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Biogas technology represents a cornerstone of sustainable energy engineering, bridging the gap between waste 

management and renewable energy production. As articulated in the foundational works of B.T. Nijaguna, biogas 

is not merely a byproduct of decomposition but a sophisticated biochemical outcome of Anaerobic Digestion (AD)

. This technology facilitates the conversion of organic substrates into a methane-rich gas, providing a carbon-

neutral alternative to fossil fuels while simultaneously addressing the challenges of organic waste disposal and

nutrient recycling. The integration of biogas systems into rural and industrial frameworks requires a deep

understanding of microbiology, thermodynamics, and structural engineering to optimize yield and ensure

operational longevity.

1. Theoretical Framework of Anaerobic Digestion

The core of biogas technology lies in the complex microbial process of anaerobic digestion. This process occurs in

four distinct yet interdependent biochemical stages, each mediated by specific groups of microorganisms.

Understanding these stages is critical for the design and troubleshooting of any biogas reactor.

1.1 Hydrolysis

In the first stage, complex organic polymers such as proteins, carbohydrates, and lipids are broken down into their 

constituent monomers (amino acids, sugars, and fatty acids). This is achieved through extracellular enzymes 

secreted by hydrolytic bacteria. Hydrolysis is often the rate-limiting step, particularly when processing feedstock

with high lignocellulosic content, such as agricultural residues.

1.2 Acidogenesis

The monomers produced during hydrolysis are further metabolized by acidogenic (fermentative) bacteria. This

stage results in the production of volatile fatty acids (VFAs), alcohols, hydrogen (H2), and carbon dioxide (CO2).

The concentration of VFAs is a critical monitoring parameter, as excessive accumulation can lead to a drop in pH,

which inhibits the subsequent stages of digestion.

1.3 Acetogenesis

In the third stage, acetogenic bacteria convert the VFAs and alcohols into acetic acid, hydrogen, and carbon

dioxide. This stage is highly sensitive to the partial pressure of hydrogen. If hydrogen levels are too high, the

conversion of propionic and butyric acid into acetate becomes thermodynamically unfavorable, leading to system

instability.

1.4 Methanogenesis

The final and most sensitive stage is methanogenesis, performed by methanogenic archaea. These organisms 

are strictly anaerobic and fall into two main categories: acetoclastic methanogens (which split acetate into 

methane and carbon dioxide) and hydrogenotrophic methanogens(which use hydrogen to reduce carbon

dioxide into methane). This stage is the primary source of the energy-dense methane (CH4) that characterizes

biogas.



2. Chemical Composition and Energy Potential

Biogas is a mixture of gases, with methane and carbon dioxide as the primary constituents. The specific 

composition varies depending on the feedstock and the efficiency of the digestion process. B.T. Nijaguna's 

researchhighlights the importance of purification to enhance the energy density of the gas for specialized

applications.



Component Chemical Formula Concentration (%)

Methane CH4 50% - 75%

Carbon Dioxide CO2 25% - 50%

Nitrogen N2 0% - 10%

Hydrogen H2 0% - 1%

Hydrogen Sulfide H2S 0% - 3%

Oxygen O2 0% - 0.5%

The Calorific Valueof biogas is directly proportional to its methane content. Pure methane has a calorific value of

approximately 35.8 MJ/m³. Typical biogas with 60% methane provides roughly 21.5 MJ/m³, making it an efficient

fuel for cooking, lighting, and power generation in Internal Combustion (IC) engines.

3. Feedstock Management and Optimization

The performance of a biogas plant is heavily dependent on the quality and characteristics of the input material.

Strategic feedstock management involves balancing nutrient ratios and ensuring optimal physical conditions within

the digester.

3.1 The Carbon-to-Nitrogen (C/N) Ratio

Microorganisms require carbon for energy and nitrogen for protein synthesis and cell growth. An ideal C/N ratio for 

anaerobic digestion ranges between 20:1 and 30:1. If the ratio is too high (excess carbon), nitrogen is consumed

rapidly, leaving carbon unreacted and slowing gas production. If the ratio is too low (excess nitrogen), ammonia

(NH3) is produced, which is toxic to methanogens and can lead to process failure.

3.2 Total Solids (TS) and Volatile Solids (VS)

Feedstock is classified by its moisture content. For standard wet fermentation, a Total Solids (TS) concentration of 

8% to 10% is preferred. Volatile Solids (VS) represent the fraction of the TS that can be converted into gas. 

Engineering calculations for gas yield are typically based on the Specific Methane Yield (SMY)per kilogram of VS

added.

4. Engineering Design of Biogas Plants

The structural design of a biogas digester must accommodate gas storage, feedstock throughput, and pressure 

management. Two primary designs dominated the early landscape of the technology, both discussed extensively in 

Biogas Technology by B.T. Nijaguna.

4.1 Fixed Dome Digester (Chinese Model)

This design features a closed underground digester with a fixed-volume dome. As gas is produced, it displaces the 

slurry into a displacement tank. The resulting pressure pushes the gas through the outlet. 

  Advantages: Low cost, no moving parts, underground construction saves space and provides insulation.

  Disadvantages: Fluctuating gas pressure, difficult to detect and repair leaks in the masonry dome.



4.2 Floating Drum Digester (KVIC Model)

Commonly known as the Khadi and Village Industries Commission (KVIC) design in India, this model uses a 

moving gas holder (drum) that floats on the slurry or in a water jacket.

  Advantages: Constant gas pressure, visual indication of gas storage level, easier maintenance of the drum.

  Disadvantages: High initial cost (steel drum), susceptibility to corrosion, heat loss through the exposed drum.

4.3 Comparison of Major Digester Designs



Feature Fixed Dome Floating Drum Balloon/Bag Plant

Cost Moderate High Low

Durability Very High (20+ years) High (with maintenance) Low (2-5 years)

Pressure Variable Constant Low/Variable

Complexity High (Masonry skill) Moderate Very Low

5. Mathematical Models for System Sizing

For a Senior Technical Writer or Engineer, precision in sizing is paramount. The size of the digester (Vd) is 

determined by the daily feedstock input (Q) and the Hydraulic Retention Time (HRT) .

Equation: Vd = Q × HRT

The HRT is the average number of days the organic material remains inside the digester. This value depends 

heavily on the ambient temperature:

  Mesophilic (30°C - 40°C): HRT of 20 to 40 days.

  Psychrophilic (Below 20°C): HRT of 60 to 100+ days.

  Thermophilic (50°C - 60°C): HRT of 10 to 20 days.

Proper sizing prevents overloading (where bacteria are washed out faster than they can reproduce) and 

underutilization (where the capital investment is not optimized for the waste available).

6. Biomethane Enrichment and Liquefaction

To transition biogas from a local cooking fuel to a high-density vehicle fuel or grid-injectable gas, it must undergo 

upgrading. This process involves the removal of CO2 and H2S to increase the methane content to over 95%, 

resulting in Biomethane.

6.1 Scrubbing Techniques

1.  Water Scrubbing: Utilizes the higher solubility of CO2 and H2S in water compared to methane. It is a robust 

and widely used physical process.

2.  Chemical Absorption: Uses amines to chemically bond with CO2. It is highly efficient but requires thermal 

energy for regenerations.

3.  Pressure Swing Adsorption (PSA): Uses adsorbent materials (like zeolites) to separate gases under high 

pressure.

6.2 Liquefaction

Liquefied Biomethane (LBM) or Bio-LNG involves cooling the enriched gas to approximately -162°C. As noted in 

Nijaguna's 2006 work, liquefaction significantly improves energy density, allowing for easier transport and use in

heavy-duty transport sectors where compressed gas storage is insufficient.

7. Hydrological and Environmental Integration

A unique aspect of Nijaguna's technical framework is the correlation between biogas technology and the 



hydrological cycle. Biogas production is water-intensive, as feedstock must be diluted to achieve the correct TS 

percentage. Furthermore, the digestate(the liquid byproduct) is a potent bio-fertilizer. Integrating biogas with water

conservation efforts ensures that the nutrients (Nitrogen, Phosphorus, Potassium) removed from the soil by crops

are returned via the effluent, closing the nutrient loop.

7.1 Socio-Economic Impact: The Phnom Tbeng Case Study

Technical data from studies in regions like Phnom Tbeng highlight the socio-economic necessity of biogas. In forest-

dependent communities, biogas implementation reduces reliance on firewood, thereby mitigating deforestation and

improving indoor air quality. For the 42 households analyzed, the shift to biogas saved an average of 4-6 hours of

labor per day (previously spent on wood collection) and significantly reduced respiratory ailments caused by smoke

inhalation.

8. Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

Maintaining a steady biological equilibrium is the primary challenge in biogas plant operation. Below is a diagnostic

matrix for common operational failures.



Symptom Probable Cause Technical Solution

Low Gas Production Organic underloading or low 
temperature.

Increase feedstock quantity; insulate 
digester or use solar heaters.

Falling pH (Acidification) Overloading; accumulation of VFAs. Stop feeding temporarily; add lime or 
bicarbonate to buffer pH.

Foul Odor (Rotten Eggs) High Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) content. Introduce iron oxide filters or small 
amounts of air for biological 
desulfurization.

Gas Leakage Cracks in masonry; faulty valves. Apply acrylic or epoxy coatings to the 
inner dome surface.

9. Strategic Implementation in the Modern Context

The current global energy transition places biogas technology at a strategic advantage. It is one of the few 

renewable technologies that provides dispatchable power, meaning it can generate electricity on demand, unlike 

solar or wind which are intermittent. Furthermore, the ability to process municipal solid waste (MSW) and industrial 

effluent makes it an essential tool for the Circular Economy.

To maximize the efficacy of a biogas project, engineers must focus on Co-digestion—the simultaneous digestion

of multiple organic wastes. For example, mixing animal manure (high buffering capacity) with food waste (high

energy potential) often results in significantly higher methane yields than digesting either material alone.

The legacy of researchers like B.T. Nijaguna provides a robust technical foundation for these advancements. By

synthesizing theoretical microbiology with practical engineering designs and considering the socio-economic and

hydrological impacts, biogas technology can be scaled from small-scale rural units to massive industrial

biorefineries. The key to successful implementation remains the rigorous application of mass and energy balances,

careful substrate selection, and a commitment to ongoing operational monitoring.

As we look toward the future, the integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI)and IoT sensors into biogas plants will

allow for real-time monitoring of VFA levels and microbial health, further reducing the risk of system failure and

optimizing gas output. Biogas is not just a technology of the past for rural development; it is a critical infrastructure

for a carbon-neutral future.
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