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Activated-sludge represents a component of the largest biotech-
nology in the world: wastewater treatment. Yet it differs
substantially from the large-scale production of economically
important metabolites or biomass: for decades, the aerating tanks
of the wastewater treatment plants (WWTP) have remained “black
boxes”, its complexity discouraging most microbiologists.

Moreover, studies integrating both the prokaryotic and the
eukaryotic populations in activated-sludge are, even presently,
rare. Particularly, there is an assumed difficulty in establishing how
the interactions between the bacterial and the protozoa popula-
tions can affect the performance of the activated sludge system.

On the other hand, excessive growth of filamentous bacteria is
considered the main concern of WWTP managers. It is said that
every WWTP in the world went, go or will go through the well-
known phenomena of filamentous bulking or foaming. It is also
said that the basis for understanding and fighting these problems
depends on the proper identification of the causing microorgan-
isms: by acting upon the factor favoring the problematic species,
one can expect to control its overgrowth.

In the 80s and 90s of the last century, some surveys suddenly
revealed the extent and severity of filamentous overgrowth. In
Portugal, a detailed investigation has been carried out recently
through the PROTOFILWW Project: protozoa, little metazoa and
filamentous bacteria populations of 37 WWTP were extensively
studied during two years. The prevalence and the correlations
among the prokaryotic and eukaryotic components and between
them and the operational and performance parameters will be pre-
sented.
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