacement as consequence of evapotranspiration; (2) it is provided that the RAS components contain
biofilters of adequate size to fully transform total ammonia nitrogen (TAN) into nitrate; and (3) nutrient
supplementations for the hydroponic units are not taken into account.

The system dynamics model simulations were based on a decoupled system with four fish tanks.
The modeling procedure was divided into four steps: (1) Before N, P, water, tilapia, lettuce, and
sludge flows were simulated, a parameter variation experiment was run in order to estimate the
amount of fish that needed to be incorporated to the system to have a maximum stocking density of
50 kg¨m´3. For higher densities the use of pure oxygen could be required; (2) Given this data, the plant
cultivation area for maximum nitrogen-nitrate (N-NO3) water concentration for sensitive and resistant
fish species (i.e., trout and tilapia) was simulated using a parameter variation experiment depending
on crop evapotranspiration rates (ETc) under natural and artificial light conditions. For trout the
limit was set to 40 mg¨L´1 N-NO3 [21–23], for tilapia to 200 mg¨L´1 N-NO3; (3) P was used as an
alternative design parameter to size the hydroponic component since it is often limiting plant growth
and global mineral resources are finite. However, if the obtained size suggestion does not correspond
with the needed water exchange rates, active denitrification in the RAS is required. For this study,
an optimization step was conducted, which determined the amount of lettuce that can be produced
with RAS-derived nutrients and remineralized P inflow from an anaerobic nutrient remineralization
component (ANRC). In this study, the ANRC was composed by an upflow anaerobic sludge blanket
(UASB) reactor. UASB reactor performance parameters were used to determine the remineralization
rates; (4) Given the P parameter the flow of the UASB was determined.
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3.2. FAO Penman-Monteith Equation

The evapotranspiration rate is dependent on net radiation, temperature, wind velocity, relative
humidity, and crop species [24,25]. Net solar radiation can be determined using the FAO
Penman-Monteith equation [25]. This equation is initially developed for outdoor environments,
but can be adjusted for greenhouse crop production [24,26]. Instead of a total dependency on
nature, both greenhouse characteristics and climate control equipment have a high impact on the
evapotranspiration [27,28]. Fernández et al. [29] report a reduced reference evapotranspiration (ETo) by
21.4%, when using plastic greenhouses in Spain. Greenhouses also reduce the wind speed considerably,
which has a reducing impact on the reference evapotranspiration [29,30]. Surface covers as they are
used, for instance in nutrient flow techniques (NFT) or deep water culture (DWC) methods are reported
to reduce the single crop coefficient (Kc) [25] that is multiplied with the reference evapotranspiration to
receive the crop evapotranspiration. Licamele [9] reported that plant density of 32 lettuce plants m´2

required 1 L of water each. These findings were consistent with the estimated covered single crop
coefficient (Figure 1). Therefore a comparative analysis was conducted with AnyLogic to estimate
the range of expected evapotranspiration rates under constant lighting conditions of 200 W¨m´2 for
16 h¨day´1 and the sole use of natural light.
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Figure 1. Lettuce crop coefficient for non-covered and surface covered cultivation assuming planting
of seedlings after 15 days (in the graph shown as day 0).

Knowing both ETo and Kc, the crop evapotranspiration in m3 per m2¨day´1, and typically
expressed in mm¨day´1, was estimated as follows:

ETc “ ETo ˆ Kc (1)

where ETc is the crop evapotranspiration (mm¨day´1), Eto the reference evapotranspiration
(mm¨day´1), and Kc the plant coefficient for lettuce (dimensionless).

The reference evapotranspiration for the natural light option has been estimated based on
measured hourly solar radiation data for Köln-Bonn (Table 1), Germany (50˝471 N; 7˝51 E) of 2014 [31]
representative for the Central European region. The temperature range within the greenhouse was
determined at 20–24 ˝C, the relative humidity set between 60% and 80%. It was assumed that the
greenhouse glazing transmittance reduces incident radiation by 10%. The shading factor due to
construction and surrounding reduced it by another 15%, which made us assume that the net radiation
of natural light under greenhouse conditions decreased by 25%. Figure 2 shows the estimated ETo

difference under natural and artificial lighting. The natural lighting reference evapotranspiration
can be expressed in to the following formula, which refers to the natural lighting curve in Figure 2
(r2 = 0.994; statistical measure of how close the data are to the fitted regression line):

ETo “ 2.758ˆ exp p´0.5ˆ
´

pX´ 6.14q {2.36q2
¯

(2)

where X is the time in months.
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Table 1. Observed sunshine hours (per month) and the respective estimated reference evaporation
(ETo in mm/day) for Köln-Bonn.

Parameters January February March April May June July August September October November December

Sun 73.4 75.8 187.5 143.9 168.8 212.1 209.8 150.7 135.4 99.6 68.1 18.0
ETo 0.18 0.53 1.30 1.82 2.36 2.76 2.64 1.99 1.36 0.70 0.26 0.17
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Figure 2. Reference evapotranspiration (ETo in mm/day) upon plain natural lighting (Köln-Bonn) or
at constant radiation using (additional) artificial light.

3.3. Input Data and Parametrization for RAS

The modelled RAS comprised four fish tanks with a volume of 1 m3 each. Additional RAS
components (i.e., biofilter, drum filter, sump, etc.) add another 3 m3 of volume. The RAS water
temperature is held stable at about 28 ˝C. Temperature is an important factor for fish growth and
its influence on tilapia growth (cm¨month´1) can be predicted given the following formula for a
maximum temperature of 29.5 ˝C [32]:

Growth
´

cm¨month´1
¯

“
T´ 18.3

3.28
(3)

where T is the average temperature (in ˝C) of the RAS.
Knowing the fish length allows to calculate the fish weight [32]:

WT “
2.08ˆ L 3

3.28
(4)

where WT is the weight of the tilapia (in g), and L the length of tilapia (in cm).
In the model, fingerlings 10 cm in size were sequentially added to the fish tanks. The total fish

growth cycle was set at 200 days. Thus, every 50 days fish were harvested and re-added to one of the
fish tanks. The fish were fed with species specific feed with a protein content of 35%, of which 9.2% of
proteins become TAN [32]. The feeding rate was calculated based on a percentage of body weight that,
in turn, was depending on the feed conversion ratio (FCR) [32]. It was assumed that the optimal FCR
is 1.1–1.3 for tilapia depending on their growth stage [32], even though in aquaponics FCRs of 1.7–1.8
have been observed [33]. It was also assumed that water quality parameters of the RAS lie within
acceptable limits (Table 2) and did not have any impact on the mortality rate. The main factor for the
fish’s survival rate was thus the density [34]. The passive denitrification rate was 10% [32]. The fish
feed uptake rate (i.e., the percentage of feed the fish actually consume) was assumed being 95% [32].
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Table 2. Optimal growth parameters for tilapia.

Parameter Threshold for Optimal Growth References

TAN (mg/L) <2.9 [35]
NO2

´-N (mg/L) <0.5–1 [36]
NO3

´-N (mg/L) <100–200 [37]
T (˝C) 27–29 [38]

O2 (mg/L) 4–6 [39]
pH 6–9 [38]

Photoperiod 18L:6D [40]

Given these parameters, the optimization experiment that has been conducted with AnyLogic
with the decision variable “amount of fish” suggested to start with 60 fingerlings to gain a fish biomass
of approximately 50 kg¨m´3 fishes per tank after 200 days.

3.4. Input Data and Parametrization for Hydroponics

The growth cycle for lettuce was set at 35 days. They were grown in DWC systems with a depth
of 30 cm. The inflow from the RAS to the DWC was determined by the evapotranspiration rate, that is
ETc times area of the hydroponic system, and is given by:

Hydroponic inflow from RAS “ Evapotranspiration´ inflow from ANRC (5)

where ANRC represents the anaerobic nutrient remineralization component.
Under optimal conditions, lettuce head weights of 150 g can be achieved 4 weeks after

transplanting the seedlings into the hydroponic system [33,41]. 16 lettuce plants were cultivated
per m2, each of which takes up 6 g of N and 50 mg of P within the growth cycle [9].

3.5. Input Data and Parametrization for Remineralization

Nitrate and nitrite are degraded to ammonia and dinitrogen gas under anaerobic conditions [42].
Both Zhao et al. [43] and Cuervo-López et al. [44] observed nitrate and nitrite degradation efficiencies
of approx. 99% in UASB reactors operating with an hydraulic retention time (HRT) of 9–12 days
and 2 days, respectively. Mirzoyan and Gross [17] show similar nitrate and nitrite removal rates.
However, in their work, the effluent consisted of 17.7 mg¨L´1 TAN (for every 102 g¨kg´1 entering
the UASB reactor) at an HRT of 8 days and a total suspended solids sludge concentration of 3.8%.
The N composition of the inflowing sludge is a sum of N water content and N in dry matter sludge.
The composition of the latter has been shown by Neto and Ostrensky [10], who report an N content of
approximate 15% of dry sludge for a feed N content of 5.3%, and a P feed content of 1.5% [10,12].

The volume of the UASB reactor has been determined by the following HRT formula:

HRT phq “
Reactor Volume

`

m3˘

Flow Rate pm3 ¨ h´1
q

(6)

where HRT is the hydraulic retention time in hours.
The desired HRT was 10 days, because it showed best digestion performance recently [17].

Since an HRT of 10 days cannot practically fulfill this requirement, an additional circulation pump
was required for each UASB reactor. The flow rate going into the reactor has been determined by
the amount of daily sludge produced by the fish, which has been recovered from the settling basin
(see Figure 3) with a specific TSS. In our case the sludge retention time (SRT) was 80 days considering
that the sludge blanket occupied 60% of the volume of the reactor with a TSS of 3%. The amount of
sludge withdrawn on a daily basis has been assumed to be 10% of the organic loading rate (ORL);



Water 2016, 8, 303 7 of 29

i.e., of the added fresh sludge. Mirzoyan and Gross [17] showed a fresh sludge TSS removal of 90%.
The same TSS removal has been assumed in this study.

SRT pdayq “
Total sludge present in reactor pkgq

sludge withdraw pkg ¨ day´1
q

(7)

An upflow velocity of 0.5 m¨h´1 must be maintained to keep the sludge blanket in suspension [45].
The upflow velocity formula is as follows.

Vup “
H

HRT
(8)

where Vup is the upflow velocity (m¨h´1), H is the reactor height (m), and HRT is the hydraulic
retention time (h).

Figure 3. Process flow drawing of a basic DAPS layout. The blue tags comprise the RAS component,
the green tags the hydroponic component, and the red tags the ANRC components. The level of each
component is illustrated numerically in the small box and refers to the vertical direction the flow needs
to travel to; whereas high numbers refer to high positioning and low numbers to low positioning.
Gravity flow occurs, when water flows from high levels to low levels, and pressurized flow is required
when the flow goes from low to high numbers.
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4. Theory

4.1. Decoupled System Design

4.1.1. Justification for Decoupled Systems

Nitrate concentrations in aquaponic systems can be controlled either by water exchange, plant
uptake, and/or denitrification through anoxic bacterial reduction. Water exchange rates can be
determined via mass balance, whilst N removal by denitrification or plant uptake must be calculated
using available information on N removal rates by different plants and denitrification reactor
configurations. Unlike N, which is present in aquaponics mostly in dissolved forms that tend to
accumulate, several important plant nutrients are found almost exclusively in biosolids originating
from uneaten food and feces.

Until recently, the principal focus of publications in the field of aquaponics was mostly on
the availability, concentration, and accumulation of nitrate, which has been considered the most
important macronutrient for vegetative growth. Even though it increases the complexity of the overall
process and is not a focus of this paper, it is inevitable to address the accumulation of all micro- and
macronutrients that are necessary for optimal growth conditions. This becomes more relevant given the
fact that in DAPS the nutrient accumulation in the hydroponic component results from several sources
(i.e., inflow from RAS, inflow from remineralization component, and nutrient supplementation) and
reduces dilution due to the fact that the ANRC outflows only dilutes in the hydroponic component
instead of system-wide. As the specific nutrient needs of fish and plants depend on a large number
of dependencies and interactions, design trade-offs towards best practicable means need to be made,
to achieve best possible conditions for both the fish and the plant and thus the optimization of the
sub-systems with regard to the use/recycling of nutrients. These heterogeneous conditions of the
respective sub-systems and their impact on nutrient accumulation have a significant effect on the
overall system performance.

The advantages of independently controllable components are underlined in the Tables 3 and 4.
The in Table 3 given examples of optimal conditions for different plant and fish species, as well as
the bio filtration and ANRC components are cases in point. The more the conditions of RAS and
hydroponics deviate from their optimal conditions, the lower the production efficiency that can be
expected. Instead of accounting for trade-offs between those component parts, the objective should be
to provide the best practicable conditions for each component and combination of species. Even though
similar growth performances between aquaponics and hydroponics have been observed, optimizing
the respective conditions could lead to an enhanced fish and plant growth [6]. This is only achievable
in independently controlled and running sub-systems. This concurs with Table 4. Here too, one can
see major differences in environmental and nutritional factors. The significant difference in terms of
nutrient concentration can be explained by the fact that trade-offs have to be made with respect to
plants’ and fish’ specific needs, which is the reason for these gaps.
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Table 3. Optimal conditions for different fish in RAS (i.e., tilapia, European perch and rainbow trout), plant species in hydroponic conditions (i.e., lettuce and tomato),
biofiltration efficiency being a part of RAS, and anaerobic digestion.

Sub-System Species/Type pH EC (mS¨ cm´1)
or Salinity

Optimal Temp (˝C) Ammonia
(mg¨ L´1)

Dissolved
Oxygen (ml¨ L´1)

Hardness
(CaCO3 in mg¨ L´1)

RAS

Oreochromis niloticus (Nile
tilapia) 7–9 [46] salinity: <15‰ [47] 29.5 [32]; 27–30 [48] <0.1 N-NH4 [48] Optimal: 5.0 [38]

Oncorhynchus mykiss
(Rainbow trout) 6.5–8.5 [49] salinity: <26‰ [50] 15 [51,52] <0.0125

N-NH3 [53] ~100% [49] >200 [54,55];
10–400 [49]

Clarias gariepinus (Catfish) 7 [56]
salinity: 0‰–4‰ [57];
<4‰–6‰; optimum

0.5‰ [58]
25–30 [58]; 28 [56] <2.5 N-NH3 [56] Optimal: 5–6 [59] >20–30 [58]

Sander lucioperca, syn.
Stizostedion lucioperca

(Pike-Perch)
6.5–8.2 [60] 27–28 [60] <0.40 TAN [60] >50% [60]

Bio filter

Nitrobacter 7.5 [61], 7.8 [62] 20–30 [63]; 24–25 [64] >1 [65]

Nitrospira 8.3 [65] 29–30 [64]; 30–35 [65]

Nitrosomonas 7.8 [62] 20–30 [63]

Hydroponics
Lactuca sativa (Lettuce) 5.5–6.5 [41] 1–2 mS/cm [41] 21–25 [41] <10 N-NH4 [66]

Lycopersicon esculentum
(Tomato) 6.3–6.5 [67] >2.5 reduces yield [68] 18–24 [67]

Digester Upflow Anaerobic Sludge
Blanket reactor (UASB) 7.4 [16,69] 35 [70,71] ~0

Table 4. Suggested hydroponic nutrient solution (ppm) vs. observed aquaponic nutrient solution (ppm) for lettuce, and the percentage difference of aquaponics with
respect to optimal hydroponic conditions.

System pH EC (mS¨ cm´1) N-NO3 N-NH4 P-PO4 K Ca Mg S-SO4 Fe Source

Hydroponics 5.5–5.8 1.5–2.0 165 25 50 210 200 40 113 5 [41]
Aquaponics 7.0–7.6 0.7–0.8 42.2 2.2 8.2 44.9 11.9 6.5 15 2.5 (supplemented) [14,72]

Gap to Hydroponics (%) 74.4 91.2 83.6 89 94 83.7 86.7 50.0
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With respect to nutrient dynamics, the flow of each nutrient depends upon many factors
including species, system design, biofilter performance, remineralization method, feed composition,
etc. Around 25% of feed (dry matter) becomes sludge [32,73]. Neto and Ostrensky [10] analyzed the
nutrient compositions of sludge (Table 5). They report that 55% of the P that entered the system via the
fish feed accumulates in sludge. The sludge is composed of 37% feces and 18% non-consumed feed.
The percentage of non-consumed feed, however, must be treated with caution as the data is collected
from RAS cage breeding systems. Even though the values of Neto and Ostrensky [10] base on cage
breeding systems, our observed values (Table 5) are closer to these values, than to observations made
by Refiee and Saad [74] in RAS. We observed similar concentrations, using fish feed consisting of 9.7%
N and 1.7% P. However, more P accumulated in the fish than in the sludge. Yet, the implementation of
remineralization technology has great potential to recycling a high proportion of macronutrients such
as P, K, and N (i.e., if carried out under anaerobic conditions) etc. [15,16,75].

Table 5. Nitrogen (N) and phosphorous (P) flow from Nile tilapia feeding in RAS cage production.

Parameters
N (%) P (%) N (%) P (%)

Neto and Ostrensky [10] Personal Observations (RAS)

Feed 100 100 100 100
Fish retention 35 28 35–50 60–70

Water (Soluble Excretion) 33 17 20–30 5–10
Total Sludge 31 55 15–25 35–45

Thereof non-consumed feed 18 18 5–10 5–10
Thereof feces 13 37 10–15 30–35

As compared to one-loop aquaponics, the nutrient flow in DAPS is slightly different.
As exemplified in Section 4.2, the extent to which the sludge remineralization process can add to
the development of an integrated system approach. Apart from nutrient supplementation, nutrient
remineralization can be used to accumulate nutrients in the hydroponic component. This may have a
commercial advantage, as the root:shoot ratio (i.e., the ratio between the edible parts and the residuals)
of plants is dependent on nutrient concentration in the plant. According to Lambers et al. [76] the
root:shoot ratio of plants is decreased under sufficient presence of N, P, and very likely sulfate deficiency,
which is the case in one-loop aquaponics systems.

The most important principle in aquaponics design states that the nutrient load of the system can
be balanced between both the nutrient load, as a function of fish biomass and feeding rate, metabolic
conversion and subsequent excretion as well as uneaten feed and feces, and the nutrient requirement
of the plants [9]. Consequently, the determination of fish:plant ratios has become the most commonly
used design approach for balancing the systems. However, as every plant and fish species have
different nutritional needs that are also dependent on the growth stage/life-cycle and external factors
(including system design), the exact determination of this ratio is complex, system-dependent and
commonly carried out with empirical data. The more system designs are studied, the more accurately
fish:plant ratios can be estimated and, as a consequence, the more efficient nutrient flows and yields
can be managed. Although specific estimations might apply to a particular system setup, adopting this
practice to size or balance entirely new designs without experimental evaluation can be problematic.

Irrespective of the system’s input and the specific optimized nutrient solution, the nutrient
uptake of plants is highly dependent on nutrient availability, illumination, temperature, pH, etc.
These deviating optimal conditions are reflected by plant specific coefficients. Being able to select the
best combination of plants and fish as well as feed that achieves the best possible water quality and thus
growth performance provides a good argument for DAPS. Achieving the best possible water quality
still remains a minor criterion in system design engineering. However, when both fish and plant
species and their specific nutritional needs are known, it will be possible to predict the plant component
size based on the estimation of the RAS nutrient loading as well as the remineralization capacity of the
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used digestion method. Several mathematical N-uptake models have been developed [77–79] and can
provide a good estimation for the plants’ N-consumption. However, the nutrient removal performance
for different plant species and life stages under aquaponic conditions remains to be studied in order to
be able to model the flows for all important nutrients within DAPS.

4.1.2. Hardware Layout

The schematic design of a DAPS layout is illustrated in Figure 3. It consists of three parts:
(1) conventional RAS; (2) hydroponic component; and (3) ANRC. Implementing such an ANRC into
an aquaponic system and following a one-way flow approach require several design considerations,
which are outlined below:

1. The RAS is intended to manage the fish sludge and to provide control over the most important
water quality parameters (dissolved oxygen, TAN, suspended solids, and carbon dioxide).

2. Since UASBs have a high denitrification potential that is dependent on both HRT and SRT, a
direct one way flow from RAS to the hydroponic component is required to control the nitrate
dosing (i.e., provide the plants with N). This also includes a return overflow option; e.g., in case a
sub-system needs to be re-coupled.

3. Sludge thickening is a necessary prerequisite for the anaerobic digestion process [15]. An offline
settling tank prior to the UASB is used for this process. In practice, activated sludge denitrification
reactors can be installed upstream of the UASB to use some of the carbon source to get rid of
nitrate and reduce sludge volume [80]. In our case, N is preferred to be kept in the system.
However, N recovery in anaerobic sludge treatment is very much HRT dependent and only
marginal, when exceeding an HRT over several hours [16].

4. Hypothetically, digester effluents to RAS, even though they contain a high amount of sulfide,
are not expected to affect water quality and therefore fish welfare due to dilution [17]. This also
applies for the hydroponics-RAS return overflow.

5. Two mechanical filtration steps are used to minimize the TSS in the UASB effluent.
6. The hydroponic system is a hybrid system that utilizes dosing systems to manage nutrients,

pH, electrical conductivity (EC), dissolved oxygen, and redox potential to maintain acceptable
nutrient levels with precision.

7. The outflow from both the ANRC and RAS, and the utilized water in the hydroponic component
are congruent. Consequently, the utilized water in the hydroponic component, and thus the
replenishment of water to the fish tanks must be high enough to avoid accumulation of nutrients
in the RAS.

8. The ANRC can be complemented with an aerobic pre- or post-treatment, as better
remineralization performance can be assumed, and chemical oxygen demand (COD) reduction
has been observed [81]. Yet, it must be noted that the drawback of an additional aerobic step
is additional production of biomass (i.e., bacteria growth) that consumes part of the available
nutrients. Whether the aerobic treatment proceeds or follows the anaerobic treatment depends on
whether one prefers to increase the carbon dioxide concentration in the greenhouse (pre) or use
the anaerobic digester as a biogas producing device (post). Even though the aerobic treatment
most likely provides additional advantages (e.g., H2S reduction), it is no part of our software
calculations. For the sake of completeness, we nonetheless added it to this scheme.

9. The produced energy in form of electricity and heat, gained through CH4 combustion,
can be returned to the system. This combustion also reduces greenhouse gas emissions.
The combustion’s products (i.e., CO2 and H2O) can be lead back to the system as clean water and
CO2 (greenhouse required) in order to enhance plant growth.
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4.2. Model Description—Flowcharts

Figures 4 and 5 show the water flow of traditional RAS and one-loop aquaponic systems.
Whereas the outflow in RAS is mainly defined by water discharge rates and sludge removal, the
main outflow in one-loop aquaponic systems occurs via evapotranspiration and sludge removal.
Figure 6 illustrates in what DAPS differ from the other approaches. Although its main water outflow
is also defined through evapotranspiration, it reduces water loss by recycling the sludge, whose
production can kept stable by maintaining a constant fish biomass (Figure 7). It must be noted
that, as aquacultural sludges contain 95%–97% of water [32], the sludge remineralization process
also recycles the water back into the hydroponic component (Figure 8). Depending on the sizing
parameter and/or cultivation area, additional denitrification might be needed in the RAS in case the
evaporation-dependent water flow to the hydroponic component is not sufficient in order to maintain
required nitrate levels in the RAS.
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Figure 4. Water flow in a RAS system, whereas the tank represents the whole RAS system comprising
all parts of a RAS (this is also applicable to the following figures). In terms of sustainability, the water
use efficiency presents a drawback of this approach, as water is discharged to maintain an acceptable
water quality for the fish. This constitutes a waste of water and nutrient resources as well as nutrient
emissions. In addition, the nutrient-rich sludge often is not reused for fertilizing purposes, but instead
is discharged to the sewage system.
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Figure 5. Water flow in a one-loop aquaponic system. This system approach provides the basis for
aquaponics. Unlike RAS, the nutrient-rich water is not discharged, but instead used for the fertilization
of a plant crop. Both components are exposed to similar water conditions. In one-loop systems the
water primarily leaves the system via the crop evapotranspiration (ETc) and the sludge. Minor water
loss can be seen in the integrated water flow chart in Figure 9.



Water 2016, 8, 303 13 of 29
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Figure 6. Figure 6. Water flow in a DAPS. As the ANRC is expected to remove most of the N, active denitrification

might be needed in the RAS to reduce the nitrate concentration. This is especially the case if the water
flow to the hydroponic component is not sufficient to keep the RAS water quality at a desired level.
The flow chart also shows other amendments to the one-loop aquaponic system approach: (1) an
ANRC that remineralizes the sludge and reduces water and fertilizer requirements; and (2) manual
nutrient supplementation and nutritious ANRC nutrient outflows provide the hydroponic component
with optimal nutrient concentrations that do not dilute in the whole system.
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Figure 7. Fluctuation of the water composition is closely linked with the system’s nutrient input. As the
main input in aquaponic systems is fish feed, aquaponic systems should be running with fish of several
growth stages to ensure a close to constant uniform feed input to the system. The amount of fish does
not change drastically; different fish sizes were used for illustration purposes only.
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Figure 8. The water flow chart shows the water flows within a DAPS system. It can be seen, that
the implementation of an ANRC has an impact on the water availability in the system. Even though,
the water loss through evapotranspiration outweighs the loss through sludge removal, it is still an
important step towards closing the cycle.
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Figure 9. Flow chart for nutrients within a DAPS. The accumulation of nutrients can be allocated to
edible parts of the plants, edible parts of the fish (i.e., fish fillet) and waste. The dashed line shows the
impact of an ANRC on the nutrient flows. Recycled nutrients are added to the hydroponic water and
can accumulate in the plant tissues, while fish are not exposed to deleterious nutrient concentrations in
the water.

Following the sludge treatment approach (illustrated in Figures 8 and 9), the nutrient loss
drawbacks can be limited. Sludge produced by commercial RAS must undergo treatment
before disposal unless centralized waste treatment utilities are available [82]. Consequently, the
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implementation of future-oriented recycling solutions should be considered when designing DAPSs
(Figure 6).

5. Results

5.1. Fish Biomass Estimates

The DAPS model (see Figures A1–A4) outputs are shown in Figures 10–19. Figure 10 presents the
output of a parameter variation experiment that was conducted to determine the amount of fish needed
to have a maximum fish stocking density of 50 kg¨m´3 per tank. Based on this parameterization the
average fish density could be determined (Figure 11). Figure 11 outlines the advantage of using several
fish tanks to avoid sharp fluctuations in fish biomass and thus feed input by use of a standing stock of
different size classes.

Water 2016, 8, 303  15 of 30 

 

parameterization  the average fish density could be determined (Figure 11). Figure 11 outlines  the 

advantage of using several fish tanks to avoid sharp fluctuations in fish biomass and thus feed input 

by use of a standing stock of different size classes. 

 

Figure 10. Outcome of a parameter variation experiment assessing  the amount of required  fish  to 

achieve a maximum stocking density (y‐axis) of 50 kg∙m−3 per tank. The days are displayed on the   

x‐axis. For this simulation, approximately 100 fish were needed to meet that objective. 

 

Figure 11. Average biomass per fish tank and total fish biomass of all fish tanks (in g; y‐axis) in the 

RAS for the first 1000 days (x‐axis). Fish biomass peaks every 50 days corresponding to the proposed 

harvest schedule. 

Figure 10. Outcome of a parameter variation experiment assessing the amount of required fish to
achieve a maximum stocking density (y-axis) of 50 kg¨ m´3 per tank. The days are displayed on the
x-axis. For this simulation, approximately 100 fish were needed to meet that objective.
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Figure 11. Average biomass per fish tank and total fish biomass of all fish tanks (in g; y-axis) in the
RAS for the first 1000 days (x-axis). Fish biomass peaks every 50 days corresponding to the proposed
harvest schedule.
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Figure 12. Parameter variation experiment estimating the RAS-derived N-NO3 concentration in mg/L
(y-axis) based on different cultivation area (m2) options under natural light conditions. The days are
displayed on the x-axis. It can be seen that 200 mg/L N-NO3 are not exceeded, when having 100 m2

cultivation area.
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Figure 14. The evapotranspiration dependency for the water flow (in L; y-axis) from RAS to the
hydroponic component can be seen clearly in this figure showing the flow from the RAS to the
hydroponic component under natural light conditions. The days are displayed on the x-axis.
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Figure 15. Dependent on the evapotranspiration rate (Figure 14), different nitrate flows from RAS to
the hydroponic component can be observed. The RAS nitrate balance in mg¨ L´1 (y-axis) for the first
1000 days (x-axis) can be seen using exclusively natural illumination and a cultivation area of 600 m2.
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Figure 16. P dynamics in the hydroponic component with a cultivation area of 600 m2. The P lettuce
consumption (y-axis) is assumed being constant, although this is not the case. However, this does not
diminish the lettuces N total uptake. The days are displayed on the x-axis.
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Figure 17. Accumulated P (y-axis) deficit in the system’s hydroponic component with a cultivation
area of 600 m2. After 1000 days (x-axis), the deficit is almost corrected.
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5.2. Nitrate Flow Estimates 

Figure 18. The required volume (L) of the UASB is dependent on the inflowing sludge, its SRT, and the
HRT. Here, we assume that the sludge blanket covers 60% of the UASB reactor’s volume. Thus, the
total filling capacity is around 140 L and serves as a good indication for sizing the reactor. The days are
displayed on the x-axis.
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Figure 19. Graphical comparison between sludge production, sludge reduction, and sludge outtake
assuming a TSS reduction of 90%, a HRT of 10 days, and an SRT of 80 days (y-axis). The days are
displayed on the x-axis.
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5.2. Nitrate Flow Estimates

As can be seen schematically in Figure 6, the flow rate from RAS to the plants is determined by the
plant evapotranspiration rate derived from the FAO Penman-Monteith Equation. Unlike in the case of
other macronutrients, the remineralization potential for N is marginal, as almost all of it is denitrified
to atmospheric dinitrogen gas due to anaerobic activity in the system. The graphs in Figures 12–14
show the hydrological flow under natural light conditions, and the associated RAS nitrate balance and
the N-NO3 concentration in the RAS depending on different cultivation area sizes in non-illuminated
greenhouse environments in Central Europe. For robust fish at rearing densities of approx. 50 kg¨m´3,
100 m2 of growth area would be sufficient to maintain acceptable water quality for the fish in a DAPS.
The situation is different for more sensitive fish species, for whom these densities are suboptimal such
as sturgeon or if bio labels are targeted that usually require lower densities (10–25 kg/m3). However,
using artificial light in industrial DAPS production systems result in a different scenario (Figure 13).
In this case, a much smaller cultivation area is needed to achieve a sufficient evapotranspiration rate to
maintain low and stable N-NO3 values in the RAS system for both robust and sensitive fish species.

5.3. Hydroponics Sizing Based on P Availability

Figure 16 shows the P dynamics in the hydroponic component with a cultivation area of 600 m2,
when running the model for 1000 days under natural light conditions (growing lettuce as it requires
low light intensities allowing for an extended production period). This optimization step determines
a sufficient cultivation area based on the P inflow from both RAS and ANRC to the hydroponic
component. The nutrient remineralization results in the fact that a much higher amount of plants can
be supplied with P; i.e., in this case 600 m2. At fish biomass saturation (Figure 17) the P availability is
expected to correct its deficit. Consequently, when starting the system, P would have to be added until
day 150. Alternatively, one could cultivate an area that is proportional to the amount of fish tanks that
are in use, and adapt it accordingly.

5.4. UASB Sizing Determination

Figure 18 shows the maximum load of the UASB in liters of sludge, whereas Figure 19 displays the
sludge flow within the UASB. To achieve an upflow of 0.5 m¨h´1 a circulation pump with a sufficient
capacity is needed. Sizing a UASB should be treated with caution, as the sludge concentration has a
high impact on the volume requirement. For this analysis, a TSS proportion of 3% was considered.
Sludge that is not pre-treated (i.e., pre-concentrated) most likely has a lower TSS proportion and thus
requires a higher UASB reactor volume.

6. Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to elaborate an integrated design approach for DAPS
and to spot possible drawbacks based on a system dynamics model that has been developed here.
The findings of this theoretical study indicate that the evapotranspiration rate will have a high impact
on the RAS water quality in DAPS. This is because the water use in the hydroponic component is
the main factor for RAS water replacement (and thus refill with clean water) that regulates water
quality (Figures 14–16). As a consequence of this dependency, determining the evapotranspiration
rate of a specific plant species appears to be a crucial step when designing a DAPS. A comparison
between natural lighting (Figure 12) and artificial greenhouse lighting (Figure 13) underpins these
findings and additionally shows a considerably greater potential for cultivating sensitive fish species.
To what degree artificial lighting pays out needs to be explored in a crop and fish dependent economic
assessment. Another option—mainly for RAS focused systems—to regulate the nitrate levels in
the RAS is the implementation of a denitrification tank. This conflicts with the general objective
of aquaponics that aims at using all available nutrients and, dependent on the carbon source used
(e.g., formalin, methanol), raises concerns about the consumer safety. DAPS that follow an even
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more goal-oriented approach by recycling generated sludge, however, should not waste resources
unnecessarily. On that score, a hybrid system as illustrated in Figure 20 could be a viable alternative
for regulating nitrate levels in the RAS. To size the N-regulating hybrid part, Licamele [9] provides the
sizing parameter of 2.5 kg fish feed for the production of 16 lettuce plants.
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Figure 20. The hybrid decoupled system is a combination of the one-loop and the decoupled approach.
Whereas the one-loop aquaponic system is regulating the nitrate of the RAS system, the decoupled
hydroponic part utilizes the recycled nutrients from the ANRC. Especially for systems that focus on
fish production, their advantage is that no denitrification, and thus no waste of nitrate is required.

Sizing the hydroponics cultivation area of a DAPS requires another approach than in a balanced
one-loop system. Whereas it is custom to take feed as a sizing factor, in DAPS, it might be more
reasonable to size the hydroponic component based on the evapotranspiration potential and other
macronutrient availabilities. There are two main reasons: (1) the remineralization capacity of N is
low, whereas it is expected to be high for other macro nutrients; (2) Since nutrient supplementation
in DAPS is managed anyway to achieve highly concentrated nutrient solutions, it is more favorable
to add N as it is largely available and cheap. In contrast, P being a declining and limited resource
on earth [83], should be recycled to a high degree and not added from an external source. The result
showed that enough P for lettuce was available to cultivate at least 600 m2 of lettuce with a density of
16 lettuce plants per m2. Taking this as a reference parameter, the graphs of the variation experiments
(Figures 12 and 13) display good water qualities for this cultivation area. With respect to the hybrid
approach, only the ANRC effluents can be used in order to size the decoupled hydroponic component.

In DAPS, the nutrient and water use efficiency is quite remarkable, as an agricultural irrigation
efficiency of 10% would free up more water than is evaporated off by all other users [84]. The results
showed that also in terms of P-recycling this approach is progressive as P for agricultural purposes
is a limited fossil resource [4] (i.e., this refers to soil-based agriculture as well as fertilization in
hydroponic systems) and P-recycling is crucial to avoid world hunger [19,85]. Nevertheless, the sludge
remineralization has to be applied with caution. Zekki et al. [86] reported that nutrient solution
recycling could lead to declining harvests in NFT systems. It is suspected that this is most likely due to
sulfate ion accumulation in the nutrient solution. However, since it dilutes in the DAPS hydroponic
component, it can be expected to be high enough to avoid negative impact on plant growth.

For commercial aquaponic systems, DAPS might provide the best solution on the long run, as
running the sub-systems semi-autonomously allows the supplementation of nutrients that are only
required by the plant crop separately, in a smaller volume, and without any consequences for the water
quality in the RAS. In addition, compared to intensive aquaculture, coupled as well as decoupled
approaches can improve the water quality in the fish rearing tanks as accumulation of nitrate is
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reduced. As reported from commercial scale aquaponic production systems, sublethal effects on growth
performance, feed conversion, health, but also reproductive functions may substantially impede
harvest yield and profitability when nitrate levels in water exceed species-specific thresholds [22,23,87].

We must, however, remark that this study is of a theoretical kind and needs to be verified.
Even though there is sufficient knowledge about the impact of several parameters on RAS, the effect
of (long term) accumulation of nutrients on plant growth (and nutrient uptake rates) still remains to
be determined. The same applies to the impact of different HRTs on the nutrient remineralization
performance. More information about it is needed under different environmental conditions in order
to determine the optimal settings for DAPS. Moreover, upscaling effects need to be integrated in the
future to add robustness to the model. It is also not clear yet, whether the use of DAPS is economically
feasible. Still, we believe that restrictions on nutrient emissions and associated cost of wastewater
disposal in the future will most probably be a major driver for aquaponic development. To figure this
out, further investigations integrating the economic side are required.

7. Conclusions

AnyLogic software and system dynamics analysis constituted a valuable tool to understand the
dynamics and design boundaries of DAPS. During the last decades, scientific aquaponics literature
was mainly based on one-loop aquaponic systems. However, this approach results from a trade-off
between RAS and hydroponics instead of meeting the optimal conditions for the respective sub-systems.
Even though there is no empirical data on the productivity of the system’s hydroponic component,
we conclude that in terms of nutrient and water recycling the system contributes to closing the cycle.
The results showed that sizing the system is contingent on the evapotranspiration rate. The higher the
evapotranspiration rate, the smaller the required hydroponic cultivation area. The AnyLogic outcome
showed that this is particularly relevant when focusing on sensitive fish species. In the long term, this
is of great relevance as fertilizer costs are rising with the increasing world population as well as the
demand for no-emission systems minimizing environmental impact. Regarding the ANRC, further
research is needed with respect to its remineralization performance depending on different HRT and
SRT. This and the specific nutrient uptake of plants in a DAPS hydroponic environment are required to
substantiate the current DAPS model. In conclusion, it can be said that while technical research in this
area is important, additional geographically dependent follow-up studies are needed, dealing with the
economically viable size of DAPS as well as the comparison with equivalent hydroponic systems.
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Appendix A

The software diagram is split up in multiple parts for overview reasons (see Figures A1–A4).
The whole software diagram can be accessed via the main author and/or supplementary material.
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Figure A2. Software diagram of the nitrogen and phosphorus balance in the whole RAS system.
The inflow is linked to Figure 13, whereas the outflow is linked to Figure A3 (ANRC) and
Figure A4 (hydroponics).
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Figure A4. Software diagram of the hydroponic system consists of water, nitrogen, and phosphorus
balances. The water balance is affected by the evapotranspiration rate under the given conditions, the
nutrient and phosphorus balance is linked to the lettuce nutrient uptake and the inflow from RAS and
ANRC. A negative nutrient stock means that additional nutrient supplementation is required.



Water 2016, 8, 303 24 of 29

Appendix B

The CLDs provide a good overview of the causal loop relationships of the three autonomous
system components: RAS, hydroponics, and ANRC. They have served as a basis for the AnyLogic
software diagrams.
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Figure B1. Causal loop diagram of the RAS. Together with the flow charts in Figures 5 and 7–9, this
CLD was used to create the RAS AnyLogic model shown in the Figures A1 and A2. The CLD shows the
impact of different water quality parameters on fish growth as well as the impact of the feed rate on the
RAS-derived TAN and nitrate concentrations. The CLD comprises of several inputs of which the design
inputs (e.g., amount of fish per m2) that are fixed and the control inputs (such as pH, temperature, and
feed input, etc.) are dynamic.
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Figure B2. Causal loop diagram (CLD) of nitrogen in hydroponics. This CLD shows the dependencies
for plant N uptake and illustrates complex N processes in a hydroponic system. Remarkable is the fact
that the nitrate concentration has an impact on the root:shoot ratio. In one-loop aquaponic systems the
nitrate concentration is known to be quite low as a result of trade-offs between the RAS and hydroponic
sub-systems. Consequently, higher concentrated DAPS hydroponic nutrient solutions are expected to
generate more shoot and less root biomass. Together with the flow charts shown in Figures 5, 8 and 9
and the FAO Penman-Monteith equation this lead to a simplified hydroponic AnyLogic model as can
be seen in the Figure A4.
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Figure B3. Figure B3. Causal loop diagram of the UASB. The remineralization mechanisms of the UASB show the
impact of SRT and HRT on the remineralization rate, and reactor size determination. The corresponding
AnyLogic model is illustrated in the Figure A3.
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