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ABSTRACT

Renewable power from sediment microbial fuel cells (SMFCs) are prospect to utilize and to operate
low power devices like remote sensor etc., in the area where operation of low power devices is
needed in regular human life. To scale-up the size we think of increasing the electrode surface area
but it results in decreasing power density, which demonstrate that SMFCs find it difficult to scale-up
with size. Development of different approaches to increase the power generation from sediment
MFCs is to be needed as to scale-up the MFC. Two arrangements have been tried to check the
different possible results. Series arrangement shows voltage scale-up, and peak voltage was recorded
at 54.5 mV. Parallel arrangement shows peak current at 187.2 pA with an external resistor of 47 Q. To
obtain polarization curve several resistors ranging from 47-4700 Q can be used. Graphene, a flat
monolayer of carbon molecules firmly stuffed into a two-dimensional (2D) honeycomb cross section,
was used in the present work in the form of graphene disks as anode and cathode, connected to a
load. Smaller-sized individually operated SMFCs connected to a power management system that

electrically isolates the anodes and cathodes, have been used in this study.

INTRODUCTION

The exploration of alternate energy resources and how it
works is as important as the search for new medical treat-
ments, because ultimately all these valuable advances rest
on an understanding of basic laws that govern everything
in nature. Microbial fuel cell (MFC) research is curiosity-
driven science and is a valuable pursuit, and this is why we
must continue our journey in this field. There is no magic
trigger that can end energy conversion crisis immediately,
while coal, oil and natural gas are the main methods for
energy production today, it however, cannot be in the fu-
ture. Developing methods that will not leak CO, into the
atmosphere at an average rate of more than 1% over centu-
ries will be critical (Lewis & Nocera 2006). This requires the
entire global community to be equally committed and ef-
fective in carbon capture and sequestration.

In microbial fuel cells bacteria act as a catalyst and oxi-
dize the organic matter and inorganic matter to produce
electricity (Rao et al. 1976, Davis & Yarbrough 1962). These
are an older invention than the battery. The electrons pro-
duced by microbes from the substrate are transferred to the
anode, which is the negative terminal and onto the cath-
ode, which is the positive terminal. These are linked by

conductive materials with a load (resistor). Electrons can
be transferred by using electron mediators into the anode
(Rabaey et al. 2004, Rabaey & Verstraete 2005), usage of
direct membrane electron transfer has also been shown in
studies (Rabaey et al. 2004) or by use of nanowires (Gorby
et al. 2006, Reguera et al. 2005). It can be speculated that
further undiscovered means can also facilitate such proc-
esses.

Sediment-MFC (SMFC) systems can be constructed by
placing one electrode into a sediment rich organic matter (it
can be soil itself), while the other electrode exposed to air
from one side, electricity can be generated to power small
scale low utility energy devices such as biosensors (Reimers
et al. 2001). Some studies have used graphite disks as elec-
trodes (Bond et al. 2002, Reimers et al. 2001), however,
platinum based electrodes have also been used (Tender et
al. 2002). Sediments have also been placed into the tradi-
tional H-shaped two chambered system to investigate the
growth of bacteria and bioelectricity production (Bond et
al. 2002). SMFCs have attracted the attention of many re-
searchers because of their moderate functioning parameters
and ability to use a range of biodegradable substrates like
river water, acetate, starch (Loloei et al. 2017) and simple
mud itself.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Shewanella spp. and Geobacter spp. are the two species of
bacteria present in soil capable of producing electricity.
These are also capable of metabolizing mineral compounds
(such as iron, lead etc.) in the soil, so when the soil samples
are put back to the environment no harm is done to the
ecology as well. Soil can be blended with kitchen waste,
compost or any rich organic matter and when placed be-
tween the electrochemical cells (anode and cathode, made
from graphene), have demonstrated that such systems can
produce sufficient power (Donovan et al. 2013, Dewan et al.
2008). The schematics of how the setup works is shown in
Fig. 1

For scaling up sediment microbial fuel cells, different
stack approaches are needed. So two approaches were tested,
one is series arrangement and second is parallel arrange-
ment. Three sediment MFCs were kept in series by connect-
ing anode of one MFC to the cathode of another MFC using
titanium wires, in which end connection is connected to
hacker board. In series stack approach, the current flowing
in whole circuit is same and the potential difference of each
anode and cathode is different. These three voltages (poten-
tial differences) add up to give the final output voltage.

Soil taken for fabrication of these three MFC’s was from
a barren land and no additional substrate was added. Each
MFC had a total soil sample of about 174.80 grams, with
the sample below anode having an average weight of 83
grams and for the cathode of about 91 grams. Total soil
sample of these three was around 524.5 grams. The location
from where the soil sample was taken is at latitude 30°31°65”
N and longitude 78°03°22”E. Fig. 2 shows the series ar-
rangement setup for the same.

Studies on parallel arrangement of three MFC’s in which
three anodes and three cathodes are connected parallel and
end connection is connected to the resistor of resistance 47
Q, in parallel stack approach, the potential difference of
each cathode and anode of these three MFCs remain same
and current from each MFCs get summed up.

Present system has produced peak voltage of 54.5 mV
in series arrangement and peak current of 187.2 uA, but the
overall cost of setting up each assembly using the graphene
electrodes is significantly high. This spectacular disparity
has to be bridged; presently the study involves finding the
optimal feedstock in terms of soil, and its utilization as a
bioremediation tool. Then further, this optimal feed with
specified proportion of organic matter will be kept as a con-
stant for future research.

Microbial fuel cell demonstrates the capability of the
soil microbes to produce voltage in a higher range and if
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Fig. 1: Mechanism for SMFC, at point 1, biofilm is formed by the
bacteria, and as they consume organic matter, electrons are released,
which travel through the anode wire at point 2, and reaches the load at
3, after which they are accepted at the cathode and reduced at point 4.

Fig. 2: Three MFCs connected in series.

this is allowed to continue (say for a month), there can be
some remarkable current produced from the system which
we can then speculate to help run/charge less energy inten-
sive devices in rural areas where electricity is still not avail-
able. While the setup was expected to yield significant re-
sult, it has yielded low output power, the following is as-
sessed to be the reason for the same:

a. The process inside the vessel can result in steady forma-
tion of water, if the cathode gets submerged in water, it
will cause low power, so making modification in the
system, and investment is required in such.
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Fig. 3: Variation of voltage and current with time.
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Fig. 4: Variation of current and power generated with time.

Table 1: Three different MFCs voltages (potential differences) and final output voltage.

Time MEFC 1 Voltage (mV) MEFC 2 Voltage (mV) MEFC 3 Voltage (mV) Output Voltage (mV)
Day 1 27 14.7 12.2 53.9
Day 2 26.2 12.3 16 54.5

Day 3 24.8 10.6 16.1 51.5

Day 4 23.8 11.7 13.6 49.1

Day 5 22.3 12.6 10.7 45.6
Day 6 22 13.4 9.5 44.9
Day 7 20.4 12.6 8.5 41.5

Day 8 10.6 2 8.6 21.2
Table 2: Voltage across resistance, current and power generated for parallel connection.

Time Voltage (mV) Resistance (Q) Current (nHA) Power (uW)
Day 1 3.5 47 74 0.259

Day 2 8.8 47 187.2 1.647

Day 3 6.1 47 129.78 0.791

Day 4 5.5 47 117.02 0.643

Day 5 4.9 47 104.25 0.51

b. Large air bubbles should not be present inside the sys-
tem in the soil

c. Starting the initial process takes a lot of time (3-7 days),
but once a good microbial community is established,
the system works well.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Power output is low due to some reason, it may be air gaps
inside the systems or water formation or may be any other
reasons. The same is shown in Fig. 3 and Fig. 4 respectively.

Scale-up of MFCs work is in progress and power devel-
oped can be increased when soil added with organic wastes.

According to one study (Ewing et al. 2014), power

density of the scale-up is similar in starting like single
equivalent MFC but after some days power outsource of
scale-up will be high when power density of single
equivalent is going down. Tables 1 and 2 shows the overall
power output for the s-MFCs.

The power generation of the scale-up MFC system
would be expected approximately 65% higher than the sin-
gle equivalent.

CONCLUSION

The overall cost of setting up each assembly or arrangement
using the graphene makes it an expensive prospect and this
spectacular disparity has to be bridged. Presently the study
involves finding the optimal feedstock in terms of soil,
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kitchen waste and other organic matter which are locally
sourced in a village area. Then further, this optimal feed
with specified proportion of organic matter will be kept as a
constant for future research. The process of generating elec-
tricity from sMFCs can also improve the soil, thus the soil
after use can be a good carbon sink. If implemented on a
large scale, the technology holds advantage of generating
power anywhere where the soil is rich in bacteria and also it
can be implemented in small villages to make them self-
sustainable by the microbial fuel cell based micro-grids.
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