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Abstract 

Co-digestion of organic waste is a technology always more frequently applied for simultaneous treatments of several 
solid and liquid organic wastes. In a co-digestion process the content of nutrients, as well as the negative effects of 
toxic compounds, can be balanced, increasing the gas yield.  
Moreover, co-digestion may contribute to a more efficient use of anaerobic digestion (AD) reactors and cost-sharing 
by processing multiple waste streams in a single facility. 
The aim of this study is to investigate the biogas production from mixture of Poultry Manure (PM) and Cheese Whey 
Wastewater (CWW). Batch experiments were performed under mesophilic conditions (37oC) at a pH from 6,5 to 7,5. 
The methanogenic reactor was operated at hydraulic retention time (HRT) 35 d.  
The trend of volatile solids (VS) have been verified.  
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Introduction 

 
Nomenclature 

CWW Cheese Whey Wastewater  

PM Poultry Manure 

BMP Biochemical Methane Potential 

HRT Hydraulic Retention Time 

COD Chemical Oxygen Demand 

TS Total Solid 

VS Volatile Solid 

 
This study is part of Rural Development Plan (RDP) project (Reg. 1698/2005 of Lazio 2007/2013), 

Measure 124: "Cooperation for development of new products, processes and technologies in agriculture, 
food and forestry: energetic use of agro-industry wastes". The project promotes the innovation of the 
company through the realization of the activities that envelope new ways for the waste biomass.  

Cheese factories and poultry farms are agro-industries that represent a considerable share of the 
European economy with particular interest focused in the Mediterranean region. These industries generate 
a large amount of liquid and solid wastes, which in many cases are totally unexploited and furthermore 
dangerous for the environment [1].  

Cheese Whey Wastewater (CWW) is a greenish-yellow liquid, that remains in the boiler after the 
separation of the curds and it can be ovine, buffalo or cow whey as a function of the origin of the milk. 
Into the whey there are all the soluble elements of the milk that have not participate at the coagulation, 
and they are in particular lactose, proteins, soluble salts and fats as a function of the curds processing. The 
whey composition is a function of different factors such as animal species, feeding, the season of the milk 
production, the kind of cheese and the processing to produce it. Cheese manufacturing industry generate 
large amounts of CWW, with associated high biological (BOD5) and chemical oxygen demand (COD) 
and a BOD5/COD ratio commonly higher than 0.5 [2]. CWW contains a significant amount of 
carbohydrates (4-5%), mainly lactose (45-50 g/l), proteins (6-8 g/l), lipids (4-5 g/l), and mineral salts (8-
10% of dried extract). CWW also contains significant quantities of lactic (0,5 g/l) and citric acid, non-
protein nitrogen compounds and B-group vitamins [3]. 

Whey obtained by manufacture of hard, semi-hard or soft cheese, is known as sweet whey and has a 
pH of 5.9-6.6, while the manufacture of mineral-acid precipitated casein, is known as acid whey, and has 
a pH of 4.3-4.6 [4].  

The CWWs have not dangerous substances (pathogens, heavy metal, virus, etc.) but they have high 
organic matter content. From the agricultural and environmental point of view some parameters can be 
incompatible with the diffusion of these wastes on the soil. These parameters are pH, salinity, and some 
elements concentration, that are under the law limits, but can be used only after some treatments [5]. In 
particular CWW has an acid pH that after few hours reaches values of about 4. In the dairy industry the 
CWW is one of the main waste. These substances are generally not reused, and they represent a pollution 
source for the watercourses. The possibility to recycle these materials in other with a higher economic 
value could be a solution to the environmental problems and at the same time a profit or savings for the 
dairy industry. For these reasons the CWW should be recycled, transformed and valued [6].  
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Anaerobic digestion of cheese whey is an excellent method for wastewater treatment, although raw 
whey is known to be quite problematic to be treated anaerobically due to low bicarbonate alkalinity, high 
COD concentration and tendency to get acidified very quickly. Supplemental alkalinity is required so as 
to avoid acidification and subsequently anaerobic process failure [7]. 

Poultry manure (PM) is rich in nitrogen and phosphorus, therefore, the traditional utilization is to 
enrich soil and fertilize crops. In some areas, the number of poultry farms is many high, therefore, a 
treatment process of the PM is necessary. Since the good biological degradability of PM, anaerobic 
digestion is considered to be a good choice to minimize these kinds of wastes and recover bioenergy [8].  

However, high content of organic nitrogen, low C/N ratio, undigested protein and uric acid cause the 
production of the ammonia that inhibits anaerobic process, particularly when digestion is under 
thermophilic condition.  

A common method to avoid ammonia inhibition is the dilution of the substrate usually with fresh 
water. Fresh PM has high concentration of total solid (TS), ranging from 20% to 62,4% [9]; before adding 
it to a digestor, PM must be diluted so that concentration of TS is amount to 0.5-3%, in this way ammonia 
accumulation is avoided [10]. This on one hand, decreases the biogas production per unit of digestor 
volume, on the other hand, it increases the consumption of water and the processing cost for manure 
discharge. 

Another method to avoid ammonia inhibition is co-digestion of PM with other substrates. Many biogas 
plant operators are more willing to use co-digestion, because this can receive high biogas output with high 
nutrient content in digestate [11] . 

The above considerations highlight the difficulty of energetic use of the individual waste, and for this 
reason co-digestion is the best process for the production of electrical and thermal energy from cheese 
waste and poultry manure. 

This study analyses availability, characteristics and yields of the waste biomass of two agricultural 
companies, that are partners into the project, to rise their product values, the competitiveness and the 
profit, reducing at the same time the environmental impact. The agricultural companies Pacifici and 
Delrio are part of agricultural and farm chains, in Lazio Region. Delrio company is between Bagnoregio 
and Bolsena, in the Viterbo Province, where it carries out the whole process of milk and cheese 
production. The company consists of 60 ha of grazing land for the 370 sheep and the milk is used for the 
cheese production and the direct sale. The agricultural company Pacifici is in Grotte Santo Stefano, 
Viterbo municipality, and it consists of 60 ha and a rearing of 34000 laying hens. The wastes biomass of 
the companies are: 

 
 CWW for a total of about 85 m3 year; 
 PM about 1172.5 m3 year; 

 
The samples were analysed and evidence of biogas production were performed in order to verify the 

feed composition  which allowed the maximum yield of biogas. 
 

Materials and methods 

2.1 Substrates and inoculum 

 
The CWW and PM were analysed and fed in a batch reactor. Development of composition in volatile 

solids and COD of biomass have been checked. Inoculum used in this study has been taken from a plant 
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fed with agricultural wastes in Nepi, Viterbo. The inoculum was earlier acclimated and degassed at 37oC 
for 4 days to minimize the background methane production and then fed into the plant [12]. 

The following analysis have been carried out [13]: 
 
 Ultimate analysis (C, H, N contents); 
 Moisture content; 
 Ash content; 
 Volatile Solid (VS); 
 Chemical Oxygen Demand (COD).  

 
The characteristics of substrates and inoculum are shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Characterization of substrates and inoculum 

Parameter CWW PW Inoculum 

C [%] 32.5±0.9 36.8±0.9 34.3±0.7 

H [%] 4.4±0.4 5.7±0.4 4.9±0.3 

N [%] 5.6±0.8 3.4±0.3 3.8±0.6 

C/N ratio 5.8±1.3 10.82±2.9 9.02±1.8 

Total Solid  [%] 5.88±2.1 78.82±2.3 5.48±1.9 

Ashes [% dry matter] 1.54±1.1 38.45±0.9 0.98±0.8 

Volatile Solids[%] 5.79±1.08 48.51±0.8 5.15±0.7 

COD [g/l] 65±3.1 - 53±2.9 

pH 6±0.2 8.7±0.3 7.8±0.12 

2.2 Biochemical methane potential (BMP) assay 

BMP assays of substrates were carried out using a batch reactor working in mesophilic conditions 
(37oC) [14]. 

A reactor was cylindrical in shape, made entirely of stainless steel (INOX136), having a working 
volume of 5 L and was operated at constant temperature of 37oC± 0.2 °C, via thermocouple controller. 
Agitation was performed at 75 rpm by a geared motor drive. Gas production was measured in a water 
column and analysed with gas chromatograph AGILENT TECHNOLOGY.  

The trend of temperature, pH and pressure was continuous measured during the test by means of 
probes inserted into the reactor and connected to a PLC. 

 BMP tests have been carried out for all the feedings to verify possible problems for the anaerobic 
digestion process. 

 All experiments were run as triplicate and the mean values of net biogas production and methane 
content were calculated.  

 The high content of lactic, citric acid and non-protein nitrogen compounds (urea and uric acid) in 
CWW have produced a quick decrease of pH into the digestor. After 24-48 hours by the beginning of the 
tests, the average pH value was about 4.5. It shows the necessity to use CWW in a co-digestion process 
with other biomass to reduce the acidification into the reactor due to the ammonia produced in the 
feeding. 
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Bio-methane tests conducted on PM have confirmed the literature [10,11]; there was no production of 
biogas due to the process inhibition for the presence of the ammonia. For this reason there is the necessity 
to use PW in a co-digestion process. 

In order to determine the anaerobic biodegradability of different mixtures, three feed with mixing ratio 
(CWW/PM: 3:1, 1:1, 1:3) have been studied. In the feed of reactor the content of TS was not to be greater 
than 10% in weight.  

The batch reactor was fed with an appropriate amount of substrate mixture and inoculum keeping a TS 
ratio (TS substrate to TS inoculum) at 1:1 in all setups.  

A BMP test (control) was conducted on the inoculum, to estimate the volume of methane resulting 
from anaerobic digestion. The BMP was about 65 mL/gVS. Based on the initial TS contents of CWW, 
PM and inoculum, a sufficient amount of deionized water was added for reach hemi-solid state anaerobic 
digestion (HSS-AD) condition [15].The average Hydraulic Retention Time (HRT) of tests was 35 days. 

All experiments were run as triplicate and the mean values of net biogas production and methane 
content were calculated.  

3. Results and discussion 

The composition analysis of each waste used in this study, i.e. CWW and PM is presented in Table 1. 
Significant differences in the composition were detected, in particular PM presented the highest total solid 
content (78% in weight) compared to CWW (5.88 % in weight) e consequently a remarkable difference in 
terms of volatile solids (VS). A mix of CWW and PM has ensured sufficient levels of both nitrogen and 
alkalinity in the feeding, decreasing high COD concentration and tendency to get acidified very rapidly of 
the CWW, and high content of organic nitrogen and low C/N ratio of the PM. Table 2 shows the 
properties of the mixture fed into the plant. 

 

Table 2. Properties of the  mixtures used. 

 
Parameter CWW:PM=3:1 CWW:PM=1:1 CWW:PM=1:3 

TS (%FM*) 7,6 8,9 10,2 

VS (%TS) 65,89 71,8 75,5 

C/N 25,78 22,67 18,84 

pH 7,93 7,14 7,26 
*FM=Fresh mass 

Batch experiments were carried out using different mixtures in order to evaluate optimum mixing ratio 
(CWW/PM) to reach the maximum biogas yield.  
During the test the trend of pH, production and composition of biogas were monitored, as showed in Fig. 
1, 2 and 3. 

The trend of pH has been greatly affected by the composition of the starting mixture (Fig.1). As 
regards the feeding with mixing ratio CWW: PM = 3: 1, the pH value, after 5 days of the test, reached 
values of 5.5. For so low pH values the anaerobic digestion process stops and the test was interrupted. 

The tendency to acidification of CWW was not reduced by mixing it with PM, this caused a sudden 
drop in pH and a test block. 

For mixing ratio CWW:PM=1:1 and CWW:PM=1:3 the daily biogas production has had the same 
trend (Fig.2). The biogas production started immediately, increasing until reaching the peak at around day 
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5, and then quickly decreased. After about 18 days, almost 90% of the experimental biogas yield was 
obtained. The average content of methane was 65% for ratio 1: 1 and 55% for ratio 1:3 (Fig.3). 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. Trend of pH 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2. Daily biogas yeld (l) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig. 3. Methane content of biogas 
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In Fig. 4 the trend of VS into the mixtures is showed. The time trend of the VS shows behaviour 
consistent with that expected: the reduction of the VS increases with test time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. VS on wet basis and trend line 

In Table 3 the BMP and methane average percentage of the two tests have been reported. The co-
digestion test of mixture ratio 1:1 has produced better results, indeed, a TS content of 8.9% of fresh mass 
and a C / N ratio of 22,67 are suitable conditions for the production of biogas. 

Table 3. BMP and methane average percentage in biogas of the two tests 

Test BMP [mL/gVS] Methane average percentage in biogas [%] 

CWW:PM=1:1 223 65% 

CWW:PM=1:3 135 55% 

3.1 Conclusions 

CWW and PM represent a significant environmental problem in Mediterranean area where they are 
produced in huge quantity and seasonally, therefore in short periods of time. One of the most promising 
processes to exploit this waste for energy production is anaerobic digestion.  

Anaerobic co-digestion technology is increasingly used to simultaneously treat several solid and liquid 
organic wastes in order to balance the nutrients content, to reduce negative effects of toxic compounds on 
the process, and, therefore, to increase the biogas yield. Moreover, co-digestion technology contributes to 
a more efficient use of anaerobic digestion, because multiple streams of wastes can be processed together 
in a single plant at the same time. 

The use of CWW and PM represents economically a very attractive possibility for farms where they 
are produced.  

From the obtained results, the test with CWW:PM ratio of 1:1 permits to produce a greater quantity of 
methane and at the same time to reduce the acidification trend of CWW, to improve C/N ratio and to 
reduce the TS fed into the plant. 

Considering a BMP equal to 223 mL /gVS and the amount of wastes identified into the agricultural 
companies, a 65 kW anaerobic digestion plant is possible to realise, with an annual production of about 
520.000 kWh of electricity. 

 

CWW:PM=1:3 

CWW:PM=1:1 
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