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[57] ABSTRACT

A method for in situ anaerobic dehalogenation of a haloge-
nated organic compound in a groundwater plume reduces or
prevents indigenous aerobic microorganisms from compet-
ing for a supplied electron donor with an anaerobic micro-
organism that reductively dehalogenates the organic com-
pound when an electron donor is available. The method
includes the step of injecting in situ into a groundwater-
saturated matrix within or upgradient of a source of the
organic compound a deoxygenated aqueous solution that
comprises an electron donor to facilitate reductive dehalo-
genation of the organic compound.

10 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
IN SITU ANAEROBIC DEHALOGENATION

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

Not applicable.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

Not applicable.
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Halogenated organic compounds, particularly aliphatic
organics such as the chloroethanes and chloroethenes, espe-
cially tetrachloroethene (also known as perchloroethene or
PCE), trichloroethene (TCE), dichloroethene (DCE) and
vinyl chloride (VC), are common groundwater contaminants
in the United States and elsewhere. PCE is a solvent used to
clean machinery, electronic parts, and clothing. Many halo-
genated organics and their degradation products are sus-
pected carcinogens. The degradation products can often be
degraded by indigenous aerobic microorganisms, but, PCE
and other recalcitrant halogenated organics, are degraded
anaerobically. Enhancing or modifying subsurface condi-
tions can provide anaerobic conditions that promote reduc-
tive dehalogenation. PCE impacted groundwater, for
example, has historically been treated using conventional
pump and treat or air sparging methods. These approaches
require large capital, operation, and maintenance invest-
ments and still take a long time to remediate the ground-
water. Therefore, efforts are underway to develop biological
methods for remediating the more recalcitrant halogenated
organic compounds typified by PCE.

PCE and other recalcitrant compounds can be degraded
by anaerobic microorganisms under reducing conditions. In
the laboratory, anaerobic PCE degradation can be enhanced
by adding trace nutrients, and an electron donor substrate
such as lactate, under reducing conditions. Although the
chemistry has been conceptually demonstrated in the
laboratory, the laboratory results are not necessarily appli-
cable to in situ remediation because of numerous differences
from the controlled laboratory environment. In particular,
aerobic bacteria, not present in the laboratory models, can
utilize the electron donor as an energy source and can grow
to high numbers when the substrate is added. Moreover, the
aerobic bacteria, which have little if any capacity to degrade
the recalcitrant halogenated organic compounds, deplete the
added substrate and require that additional substrate be
added to accomplish the original purpose of degrading the
halogenated organic compounds.

In prior field methods, an anaerobic environment is cre-
ated over a long time frame, by allowing aerobic bacteria to
use the added excess electron donor, typically lactate, as an
energy source, thereby depleting oxygen from the ground-
water and the saturated matrix, which can include soil or
rock. Once the level of dissolved oxygen in the groundwater
reaches approximately 1 mg/L, indigenous anaerobic bac-
teria can begin to degrade the PCE.

However, the prior field method is disfavored because
once the dissolved oxygen reaches a suitably low level, and
before any PCE is degraded, a substantial amount of the
added lactate has been utilized by the aerobic bacteria,
thereby requiring input of additional electron donor. Exist-
ing biological methods are further hampered by the fact that
the aerobic growth that reduces the dissolved oxygen con-
centration has the undesirable side effect of clogging the
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subsurface, soil matrix or injection well. Accordingly, it
would be desirable to devise a method that facilitates in situ
anaerobic dehalogenation while avoiding an aerobic growth
stage.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is summarized in that a method for
in situ anaerobic dehalogenation of a halogenated organic
compound in a groundwater plume prevents or limits indig-
enous aerobic microorganisms from competing for a sup-
plied electron donor with an anaerobic microorganism that
reductively dehalogenates the organic compound when an
electron donor is available. Because the aerobic microor-
ganisms cannot effectively compete for the electron donor,
the anaerobic microorganism reductively dehalogenates the
organic compound substantially without competition for the
electron donor. Notably, the method overcomes the rate
limiting step by degrading the recalcitrant halogenated com-
pounds to produce products that can themselves be more
readily degraded, either anaerobically by reductive
dehalogenation, or aerobically.

The method includes the step of injecting in situ, into a
groundwater-saturated matrix upgradient of, or within an
area that has been impacted by, a halogenated organic
compound, a deoxygenated aqueous solution that comprises
an electron donor. The deoxygenated solution is injected in
an amount sufficient to establish an anaerobic treatment zone
that comprises the anaerobic microorganism. The amount of
dissolved oxygen in the deoxygenated solution is sufficiently
low that the solution cannot support growth of aerobic
microorganisms in the treatment zone, typically about 1
mg/L or less. The electron donor is injected in an amount
sufficient to support reductive dehalogenation of the organic
compound in the treatment zone by the anaerobic microor-
ganism.

It is an object of the present invention to facilitate
reductive dehalogenation in situ while reducing or prevent-
ing aerobic growth by indigenous microorganisms.

It is another object of the present invention to supply the
substantially less electron donor than prior methods,
wherein the electron donor was added in prior methods to
facilitate depletion of available oxygen by indigenous aero-
bic bacteria. In the prior methods, the acrobic bacteria used
the electron donor as an energy source. By reducing the
amount of electron donor material required in the present
method, the cost of the method is substantially reduced
relative to other methods that add electron donor to facilitate
oxygen depletion.

It is an advantage of the present invention that the method
can be practiced at lower material cost than other similar
methods because there is reduced need for electron donor
and because the electron donor is used at low concentration.

It is a feature of the present invention that the electron
donor is administered in a large volume of deoxygenated
water. The large volume establishes a large treatment zone
from the point of injection.

It is another feature of the present invention that the
aqueous solution is deoxygenated, thereby reducing or pre-
venting the undesirable and energetically disfavored growth
of indigenous aerobic microorganisms at the site.

Other objects, features, and advantages of the present
invention will become apparent upon consideration of the
following detailed description, taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 depicts a schematic plan view of a site that contains
a plume that includes a halogenated organic compound
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emanating from a source. Also shown are an injection well
upgradient of the plume and a treatment zone established
after injection.

FIG. 2 depicts a schematic cross-sectional view of the
treatment zone established after injection.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Before practicing the method, it is advantageous to
employ known investigative methods at a site to be reme-
diated to determine the local hydrogeology, to adequately
characterize the groundwater and flow within the saturated
matrix, and to establish the horizontal and vertical extent of
a plume that comprises a halogenated organic compound at
or above a preselected concentration. The “matrix” can
comprise soil or rock. FIGS. 1 and 2 depict a plume and a
treatment zone surrounding the plume. It is noted that the
zone need not encompass the entire plume or can be larger
than the plume.

The treatment zone can be considered to be a cylindrical
slug of the aqueous solution comprising the above-noted
elements. The dimensions (diameter and height) of the
treatment zone will vary with the local hydrogeology and the
position of the plume to be treated. The treatment zone of
influence should encompass as much of the plume as is
practicable. The dimensions of the treatment zone dictates
the amount of the aqueous solution that is injected in the
method. By way of non-limiting example, to create a zone
of influence of approximately 40 feet in diameter and 8 feet
in depth, an injection volume of approximately 15,000
gallons of solution is required.

Once the size of the desired treatment zone and the
required injection volume are determined, one skilled in the
art can determine the requirements of the injection system.
The injection system can comprise a conventional well of
sufficient depth to ensure that the desired treatment zone is
established.

It is desirable to inject the solution as quickly and as
uniformly as possible, keeping in mind the limits imposed
by the hydraulic conductivity at the injection site. The time
required to produce a zone of influence of desired radius and
volume is readily determined from the volume and the
injection rate. The solution can flow into the injection
system, or, to reduce the injection time, the solution can be
injected by regulated flow under a positive pressure.

The water of the aqueous solution can be deoxygenated
groundwater or can be water that is physically or chemically
deoxygenated, for example, by bubbling nitrogen or carbon
dioxide gas, or by adding a strong reducing agent, such as,
but not limited to, sulfite or citrate. Sodium sulfite at
approximately 8 to 12 mg/L. per mg/L dissolved oxygen is
suitable. Ten mg/L of sulfite is typically sufficient for each
mg/L of dissolved oxygen in the water. One of ordinary skill
in the art can determine the level of dissolved oxygen using
standard methods. Sodium sulfite is commercially available
from VWR Scientific Products.

To establish reducing conditions in the treatment zone, the
aqueous solution includes an electron donor substrate which
can be added at 100-500 times the concentration of the
halogenated organic compound to be degraded in the plume.
It is noted that a maximum degradation rate is achieved at an
electron donor concentration of 200 mg/L, even if the
concentration of the halogenated source would suggest
establishing a higher concentration. Because the electron
donor substrate could be used as a carbon source by electron
acceptors other than the target halogenated organic
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compound, such as aerobic microorganisms, the electron
donor is added in further excess, typically 2 to 5 fold, and
preferably a 2.5 fold, above and beyond the 100-500 fold
excess noted above. One skilled in the art can readily
determine the concentration of the halogenated organic
compound at various locations in the plume.

A suitable electron donor substrate is an organic molecule
that can be utilized as an energy source by the indigenous
anaerobic microorganisms. The electron donor substrate
should be a relatively simple organic molecule having
available hydrogens that can act as the proximate electron
donor during dehalogenation. Preferred electron donors
include pyruvate, lactate, formate, propionate and acetate. A
most preferred electron donor is lactate which is relatively
inexpensive and has a high hydrogen:carbon ratio. If lactate
is used as the electron donor, it can be provided in the form
of sodium lactate, which can be adjusted as needed to a
neutral pH. One skilled in the art can select other electron
donors which can include sugars, organic acids, saccharides,
polysaccharides, other long-chain branched or unbranched
organic compounds, and the like.

The aqueous solution can optionally contain trace nutri-
ents for enhancing anaerobic biodegradation. A suitable
trace nutrient is yeast extract which is commercially avail-
able from, for example, Fisher Scientific. The trace nutrients
can be added to a concentration of 2 mg/l in the injected
solution, although the exact amount is not critical.

It is generally expected that most sites to be remediated
contain indigenous anaerobic microorganisms, such as
bacteria, that can reductively dehalogenate the halogenated
organic compound, if reducing conditions are established.
However, if anaerobic microorganisms are not indigenous to
the site, suitable anaerobic microorganisms can be provided,
either directly into the site or in the injected aqueous
solution. For example, bacteria classified as Desulfomonile,
Dehalospirilum, and Dehalobacter (in particular, Des-
ulfomonile tiedjei, Dehalospirilum multivorans and Deha-
lobacter restrictus) are examples of microorganisms that can
reductively dehalogenate organic compounds. If the site
does not generally support growth of the microorganisms,
additional nutrients can be added to support the added
microorganisms.

Furthermore, enzymes isolated from microorganisms that
can reductively dehalogenate halogenated compounds can
also be effectively added to the site. A reductive
3-chlorobenzoate dehalogenase has been purified from Des-
ulfomonile tiedjei. The enzyme is membrane bound and
includes two subunits of approximately 64 and 37 kilodal-
tons. The enzyme probably contains a heme chromophore.
This approach can be effective in areas where the ground-
water does not support an indigenous anaerobic bacterial
population.

It is noted that while the method effectively reduces the
concentration of dissolved halogenated organic in the
groundwater plume, it is not unexpected that the concentra-
tion of the organic can again increase over time as more of
the compound, initially adsorbed onto native organic carbon
in the matrix, dissolves into the groundwater. Thus, repeated
applications of the method may be indicated.

The invention can be practiced on halogenated organic
compounds in general, but finds particular utility for degrad-
ing aliphatic organic compounds, especially those having no
more than five carbons. The halogenated compounds that are
most abundant in the environment and which are of greatest
concern are the chloroethanes and chloroethenes, notably
PCE, TCE, 1,1,2,2-tetrachloroethane, 1,1,1-trichloroethane
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(TCA), and carbon tetrachloride (CT). The method effec-
tively treats these compounds.

The present invention will be better understood by con-
sidering the following example which is not intended to
limit the invention in any way.

EXAMPLE

Fifteen thousand gallons of an aqueous solution contain-
ing 200 mg/1 lactate, 2 mg/l yeast extract, 10 mg/l sodium
sulfite were pumped into an injection well upgradient of a
PCE source at a rate of approximately 0.4 gallons per minute
over a 22 day period. The 15,000 gallon solution was
deoxygenated and had a dissolved oxygen level of less than
about 1 mg/L.. The groundwater from 8 monitoring wells at
the site was sampled periodically and was analyzed for
volatile organic compounds and indicator parameters such
as dissolved oxygen, sulfate, and iron. Color and odor
observations of groundwater samples one week following
the end of nutrient addition indicated initial aerobic micro-
bial growth followed by anaerobic growth. However, within
two weeks, anaerobic conditions were well established in
the treatment zone.

The groundwater monitoring results show that obvious
and significant decreases in PCE concentrations occurred in
the source area and at least 120 feet down gradient of the
source area, likely as a result of the aquifer enhancement.
Within a month of addition, PCE concentrations at the
source decreased by nearly an order of magnitude from 100
mg/l to 15 mg/l. Twenty feet down gradient of the injection
well, the PCE concentration decreased from about 500 mg/1
to 240 mg/1 within 100 days, although it later increased to
near original levels. A slight rise in the trichloroethene
(TCE) concentration was evident. TCE is a product of
reductive dechlorination of PCE. The occurrence of TCE in
the source area is evidence of microbial degradation,
because the released solvent did not contain significant TCE
concentrations and TCE was not detected in the source area
prior to injection. One hundred twenty feet downgradient of
the injection site, the PCE concentration decreased from
about 1500 mg/1 to 280 mg/l within 176 days.

Because the PCE concentrations reequilibrated to near
original levels, additional injections may be necessary.

The present invention is not intended to be limited to the
foregoing, but rather to encompass all such modifications
and variations as come within the scope of the accompany-
ing claims.

We claim:

1. A method for dehalogenating an halogenated organic
compound in groundwater, the method comprising the step
of:
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injecting into a saturated matrix within or upgradient of a
source of the organic compound a deoxygenated aque-
ous solution that consists essentially of an electron
donor,

the deoxygenated solution being injected in an amount
sufficient to establish an anaerobic treatment zone that
comprises an anaerobic microorganism that reductively
dehalogenates the organic compound when an electron
donor is available,

the injected electron donor being available in an amount
sufficient to permit the anaerobic microorganism to
reductively dehalogenate the organic compound in the
treatment zone,

the deoxygenated solution comprising a sufficiently low
amount of dissolved oxygen that indigenous aerobic
microorganisms are substantially unable to reproduce
in the treatment zone, thereby preventing the aerobic
microorganisms from competing with the anaerobic
microorganism for the electron donor, so that the
anaerobic microorganism reductively dehalogenates
the organic compound substantially without competi-
tion from the indigenous aerobic microorganisms.

2. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the solution
further comprises nutrients required for growth of the
anaerobic microorganism.

3. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the solution
further comprises a deoxygenating agent.

4. A method as claimed in claim 3 wherein the deoxy-
genating agent is selected from a group consisting of sulfite,
citrate and a strong reducing agent.

5. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the solution
further comprises an anaerobic microorganism that reduc-
tively dehalogenates the organic compound when an elec-
tron donor is available.

6. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the electron
donor is selected from a group consisting of lactate, acetate,
and propionate.

7. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the haloge-
nated organic compound comprises an aliphatic chain of no
more than six carbons.

8. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the haloge-
nated organic compound consists essentially of carbon and
halogen atoms.

9. A method as claimed in claim 1 wherein the haloge-
nated aliphatic organic compound is selected from a group
consisting of perchloroethene, trichloroethene, 1,1,2,2-
tetrachloroethane, 1,1,1-trichloroethane, and carbon tetra-
chloride.

10. A method as claimed in claim 8 wherein the haloge-
nated organic compound is perchloroethene.

#* #* #* #* #*
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