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Drought
“In the most general sense, drought originates from a deficiency of
precipitation over an extended period of time (usually a season or
more), resulting in a water shortage for some activity, group, or
environmental sector.”

-- National Drought Mitigation Center, University of Nebraska

Our water use defines drought.
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http://drought.unl.edu/
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The Drought Monitor focuses on broad-
scale conditions. Local conditions may 
vary. See accompanying text summary for 
forecast statements.
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http://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/

U.S. Drought Monitor February 2, 2016

Valid 7 a.m. EST
(Released Thursday, Feb. 4, 2016)

Intensity:
D0 Abnormally Dry
D1 Moderate Drought
D2 Severe Drought
D3 Extreme Drought
D4 Exceptional Drought

Author: 
Anthony Artusa

Drought Impact Types:

S = Short-Term, typically less than 
6 months (e.g. agriculture, grasslands)

L = Long-Term, typically greater than 
6 months (e.g. hydrology, ecology)

Delineates dominant impacts

NOAA/NWS/NCEP/CPC



Outline

● Current state of water
● Current water supply cost
● Opportunities
● Opportunities for solar and desalination
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Current state of water



Atmosphere, (0.0009%)

Glaciers, (2.4%) Ground Ice
(0.02%)

Aquifer, (1%) Surface Water
(Lakes, Rivers) (0.01%) 

Oceans (97%)

Earth Water Balance

Adapted from: Korzun, V. I., et al., The Water Balances and Water Resources of the Earth, (1978). | http://water.usgs.gov/edu/earthhowmuc h.html
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Evaporation

Precipitation



US California

Precipitation Trend (1895-2009)

Precipitation Supply
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McRoberts, B., et al., J. Appl. Met., 50, 1187 (2011).| George Taylor, Oregon 
Climate Service. | http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/charts.sht ml

© 2016 Copyright, Jeremy A Theil, 
2016.



Surface Water Supply

Bureau of Reclamation Report, “Colorado River Basin Water Supply and Demand Study Executive Summary (2012).
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Executive Summary 

FIGURE 2  

1 Water use and demand include Mexico’s allotment and losses such as those due to reservoir evaporation, native vegetation, and 
operational inefficiencies. 

Historical Supply and Use1 and Projected Future Colorado River Basin Water Supply and Demand 
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Aquifer Supply

● 100 Maf total useable water volume.

50  Groundwater Depletion in the United States (1900–2008)

proportional to the percentage loss of wetlands during the 20th 
century, most of which occurred prior to 1950. The depletion 
volume in 2000 and 2008 would thus be the same as in 1992, 
when it was approximately 55 km3 (fig. 55). This is a small 
change (of 1 km3) from the value of Konikow (2011).
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Figure 55. Cumulative groundwater depletion in the United 
States attributable to agricultural and land drainage projects, 
1900 through 2008.

Discussion of Results
The 41 separate assessments (table 1) provide evidence 

that the long-term (1900–2008) cumulative depletion of 
groundwater in the United States is about 1,000 km3—about 
twice that of the volume of water contained in Lake Erie 
(about 480 km3). The depletion volume had increased from 
about 800 km3 in 2000—an increase of 25 percent in just 
8 years. This large volume of depletion represents a serious 
problem in the United States because much of this storage 
loss cannot be easily or quickly recovered and affects the 
sustainability of some critical water supplies and base flow to 
streams, among other effects. The individual depletion assess-
ments can be lumped into broader categories to help illustrate 
the magnitude of the problem (fig. 56). The three individual 

Figure 56. Cumulative groundwater depletion in the United 
States and major aquifer systems or categories, 1900 through 2008 
(modified from Konikow, 2011).
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High Plains aquifer
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Agricultural and land drainage
Western volcanic systems
Confined bedrock aquifers
Atlantic Coastal Plain

1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

Gr
ou

nd
w

at
er

 d
ep

le
tio

n,
 

in
 c

ub
ic

 k
ilo

m
et

er
s

Year

systems that represent the largest contributors to groundwa-
ter depletion in the United States from 1900 through 2008 
are principal aquifers—the High Plains aquifer (340.9 km3), 
the Mississippi embayment aquifer system (182.0 km3), and 
the Central Valley aquifer system of California (144.8 km3) 
(table 1). 

The annual depletion volumes (fig. 56) can be used to 
estimate changes in the rate of depletion (fig. 57). The data 
shown in figure 57 represent averages over 10-year periods, 
except for the last period, which is averaged over the final 
8 years of record. Annual rates of total groundwater depletion 
in the United States through 1945 were less than 4 km3/yr, but 
then increased substantially after the mid-1940s. The great-
est rates of depletion occurred during 2001–2002 inclusive, 
when annual depletion rates averaged 34.8 km3/yr. Depletion 
rates during all of this most recent 8-year period averaged 
23.9 km3/yr.
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Figure 57. Decadal scale rate of groundwater depletion in the 
United States, 1900 through 2008. Final value represents average 
rate during an 8-year period, 2001 through 2008.

In addition to widely recognized adverse environmental 
effects of groundwater depletion, the depletion also impacts 
communities dependent on groundwater resources in that the 
continuation of depletion at observed rates makes the water 
supply unsustainable in the long term. However, depletion 
itself must certainly be unsustainable and the observed rates of 
depletion must eventually decrease as economic and physical 
constraints lead to reduced levels of extraction. Yet the data in 
table 2 and figure 57 demonstrate that the rates of depletion for 
some of the major aquifer system and land use categories dur-
ing 2001–2008 are the highest since 1900, and in fact account 
for 25 percent of the total depletion during the 108-year 
period. Nevertheless, the rate of depletion is leveling off or 
becoming self-limiting in a number of areas, most notably the 
western alluvial basins (since 1980) and to a lesser degree the 
Central Valley (since the early 1990s). 

Konikow (2011) also notes that oceans represent the 
ultimate sink for essentially all depleted groundwater. The 
surface area of the oceans is approximately 3.61×108 km2 
(Duxbury and others, 2000). If the estimated volumes of 
depletion were spread across the surface of the oceans, it 

USGS	  SIR2013-‐5079,	  	  “Groundwater	   Depletion	  in	  the	  
United	  States	  (1900–2008)	  (2013).	  

Development and Changes to the Hydrologic Budget  77

The	1987–92	drought	was	associated	with	increases	in	
ET	(fig. A18)	and	DR	and	a	decrease	in	surface-water	deliver-
ies	to	the	lowest	prolonged	rate	in	the	study	period	(table B1 
and fig. B6).	As	a	result,	the	CVHM	shows	that	groundwater	
pumpage	increased	dramatically	and	exceeded	surface-water	
deliveries	(fig. B6A).	Ultimately,	pumpage	increased	to	rates	
close	to	the	1970s	levels.	Although	not	as	extreme	as	the	
1970s,	the	CVHM	shows	that	these	high	pumping	rates	con-
tinued	for	an	extended	period	of	time.		During	this	prolonged	
drought,	aquifer	storage	decreased	at	a	dramatic	rate,	water	
levels	declined,	and	subsidence	briefly	increased	(table B3 and 
figs. B3, B8, and B9).	The	CVHM	simulates	the	cumulative	
change	in	storage	reaching	a	maximum	loss	of	47.5	million	
acre-ft in the mid-1990s (fig. B9). 

Between	1993	and	1998,	with	the	return	of	a	relatively	
wet	climate,	the	CVHM	simulates	that	surface-water	deliver-
ies	increased,	groundwater	pumpage	decreased,	and	except	
for	1994	surface-water	deliveries,	exceeded	groundwater	
pumpage	(fig. B6).		Similar	to	the	period	between	the	previ-
ous	droughts,	groundwater	levels	partially	recovered	and	
approximately	24.3	million	acre-ft	of	water	returned	to	
storage	(fig. B9).	During	1999–2003,	with	stable	surface-
water	deliveries,	more	efficient	irrigation	systems,	changes	to	
lower-water-use	crops,	and	overall	relatively	moderate-to-wet	
climate,	the	total	average	agricultural	pumpage	decreased	to	
about 5.7 million acre-ft/yr (fig. B6A).	Despite	the	relatively	
wet	climate	during	this	period,	the	decrease	in	excess	irriga-
tion	water	resulted	in	one	of	the	lowest	landscape	recharge	
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Figure B9. Simulated cumulative annual changes in aquifer-system storage between water years 1962 and 2003 for the Central Valley, 
California. 

Faunt, C. F., et al., USGS Professional Paper 1766, (2009)

Central Valley Cumulative PumpingUS Aquifer Depletion
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California Water Deficit: > 60 years of Overuse 

● In 1955, CA Water Plan noted state water use was not sustainable.
● Shortfall masked by

● Colorado River allotment (curtailed 2000).
● Groundwater pumping.
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Water Depletion Effects

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved. 9

M. J. Cohen et al., Journal of Arid Environments (2001) 49: 35-48 | http://www.gbuapcd.org/ 

• 70 ft elevation drop.
• Towns out of water.
• Expensive dust hazard.
• Empty lakes and rivers.

Colorado RiverOwens LakeCentral Valley E. Porterville, CA



World Water Risk Assessment

World Resources Institute Aqueduct Water Risk Atlas: http://www.wri.org/applications/maps/aqueduct-atlas | http://www.grida.no/graphicslib/detail/water-desalination_11e4

Water Withdrawals / Renewable Supply (Precipitation)

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved. 10



20 Tetra Tech, Inc.

Evaluating Sustainability of Projected Water Demands Under Future Climate Change Scenarios

A

B

Figure 16. (a) Projected total water withdrawal as percent of available precipitation in 2050. 2050 
values are based on an ensemble of 16 GCMs and represent conditions between 2040 and 2059. 
(b) Projected total freshwater withdrawal in 2050 as percent of historical (1934‑2000) total available 
precipitation.

United States Water Risk

Region Characteristics

CA, NV, AZ Least precipitation.
Experiencing severe droughts.
Advanced long-distance conveyance.
Built desalination facilities.

FL,TX Experiencing supply shortfalls.
Built desalination facilities.

UT, ID, NM,
CO, OR

Have experienced some degree of 
shortfall or drought.

MT, WY, WA Potential to experience shortfalls.

KS, NE Have some shallow groundwater 
issues.

MS, AR, OK Have potential for water supply short 
falls.

Adpated from Roy, S. B., et al.,  Tetratech Report (2010).  | Twomey, K. M., et al., Proc. ASME 2011 5th Int’l Conf. on Energy Sust. 1735–48 (2011).

14

5.4

5

4.3 3.6
2.7 3.2

Water Supply Intensity (MWh/Mgal)

US Avg: 3.4 MWh/MGal
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Regional Risk Characteristics



What is at Risk for the United States

● Water dependent sectors
● Food/Agriculture
● Healthcare
● Power generation
● Wood/paper
● Chemical/petrochemical
● Utilities
● … ?

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved. 12

50% of Food Supply ($33B (20%) in CA)
40% of Population
>9% of Economy ($1.7T)

California Crop % of Domestic 
Production

Artichokes, Dates, Figs, Kiwifruit, Olives, 
Almonds, Pistachios, Walnuts, Garlic

100%

Garlic, Plums, Broccoli, Celery, Lemons, 
Apricots, Tomatoes, Grapes, 
Strawberries

90 - 99%

Cauliflower, Leaf Lettuce, Avocados, 
Carrots

80 - 89%

Romaine Lettuce, Head Lettuce, 
Honeydew Melon

70-79%

Tangerines, Spinach, Chili Peppers 60-69%
Raspberries, Bell Peppers 50-59%
Asparagus, Oranges, Onions, Pears, 
Cabbage, Sweet Potatoes, Sweet 
Cherries, Sweet Corn

20-49%



Outline

● Current state of water
● Current water supply cost
● Opportunities
● Opportunities for solar and desalination
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WATER SUPPLY AND YIELD STUDY 

 
 
 
FIGURE 1-1 
Major CVP and SWP Storage and Conveyance Facilities 

1-2  

Conveyance Energy Intensity

● State Water Project (SWP)
● Moves 5% of California’s water.
● Uses 3% of state’s electricity.
● World highest water lift. 
● 14,000 kWh/Mgal.

Department of Water Resources Bulletin 132, Oroville dam, State Water project, Capital Public Radio.
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Reverse Osmosis Process

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved. 15

H2OH2O + Salt H2OH2O + Salt

Osmosis Reverse Osmosis

π  :   Osmotic pressure
Δπ:  Recovery pressure
ΔP:  Rate pressure

Pappl = π +Δπ +ΔP

concentration polarization [21], otherwise an extra amount of energy
is needed to overcome concentration polarization.

In the ideal RO process, the osmotic pressure of the retentate is
still described by Eq. (2). However, the driving pressure changes to
the osmotic pressure plus a net driving pressure ΔPnet

ΔP = Δπ + ΔPnet : ð6Þ

The net driving pressure ΔPnet for a given permeate flux decreases
as the membrane resistance decreases.

If a constant ΔPnet is maintained during the operation, going
through similar integration steps as for the reversible RO process,
the specific energy for the ideal RO process to maintain the required
permeate flux is determined as

W2 = 2:05 × 10−5C0
1
R

ln
1

1−R
+ 2:78 × 10−7ΔPnet ð7Þ

where W2 is the specific energy for the idea RO process to maintain
a required permeate flux. The pressure in Eq. (7) is required in the
metric unit of Pa. The first term on the right hand side of Eq. (7) is the
amount of energy required to overcome the osmotic pressure, and the
second term is the amount of energy needed to maintain the required
permeate flux.

2.3. Cross flow RO process

The practical RO desalination processes are dominantly employing
a cross flow configuration with pressure vessels 6–8 m long, in which
6–8 membrane elements are connected in series [22,23]. A cross flow
RO system is schematically presented in Fig. 3. Feed water is supplied
by a high pressure pump into one end of the pressure vessels, and
retentate exits the pressure vessels through the other end. Permeate
comes out of the pressure vessels through the third outlet usually
placed along the central line. More pressure vessels can be arranged in
“Christmas tree” structure for high recoveries. However, a multi-stage
RO process without inter-stage booster pumps can be viewed simply
as a longer pressure vessel. In order to focus on the major mechanistic
points, the pressure drop and the resultant energy consumption in
the membrane channel due to friction are assumed to be negligible in
the following analysis.

The net energy required to pump volume V0 of feed water at
pressure ΔP into a cross flow RO channel is simply determined by
the product of feed water volume and the pressure [20,21]

E = V0ΔP: ð8Þ

The cross flow RO process is fundamentally different from the
reversible and ideal RO processes in that there is a retentate stream
coming out of the RO process in addition to the permeate stream.
With the assumption that the pressure drop in themembrane channel
due to friction is negligible, the energy remaining in the retentate
stream ER is

ER = 1−Rð ÞV0ΔP: ð9Þ

Therefore, the energy used in the cross flow RO process for
permeate production EP is

EP = RV0ΔP: ð10Þ

The specific energy requirement for permeate production in the
cross flow RO process is

W3 = 2:78 × 10−7ΔP ð11Þ

where W3 is the specific energy requirement in the common cross
flow RO processes. The pressure ΔP in Eq. (11) is given in the metric
unit of Pa. The specific energy in Eq. (11) is the net energy spent on
permeate production and does not take account of the energy
remained in the retentate stream. If the retentate is discharged
directly without energy recovery, the gross specific energy require-
ment for permeate production in the cross flow RO process will be
higher accordingly.

Unlike in the case of the reversible RO process, the driving pressure
in some sense is a free variable in the cross flow RO process. Actually,
the driving pressure is a primary design parameter in the cross flow
RO processes. In a cross flow RO process, because the osmotic pressure
increases downstream along the membrane channel, the driving
pressure has to be equal to or greater than the maximum osmotic
pressure in the membrane channel to ensure that the entire channel
contributes to permeate production. The key step for energy calculation
in cross flow RO is the determination of the driving pressure that
will be further elaborated in the following discussions.

3. Discussion

3.1. Pressure-recovery diagram

The energy spent in a cross flow RO process can be analyzed
graphically into different characteristic fractions with the help of a
pressure-recovery diagram. An example of the pressure-recovery
diagram for seawater desalination at a recovery of 40% is shown in
Fig. 4. The driving pressure used in the development of the diagrams
was 4.83 MPa (700 psi). The diagram can be constructed in the shape
of either a square or a rectangle. The horizontal side of the square or
rectangle indicates the volume of feed water pumped into the RO
channel, and the permeate recovery is indicated by a fraction of the
side. The vertical side of the square or rectangle indicates the driving

Pump

Concentrate

Cross flow membrane channel

Permeate

Feed

Fig. 3. Schematic of a cross flow RO desalination process. The membrane splits
continuously the feed stream into permeate (non-pressurized) and concentrate
(pressurized) streams.
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Survey of Water Sourcing Costs

Oklahoma Water Resource Board, OCWP Report (2012). | Smith, K., “Arizona at the Crossroads: Water Scarcity or Water Sustainability?” (2011).,  | USBR CRB Water Supply and Demand Report (2012). | http://www.cap-az.com/index.php/cap-history

Sourcing 
Method

System Invst’t
(2015 $B)

Length 
(mi)

Cost
Energy 
(kWh/Mgal)

Water
($/Mgal)

Conveyance

NWCS (OK) $ 14.2B 627 1,600 $1,400 
SWP (So. CA) $ 13.5B 700 14,000 $2,100
CRA (So. CA) $5.1B 242 6,200 $2,600
CAP (AZ) $4.0B 343 7,500 $1,800

Desalination Carlsbad (CA) $0.96B 10 13,600 $4,000
TWR GWRS (CA) $0.48B 5 2,000 $1,900

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved. 16



Outline

● Current state of water
● Current water supply cost
● Opportunities
● Opportunities for solar and desalination
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Types of Water Sourcing
Water Source Technologies

Thermal

Multi-Stage 
Flash

Multi-Effect 
Distillation

Vapor 
Compression

Water Still

HDH

Membrane

Reverse 
Osmosis

Electro-
dialysis

Forward 
Osmosis

Membrane 
Distillation

Alternatives

Directional 
Solvent

Shock 
Electrodialysis

Moisture 
Harvesting

Efficiency

System Loss 
Remediation

Residential

Industrial

Agricultural
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Reverse Osmosis- Plant 

Adapted from Fukuoka District Waterworks Agency

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved.

Reverse Osmosis           Post-Treatment        
Pretreatment                         Filtering (Capital Intensive)

Pumping (Energy Intensive)                       Post-Treatment
Intake       Reverse Osmosis    Energy Recovery

19
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2435,
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Pretreatment,
4391,
32%,

System,
844,
6%,

RO,Over%
Pressure,
1341,
10%,

Thermo%
dynamics,
4669,
34%,
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Reverse Osmosis Detailed Energy Budget
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Reverse Omosis Opportunity: Aquaporins

● Naturally occurring proteins very selective to water.
● Potential for 80x throughput increase w.r.t. commerical membranes.

2.1. Functional characterization

Water permeability and solute rejection of single aquaporins is
not easily measured. Molecular dynamics simulations of aquaporins
reveal diffusional water permeabilities corresponding to the trans-
port of 108 to 109water molecules/s [28]. In terms of the number of
transported molecules this is about an order of magnitude higher
than for typical ion channels where single channel pA currents on
a ms time scale corresponds to the transmembrane displacement
of ~107 ions [29]. While currents in the pA range are measurable
by standard patch-clamp methods, the movement of 108 to 109

water molecules is not experimentally accessible by current methods.
However the macroscopic transport mediated by an ensemble
of aquaporins is measurable. Then by measuring osmotic transport
arising from a large (known) number of aquaporins, single aquaporin
permeabilities can be estimated. Two methods are currently used in
this respect: Xenopus oocyte volume change and light scatter from
proteoliposomes/proteopolymersomes.

In the Xenopus oocyte expression, frog oocytes (~1 mm diameter)
are cytoplasmically injected with mRNA that has been transcribed in
vitro from a cDNA clone [30]. In the case of aquaporins the resulting
expression renders the oocytemembrane significantlymore permeable
to water compared to control oocytes [13]. Upon an osmotic challenge
the oocyte will change size (diameter) and by employing small osmotic
gradients for short periods of time (e.g. 2.5 mosM for 5 s) the transport
parameters (water permeability and solute rejection) can be deter-
mined from the initial rate of oocyte volume changes in both swelling
and shrinkage experiments [31].

Water permeabilities of proteoliposomes/proteopolymersomes
can also be measured by detecting the light scattering of the prepara-
tions in a stopped-flow apparatus (see reference [32] and Fig. 2a).
Thus if a suspension of aquaporin containing vesicles with initial
diameters around 200 nm is rapidly mixed with the same volume
of a hyperosmolar solution with membrane impermeant solutes
(e.g. sorbitol, sucrose or mannitol) for proteoliposomes, the resulting
transmembrane osmotic gradient will generate water efflux, and the
consequent reduction in vesicle volume can be measured as an in-
crease in the intensity of scattered light. The rate constant k of the
normalized light intensity increase indicates the rate constant of
water efflux, which is proportional to the water permeability coeffi-
cient. The light intensity increases exponentially as a function of k
with time (Fig. 2b). The response from protein free controls is fitted
to a single exponential whereas a double-exponential function is
used for proteoliposomes/proteopolymersomes (vesicles) reflecting
the dual pathways for water transport (membrane mediated and
protein mediated). The k values can then be used to calculate osmotic
permeability Pf :

Pf ¼
k

S
V0

⋅Vw⋅Δosm
ð1Þ

where S/V0 is the surface area to initial volume ratio of the vesicle, Vw

is the partial molar volume of water (18 cm3/mol), and ∆osm is the dif-
ference in osmolarity between the intravesicular and extravesicular
aqueous solutions. Based on stopped-flowmeasurement, thewater per-
meability of AqpZ is estimated to be in the range of 2–10×10−14 cm3/s
[33–35], which is in reasonable agreement with reported molecular
dynamics simulation results (3–30×10−14 cm3/s).

2.2. Production

Until now, most recombinant aquaporins have been expressed
only in lab-scale quantities for screening, functional, regulatory or
structural studies [36,37]. One of the main obstacles in protein pro-
duction is that membrane protein overexpression in vivo is hampered
by their complex structure, hydrophobic transmembrane regions,

host toxicity, and the time consuming and low efficiency refolding
steps required. Recent developments of high-expression systems
may however provide insights into how large-scale AQP production
may be realized. These include E coli, Saccharomyces cerevisiae,
Pichia pastoris, and baculovirus/insect cell based systems, for a recent
review see [38].

E. coli expression methods providing milligram quantities of pro-
tein have been successfully employed to solve the X-ray structure
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Fig. 2. Stopped-flow characterization. (a): Schematics of stopped-flow measurement;
(b): Typical stopped-flow results for lipid vesicles with (i.e., proteoliposomes) and
without aquaporin incorporated (i.e., liposomes).

Fig. 3. Comparison water permeability of polymer vesicles with AqpZ (AqpZ-ABA)
or without AqpZ (ABA) to those of polymeric membranes. FO is a commercial forward
osmosis membrane; RO is a commercial reverse osmosis membrane, and EE-EO is a
polyethylethylenepolyethylene oxide diblock polymer. Permission for reprint of figure
will be obtained after the paper is accepted for publication.
Reproduced from Ref. [5].
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membranes that benefit from biomimicry to achieve better selectivity
and higher permeability. Shortly after that Kumar et al. published a
paper that proposed the idea of incorporating aquaporin properties
into desalinationmembranes [5]. Aquaporins are pore-forming proteins
and ubiquitous in living cells. Under the right conditions they form
‘water channels’ able to exclude ionic species. In a series of simple char-
acterization experiments Kumar showed the exceptional water perme-
ability of aquaporins and extrapolated his observations to postulate
desalinationmembraneswith vastly improved performance. In a recent
review [6] of membrane nanotechnologies, bio-inspired membranes,
such as aquaporin-based, were judged to offer the best chance for
revolutionary performance but were also seen as the furthest from
commercialization. In fact there has been a surge of activity in the last
half-decade attempting to develop practical biomimetic desalination
membranes incorporating aquaporins, and it is timely to review the
status of this new direction in desalination.

In this paper we first review the properties of aquaporins, their
preparation and characterization. We then review the various at-
tempts to exploit the remarkable properties of aquaporin in mem-
branes for desalination; including an overview of our own recent
developments in aquaporin-based membranes. Finally we discuss
future prospects of this type of biomimetic membrane for desalina-
tion and water reuse.

2. Aquaporins: special properties, characterization and means
of production

Several recent reviews have nicely summarized many fascinating
aspects of aquaporin protein structure and function [7–11]. Here we
will present only the basic features and discuss the permeability
properties pertaining to biomimetic water transporting membranes.
Aquaporins constitute a family of 24–30 kDa pore forming integral

membrane proteins. Since the purification of a red blood cell mem-
brane protein: channel-forming Integral membrane protein of 28 kDa
(CHIP28) [12] and subsequent expression of this protein in Xenopus
oocytes [13] and liposomes [14] revealing rapid water diffusion along
osmotic gradients, much has been discovered about this class of pro-
teins for which the term aquaporins soon was coined [15].

The canonical aquaporin sequence reveals two repeats each
containing three transmembrane spanning α–helices (TM1-3), see
Fig. 1. Each repeat contains a loop between TM2 and TM3 with an
asparagine–proline–alanine (NPA) signature motif. The aquaporin
protein folds as an hour-glass-shaped structure where the six TM
segments surrounds a central pore structure defined by the two
opposing NPA motifs, see Fig. 1a and b. (for a structural and chrono-
logical review see [7]). A conserved aromatic/arginine (ar/R) region
defines a constrict-ion site or selectivity filter — the narrowest part
of the channel lumen. Each six TM AQP unit functions as a pore and
the predominant unit-assembly in biological membranes is a tetra-
meric arrangement [16], see Fig. 1c and d. Based on their permeability
properties mammalian homologs can be classified into two groups:
aquaporins and aquaglyceroporins. The Escherichia coli model system
offers both variants [17]: the orthodox (i.e. ‘water only’) channel
AqpZ [18,19] and the aquaglyceroporin GlpF also permeable to
glycerol [20]. Although some can be classified as strictly water channels
(e.g. AQP0, AQP4, and AqpZ), it is becoming increasingly clear that
many aquaporins may have additional permeability properties [10].
In addition to the apparently complex permeability profile, several
aquaporins display various forms of gating, e.g. as in [21] — analogous
to the opening and closing of ion channels induced by external stimuli.
Although many aspects of aquaporin gating and regulation of their
permeability are still unknown, the function of some aquaporins has
been demonstrated to depend on calmodulin [22,23], phosphorylation
[24,25], and pH [22,26,27].

Fig. 1. Aquaporin protein structure. (a): Sideview of AqpZ monomer. Protein backbone (deep teal) with the two terminal asparagines from the NPA motifs shown in stick repre-
sentation and the ar/R selectivity filter residues shown in spacefill representation. For stick and spacefill representations atoms are colored as carbon (green), oxygen (red) and
nitrogen (blue). (b): Top view illustrating the selectivity filter (or constriction site) created by the four amino acids: F43, H174, R189 and T183. (c–d): Side and top view of the
tetrameric AqpZ complex with the four monomers shown in deep teal, violet purple, pale green, and yellow. All renderings were generated using PyMol 1.5.0.2 using AqpZ PDB
coordinates 2ABM.
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status of this new direction in desalination.

In this paper we first review the properties of aquaporins, their
preparation and characterization. We then review the various at-
tempts to exploit the remarkable properties of aquaporin in mem-
branes for desalination; including an overview of our own recent
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osmotic gradients, much has been discovered about this class of pro-
teins for which the term aquaporins soon was coined [15].
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containing three transmembrane spanning α–helices (TM1-3), see
Fig. 1. Each repeat contains a loop between TM2 and TM3 with an
asparagine–proline–alanine (NPA) signature motif. The aquaporin
protein folds as an hour-glass-shaped structure where the six TM
segments surrounds a central pore structure defined by the two
opposing NPA motifs, see Fig. 1a and b. (for a structural and chrono-
logical review see [7]). A conserved aromatic/arginine (ar/R) region
defines a constrict-ion site or selectivity filter — the narrowest part
of the channel lumen. Each six TM AQP unit functions as a pore and
the predominant unit-assembly in biological membranes is a tetra-
meric arrangement [16], see Fig. 1c and d. Based on their permeability
properties mammalian homologs can be classified into two groups:
aquaporins and aquaglyceroporins. The Escherichia coli model system
offers both variants [17]: the orthodox (i.e. ‘water only’) channel
AqpZ [18,19] and the aquaglyceroporin GlpF also permeable to
glycerol [20]. Although some can be classified as strictly water channels
(e.g. AQP0, AQP4, and AqpZ), it is becoming increasingly clear that
many aquaporins may have additional permeability properties [10].
In addition to the apparently complex permeability profile, several
aquaporins display various forms of gating, e.g. as in [21] — analogous
to the opening and closing of ion channels induced by external stimuli.
Although many aspects of aquaporin gating and regulation of their
permeability are still unknown, the function of some aquaporins has
been demonstrated to depend on calmodulin [22,23], phosphorylation
[24,25], and pH [22,26,27].

Fig. 1. Aquaporin protein structure. (a): Sideview of AqpZ monomer. Protein backbone (deep teal) with the two terminal asparagines from the NPA motifs shown in stick repre-
sentation and the ar/R selectivity filter residues shown in spacefill representation. For stick and spacefill representations atoms are colored as carbon (green), oxygen (red) and
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2.1. Functional characterization

Water permeability and solute rejection of single aquaporins is
not easily measured. Molecular dynamics simulations of aquaporins
reveal diffusional water permeabilities corresponding to the trans-
port of 108 to 109water molecules/s [28]. In terms of the number of
transported molecules this is about an order of magnitude higher
than for typical ion channels where single channel pA currents on
a ms time scale corresponds to the transmembrane displacement
of ~107 ions [29]. While currents in the pA range are measurable
by standard patch-clamp methods, the movement of 108 to 109

water molecules is not experimentally accessible by current methods.
However the macroscopic transport mediated by an ensemble
of aquaporins is measurable. Then by measuring osmotic transport
arising from a large (known) number of aquaporins, single aquaporin
permeabilities can be estimated. Two methods are currently used in
this respect: Xenopus oocyte volume change and light scatter from
proteoliposomes/proteopolymersomes.

In the Xenopus oocyte expression, frog oocytes (~1 mm diameter)
are cytoplasmically injected with mRNA that has been transcribed in
vitro from a cDNA clone [30]. In the case of aquaporins the resulting
expression renders the oocytemembrane significantlymore permeable
to water compared to control oocytes [13]. Upon an osmotic challenge
the oocyte will change size (diameter) and by employing small osmotic
gradients for short periods of time (e.g. 2.5 mosM for 5 s) the transport
parameters (water permeability and solute rejection) can be deter-
mined from the initial rate of oocyte volume changes in both swelling
and shrinkage experiments [31].

Water permeabilities of proteoliposomes/proteopolymersomes
can also be measured by detecting the light scattering of the prepara-
tions in a stopped-flow apparatus (see reference [32] and Fig. 2a).
Thus if a suspension of aquaporin containing vesicles with initial
diameters around 200 nm is rapidly mixed with the same volume
of a hyperosmolar solution with membrane impermeant solutes
(e.g. sorbitol, sucrose or mannitol) for proteoliposomes, the resulting
transmembrane osmotic gradient will generate water efflux, and the
consequent reduction in vesicle volume can be measured as an in-
crease in the intensity of scattered light. The rate constant k of the
normalized light intensity increase indicates the rate constant of
water efflux, which is proportional to the water permeability coeffi-
cient. The light intensity increases exponentially as a function of k
with time (Fig. 2b). The response from protein free controls is fitted
to a single exponential whereas a double-exponential function is
used for proteoliposomes/proteopolymersomes (vesicles) reflecting
the dual pathways for water transport (membrane mediated and
protein mediated). The k values can then be used to calculate osmotic
permeability Pf :

Pf ¼
k

S
V0

⋅Vw⋅Δosm
ð1Þ

where S/V0 is the surface area to initial volume ratio of the vesicle, Vw

is the partial molar volume of water (18 cm3/mol), and ∆osm is the dif-
ference in osmolarity between the intravesicular and extravesicular
aqueous solutions. Based on stopped-flowmeasurement, thewater per-
meability of AqpZ is estimated to be in the range of 2–10×10−14 cm3/s
[33–35], which is in reasonable agreement with reported molecular
dynamics simulation results (3–30×10−14 cm3/s).

2.2. Production

Until now, most recombinant aquaporins have been expressed
only in lab-scale quantities for screening, functional, regulatory or
structural studies [36,37]. One of the main obstacles in protein pro-
duction is that membrane protein overexpression in vivo is hampered
by their complex structure, hydrophobic transmembrane regions,

host toxicity, and the time consuming and low efficiency refolding
steps required. Recent developments of high-expression systems
may however provide insights into how large-scale AQP production
may be realized. These include E coli, Saccharomyces cerevisiae,
Pichia pastoris, and baculovirus/insect cell based systems, for a recent
review see [38].

E. coli expression methods providing milligram quantities of pro-
tein have been successfully employed to solve the X-ray structure
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Fig. 2. Stopped-flow characterization. (a): Schematics of stopped-flow measurement;
(b): Typical stopped-flow results for lipid vesicles with (i.e., proteoliposomes) and
without aquaporin incorporated (i.e., liposomes).

Fig. 3. Comparison water permeability of polymer vesicles with AqpZ (AqpZ-ABA)
or without AqpZ (ABA) to those of polymeric membranes. FO is a commercial forward
osmosis membrane; RO is a commercial reverse osmosis membrane, and EE-EO is a
polyethylethylenepolyethylene oxide diblock polymer. Permission for reprint of figure
will be obtained after the paper is accepted for publication.
Reproduced from Ref. [5].
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molecule consisting of CH2 and CH3 segments is hydropho-
bic. Fatty acids with very small chain lengths are miscible
with water because the hydrophilic COOH group outplays
the hydrophobic feature of the carbon backbone. However,
as the chain length increases, the solubility of both substan-
ces in each other decreases significantly due to the more pro-
nounced effect of the hydrophobic carbon backbone. In
order to use a solvent for directional solvent extraction pur-
pose, a balance among the solubility of solvent in water, the
solubility of water in solvent and the solubility of salt in sol-
vent must be met so that the solvent can effectively extract
water while leave as little as possible residue in the recov-
ered fresh water.

In this work, we carry out free energy calculations and
molecular dynamics simulations to demonstrate that deca-
noic acid [CH3(CH2)8COOH] has these directional features.
This atomistic modeling provides guidance of searching for
other directional solvents that could be used for DSE desali-
nation technology.

II. COMPUTATIONAL MODEL

In the present work, molecular dynamics simulations are
performed using GROMACS (Groningen machine for chem-
ical simulations).23 The optimized potential for liquid simu-
lation (OPLS)24 together with the TIP5P25 water potential
model is used to simulate the decanoic acid and water,
respectively. A cutoff of 0.9 nm for the van der Waals
(vdW) and short-range electrostatic interaction is used. For
the long-range electrostatic interactions, we used the fast
particle-mesh Ewald (PME) 26 method with a 0.12 nm spac-
ing for the fast-Fourier transformation (FFT) grid and a 6th-
order interpolation scheme. The bonds are constrained by the
parallel linear constraint solver (P-LINCS).27 A time step of
2 fs is used. More detailed descriptions of the simulation
setup and procedures for different cases are described in the
following sections.

III. FREE ENERGY CALCULATION

To characterize the solubility of materials in different
solvents, we calculate the free energy of salvation using the
thermodynamics integration (TI) with the coupling parame-
ter method. Details of this method can be found in different

sources such as Ref. 28. Here, a brief description of the TI
method is presented.

In the TI method, to calculate the free energy difference
between two states, the Hamiltonian of a system, H, is artifi-
cially changed through a coupling factor k using the soft-
core method.29 The free energy difference, DG1!2, can be
calculated using the coupling factor method:

DG1!2 ¼
ðk2

k1

@H kð Þ
@k

" #
dk: (1)

Since free energy is a state parameter which does not depend
on the path of state change, we can take any arbitrary route
to perform the integration.

The solvation free energy can be regarded as the work
required to extract a solute molecule from its bulk phase and
insert it into a solution. It can also be regarded as an energy
difference which indicates the relative stability between
states. The free energy can be calculated using a certain ther-
modynamic cycle. Figure 2 shows an example of such ther-
modynamic cycle which describes a decanoic acid molecule
dissolving in water. As depicted in Fig. 2, the dissolution of
a decanoic acid molecule in water is equivalent to the fol-
lowing three steps: (1) The decanoic acid molecule is
changed from the real entity to its dummy in vacuo (DG1);
(A “dummy” molecule is a fictitious molecule which has no
nonbonded interactions within itself and with its environ-
ment.) (2) The dummy decanoic acid is inserted into the
water solution (DG2); (3) The dummy decanoic acid recovers
the non-bonded interactions within itself and with the sur-
rounding water molecules in the solution (!DG3), changing
into its real state. Since the dummy decanoic acid does not
interact with the environment, putting a dummy molecule to
the solution does not require any work, meaning DG2 ¼ 0.
As a result, the solvation free energy is expressed as:

DGsolv ¼ DG1 ! DG3: (2)

FIG. 1. (Color online) Illustration of hydrogen bonds between water and
decanoic acid.

FIG. 2. (Color online) Thermodynamic cycle describing a decanoic acid
molecule dissolving in water. (DA¼decanoic acid)
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By calculating DG1 and !DG3 separately using Eq. (1)
through molecular dynamics simulations, the free energy of
salvation can be calculated.

In a GROMACS free energy calculation, changing a
molecule from its real entity to dummy is achieved by gradu-
ally switching off its nonbond interactions, including van der
Waals (vdW) and electrostatic interactions. This is done
through appropriate formulation of the k dependent non-
bonded interactions with k ¼ 0; 1 corresponding to the real
state and the dummy state, respectively (see Ref. 29 for
details of the k dependent Hamiltonian).

A number of discrete k points are chosen between 0 and
1, and @H kð Þ=@kh i is evaluated analytically in each molecu-
lar dynamics simulation with different k values. In each sim-
ulation, the simulation system is firstly equilibrated for 100
ps followed by a 25 ns production run where the derivative
@H kð Þ=@kh i is evaluated and time averaged. After collecting

all the derivatives at each k point, trapezoidal numerical inte-
grations are then performed to obtain the free energy differ-
ence according to Eq. (1). Due to the hydrogen bonds
between the solvent and solute, a very dense k point grid is
needed near k ¼ 0. In our calculations, 60–80 k points are
used for each free energy calculation. According to tests,
even denser k gridshave no improvement on the calculated
free energy. Errors are analyzed using block averaging. All
simulations are performed at 300 K.

The calculated values of solvation free energy depicted
in Fig. 3(a) show that a water molecule is more stable in a
decanoic acid solution (!8.46 Kcal=mol) than in its bulk
phase (!6.33 Kcal=mol), suggesting that water is likely to
dissolve into decanoic acid. However, as the concentration

of water in the acid increases, it becomes difficult for succes-
sive water molecules to dissolve as seen from the increasing
free energy values (4% water in acid: !7.44 Kcal=mol and
7% water in acid: !5.90 Kcal=mol). Such a trend will lead
to an equilibrium state in which a water molecule has the
same solvation free energy in bulk water as that in decanoic
acid. This equilibrium corresponds to the water solubility
limit in decanoic acid. We calculated solvation free energy
of a water molecule in decanoic acid with a series of water
concentrations [see Fig. 3(b)], and we predicted the water
solubility limit in decanoic acid at 300 K to be 5.3% [black
cross in Fig. 3(b)] through polynomial interpolation.

A water molecule in a saline solution (3.5% NaCl w=w)
has lower solvation free energy (!7.13 Kcal=mol) than in
pure water (!6.33 Kcal=mol) [see Fig. 3(a)] because of the
extra Columbic interactions among water molecules and salt
ions. As water diffuse into decanoic acid from the saline so-
lution, the salinity of the saline phase will increase, and a
water molecule will be more stable in the saline phase. Due
to the change of the relative stability of water in saline water
and in decanoic acid, water molecules from the saline phase
are expected to dissolve into decanoic acid until equilibrium
is attained when the free energy of water in saline solution
becomes equal to that of water in decanoic acid. To have
more water molecules dissolve into decanoic acid from the
saline water, additional energy is required. An increase in
temperature can supply this energy and allow further dissolu-
tion of water, and thus increase the solubility.

Another important feature of the directional solvent is
that there should be negligible residue in the recovered fresh
water. This feature requires the solvent not being able to

FIG. 3. (Color online) Solvation free
energy of (a) water in different solvents;
(b) water in decanoic acid solvent with
different water concentrations (circles—
calculated values; solid line - polynomial
fit; cross—interpolated water solubility
limit in DA); (c) decanoic acid in water
and decanoic acid; and (d) ions in water
and decanoic acid. [DA¼decanoic acid.
(a)—Ref. 36].
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sugarcane farms in the Komatipoort region and found an average
irrigation depth of 779mm. For these same farms the irrigation
depth according to remote sensing computations was 704mm,
hence a difference of less than 10%, that can be explained by the
fixed irrigation efficiency of 75%. Note that different periods were
considered, and that this is a qualitative check only. Jarmain et al.
(2012) collected flow measurements at different points during
the growing period, which is farm specific. Yet the results are
encouraging, especially when one considers that also the
evaporation estimations were in agreement with field observa-
tions. This increases the consistency of the entire spatial data set.

Banana and macadamia plantations are found in the Hazyview
area. Although the evaporation from these plantations is about the
same as from the sugarcane plantations the average irrigation
depth is lower because the area of Hazyview receivesmore rainfall.

3.3. Indirect withdrawals by forested areas

The forest area is split into two categories: natural forest
(199,065ha) called the forest/woodland class and commercial
forest plantations (371,931ha) or the plantation class. The spatial
variability of indirect withdrawals to forested areas is presented in
Fig. 9. The natural forests generally have a lower incremental
evaporation (Eincremental = 391mm/yr) than the afforested areas
(Eincremental = 433mm/yr). The tapping of deep soil water reserves is
confirmed by Clulowet al. (2011) in a study of the long term impact
of Acacia trees on the stream flow and the groundwater resources
in Kwazulu-Natal. In their study the observed groundwater level
dropped by one meter between the dry season of 2007 and
2008 although 2008 was a wetter year with 819mm of rainfall
compared to 689mm of rainfall in 2007. Deep roots can withdraw

water either direct from groundwater or by suction and capillary
rise. Due to deep unsaturated zones, trees can store water carried
over from above-average rainfall years.

3.4. Stream flow reduction by afforestation

The classical definition in South Africa of reduction of runoff is
expressed as a difference from the virgin conditions and not a
difference from rainfed E as discussed in the previous section. The
remote sensing estimates of the evaporation due to rainfall is
718mm/yr, and all extra evaporation above this threshold value is
attributed to indirect withdrawals. If the virgin conditions have a
lower natural evaporation than 718mm/yr, then the estimated
stream flow reduction activity should increase further.

The influence of afforestation on stream flow reduction from
the catchments can be determined by paired catchment studies
(e.g. Bosch and Hewlett, 1982; Smith and Scott, 1992; Brown et al.,
2005), or by measuring evaporation, and consequent runoff
reduction, using direct energy balance and other techniques
(Savage et al., 2004), which are mostly complex, expensive,
long term, and only provides localized catchment information.
According to Bosch andHewlett (1982) pinus and eucalyptus forest
types reducewater yield of a catchment by about 40mmper 10% of
land use change. This is amaximum reduction of 400mm if 100% of
the natural vegetation is replaced by forests. The incremental E of
Table 3 (that is not based on land use changes but on non-rainfed E)
suggest an average value of 392mm and 433mm for natural and
plantations respectively, being in harmony with the findings of
Bosch and Hewlett (1982).

Scott et al. (2000) in a re-analysis of the South African
catchment afforestation experimental data found that the peak

[(Fig._8)TD$FIG]

Fig. 8. Gross water withdrawal for the irrigated area around Komatipoort.
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Water Loss Analysis

(or SC) and then maximizing R*. Our chart can be employed
to estimate the maximum fog-collection efficiency and evaluate
the amount of collected water expected for a specific mesh
surface if the characteristic wind speed of the fog (v0), liquid
water content, total mesh area, and collection time are known.
It is clear from Figure 2c that a Raschel mesh is far from the

optimal mesh design for high fog-collection rates. The
efficiency of a square-planar mesh can be increased to about
5.5% by optimizing the effective mesh opening D* using
multiple overlapping layers of meshes, for example. However,
for a given value of rfog, further gains in efficiency are possible
only by using meshes with smaller wire radii R (to achieve
higher values of R*).

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The theoretical collection efficiency anticipated from this
design framework for meshes can be adversely affected in
actual performance by two issues that depend on the surface
wettability: (i) convective loss of deposited droplets (or re-
entrainment), as shown schematically in Figure 3a, and (ii)
clogging of the mesh with pinned droplets that modifies the
local aerodynamics (Figures 3b and S2).
Re-entrainment arises from the aerodynamically-induced

detachment of deposited water droplets back into the air
stream before they can reach the critical volume at which
gravitational drainage dominates. As the small deposited water
droplets coalesce, the growing droplets are influenced by the
competition between aerodynamic drag forces (Fdrag) and
surface adhesion forces (Fadhesion).

28−30 When the drag force
overwhelms the adhesion force, the droplets are re-entrained in
the fog flow, leading to a decrease in the fog collection
efficiency (Figure 3a).

In Figure 3b, we identify a second problem that occurs on a
mesh when the deposited liquid volume becomes large. In the
clogging region, the hysteretic wetting force pinning a droplet
in the interstices of the mesh exceeds the gravitational draining
force when the deposited water droplet size is less than a critical
volume. The void area between mesh elements can thus
become occluded by these pinned (nondraining) drops,
depending on the spacing of the individual fibers that form
the porous mesh structure. Such clogged parts of the mesh are
impermeable and deflect the local air flow, significantly
hampering the overall fog-harvesting ability of the grid. The
effective void fraction of the porous mesh approaches zero (or
Deffective* → 1) as the mesh becomes increasingly clogged and
the aerodynamic collection then becomes zero.
To overcome these two challenges and to design fog-

collection mesh surfaces with high efficiency in practice, we
consider the two critical water drop radii, denoted re and rc in
Figure 3c,d, that control these phenomena and how they vary
with the physico-chemical surface properties of the meshes. In
Figure 3c, the right-most shaded region represents the range of
parameter space where the aerodynamic drag force (which
grows as Fdrag ≃ ρairv0

2rdrop
2) exceeds the adhesion force (which

grows as Fadhesion ≃ γLV(1 + cos θrec)rdrop). Droplet re-
entrainment is expected in this region when the drag force
Fdrag > Fadhesion. A detailed force balance (derivation in
Supporting Information) on a spherical cap gives a critical
droplet radius at which these two forces balance each other

πγ θ θ
ρ θ θ θ

≃
+

−
r

v C
4 sin (1 cos )

( sin cos )e
LV

2
rec

air 0
2

D (2)

where γLV is the surface tension of water, θ = (θadv + θrec)/2 is
the mean contact angle of the droplet on the surface, and θadv
and θrec are the advancing contact angle and receding contact

Figure 3. Two factors that reduce the collection efficiency and the surface-modification design space that depicts the relative resistance to re-
entrainment and drainage. These factors affecting fog harvesting and reducing the collection efficiency are (a) the re-entrainment of collected
droplets in the wind and (b) blockage of the mesh. (c) Plot identifying the range of droplet sizes where the forces of adhesion dominate the drag
forces and establish a criterion for a threshold droplet size for re-entrainment. (d) Second constraint arising from comparing the weight of the
droplet with the surface pinning force arising from contact angle hysteresis. The threshold size where gravity dominates hysteretic pinning can be
decreased by minimizing CAH = cos θrec − cos θadv.

Langmuir Article

dx.doi.org/10.1021/la402409f | Langmuir 2013, 29, 13269−1327713272
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Focus on Membrane distillation 

COST-WssTP Joint Strategic Conference – april, 2013 

Like any distillation-
based technique, MD 
requires that the latent 
heat of vaporization be 
supplied to achieve the 
phase  change.

Part of the water evaporates and 
passes through the porous 
membrane as vapor before 
condensing.

The latent heat of 
condensation can 
be recovered 
internally to 
enhance the 
overall heat 
efficiency.

Operating pressure: 1-1,5 bar
No pressure drop across the 
membrane (*)

Operating pressure: 1-1,5 bar
No pressure drop across the 
membrane (*)

Membrane Distillation (MD) is a thermal-driven, membrane 
process that permeates water vapor and rejects other non-
volatile constituents. 

Note: ⋆) LEP = Liquid Entry Pressure
NB: Usual membrane materials include PP, PVDF, PTFE (Teflon) or PDVF-PTFE composite. Ceramic membranes and carbon nanotube membranes are 
also used but to a lesser extent than polymeric membranes.

Vapor

Vapor flux

Tf

Ti

Saline 
feed

Conduction

Conduction

Conduction
Membrane wetting:

Foulant deposits, organics or 
surfactants can lower the surface 
tension and/or reduce the 
hydrophobicity of the membrane 
via adsorption and lead to 
membrane wetting.

Hydrophobic property: 
Water is held back by surface 
tension as the hot fluid forms a 
meniscus on the small pores, 
provided the pressure is kept 
below the LEP(*). 

Volatile compounds: 
Non-volatile compounds cannot enter the 
membrane but low-boiling volatile 
compounds pass through the membrane. 

Temperature polarization: The 
thermal boundary layer on both 
sides of the membrane reduces 
the temperature difference 
between the hot feed side and the 
condensing side, resulting in a 
suboptimal mass transfer.

Sensible heat loss: 
Thermal conductivity through the 
membrane causes heat loss.

Flux loss: 
Vapor diffusion is limited by the resistance 
of air within the pores of the membrane 
and by the membrane’s tortuosity, which 
increases the diffusion length.

Water vapor has a very short diffusion length (50-
100 µm) inside the membrane, thus enabling the 
use of a low-temperature heat source (50-80°C).

Hydrophobic microporous membrane

Vapor

Vapor flux

Tf

Ti

Saline 
feed

Conduction

Conduction

Conduction

Vapor

Vapor flux

Tf

Ti

Saline 
feed

Conduction

Conduction

Conduction
Membrane wetting:

Foulant deposits, organics or 
surfactants can lower the surface 
tension and/or reduce the 
hydrophobicity of the membrane 
via adsorption and lead to 
membrane wetting.

Hydrophobic property: 
Water is held back by surface 
tension as the hot fluid forms a 
meniscus on the small pores, 
provided the pressure is kept 
below the LEP(*). 

Volatile compounds: 
Non-volatile compounds cannot enter the 
membrane but low-boiling volatile 
compounds pass through the membrane. 

Temperature polarization: The 
thermal boundary layer on both 
sides of the membrane reduces 
the temperature difference 
between the hot feed side and the 
condensing side, resulting in a 
suboptimal mass transfer.

Sensible heat loss: 
Thermal conductivity through the 
membrane causes heat loss.

Flux loss: 
Vapor diffusion is limited by the resistance 
of air within the pores of the membrane 
and by the membrane’s tortuosity, which 
increases the diffusion length.

Water vapor has a very short diffusion length (50-
100 µm) inside the membrane, thus enabling the 
use of a low-temperature heat source (50-80°C).

Hydrophobic microporous membrane

The use of thin, microporous 
non-wettable (i.e. hydrophobic) 
membranes allows for the 
selective permeation of vapor at 
low temperature. 

Membrane Distillation
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Conservation: “Use Less”

1960 USPS

https://http://www.sacbee.com/news/state/california/water-and-
drought/article18303734.html

http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/irrigation_and_disease_d
evelopment_in_michigan_vegetables

http://www.americanstandard-‐us.com/urinals/flowise-‐flush-‐free-‐
waterless-‐urinal-‐large/
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Water Efficiency: “Use Different”

● Develop techniques that preserve the value of water 
while using less.

http://www.seriouseats.com/2010/05/how-to-c ook- pasta-s alt-water-boil ing-tips-the-food-lab.html
http://www.engineering.com/DesignerEdge/DesignerE dgeArticles/ArticleID/7163/Dry-Bath-Gel--Less-Water-B etter-Hygiene-for-S outh-Afric a.aspx
https://www.headboy.org/drybath/?v=7516fd43adaa
http://www.xeroscleaning.com/

Low water laundry Optimized Cooking Optimized Bathing

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved.



Outline

● Current state of water
● Current water supply cost
● Opportunities
● Opportunities for solar and desalination

© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved.



Solar Opportunities for Desalination

● Issue: Low solar capacity factor.
● Strategies:

● Pair with dispatchable (decouple).
● Locate where no existing infrastructure and high 

transport costs.

27© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved.

b. Specific energy requirements
c. Characteristics

5. Economic feasibility:
a. Financing
b. Capital costs
c. Operating costs

6. Environment:
a. Brine disposal
b. Use of chemicals

Consideration factors are discussed in detail by Adrianne et al.
[97].

6. Desalination cost estimations

Estimating the capital and production costs of desalination
systems is very difficult due to following reasons: Variable energy,
material and labor costs by geographic areas, the type of
desalination process/design/size, salinity of feed water source
and financing packages [6]. Many researchers have presented
actual capital and operating costs for different desalination
systems in many parts of the world. Expressing the desalination
costs in a common currency provides a reference to the allowable
costs in plant construction and operation for a given desalination
capacity. Desalination cost per unit produced water for different
desalination processes coupled with renewable energy sources and
different feed sources are summarized in Table 9. Capital
investment and desalination costs for different desalination
processes powered by conventional energy in the capacity range

of 200–40,000 m3/day are presented in Table 10. The high range of
desalination cost is due to the fact that the small-scale applications
powered by renewable energies as well as conventional energies
require high capital costs [98–100]. The capital costs as well as
operation and maintenance costs can be reduced if a hybrid energy
source comprising both fossil fuel energy and renewable energy is
considered [101]. Such hybrid energy source can reduce the
production cost of desalinated water along with lower emissions of
CO2 and lower electricity consumptions [100]. Though renewable
energy sources are attractive solutions to combat the effect of
greenhouse gases released from fossil fuels, their applications are
limited by source nature, capital costs and design problems [102].
A breakdown of desalination processes driven by renewable
energy sources worldwide is as follows: reverse-osmosis 62%,
electrodialysis 5%, MSF 10%, MED 10% VC 5% and others 4%, out of
which 43% of the desalination processes are powered by solar PV
energy, 27% by solar thermal, 20% by wind and10% by hybrid
combinations. Thus, one can conclude that PV and wind energy
sources in combination with RO and VC are suitable for
desalination applications. Although photovoltaic energy and wind
energy are promising alternative energy sources to power
desalination processes, the high cost of photovoltaic modules
and the intermittent/unpredictable nature of wind energy are the
main barriers for their applications. For desalination processes
powered by renewable energy sources with capacities in the range
2–24 m3, the desalination cost could vary between 1.5 and 18.75 $/
m3. For instance: solar collectors, when used for small-scale
applications, the desalination cost can be as high as 4.3–10 $/m3

[98]. Based on the above, renewable energy applications for very

Table 9
Desalinated water costs for various combinations of desalination processes powered by renewable energy sources [98,103].

Table 10
Investment and production costs for desalination processes with capacities in the range 200–40,000 m3/day [104,105].

Desalination
process

Capacity (m3/day)

200 600 1200 2000 3000 20,000 30,000–40,000

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

Cost/
unit
($/m3)

Investment
(M$)

MVC 3.8 0.75 2.65 1.7 2.25 3.2
3.22 1.58

RO 3.25 0.5 2.35 1.1 2.15 2 2 3 1.85 4.2

MED 1.6 2.3 0.825 3.25 0.65 4.85 1.24 35 1.31 67
1.08 70

MED–TVC 3.3 0.5 2.25 1 1.85 1.65 1.8 2.5 1.7 3.3 1.55 35

V.G. Gude et al. / Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 14 (2010) 2641–26542650

Gude, V. G., Nirmalakhandan, N., Deng, S., Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 14, 2641 (2010). http://www.greenpeace.org/india/Global/in
dia/report/2011/Taking	  Charge.pdf

http://moerkwater.com/s
olutions/
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Efficiency for various systems and salinities 

BWRO 
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Legend:                                                        
FO  1  FO-RO pilot 

 2  FO-RO model 
 3  Dilution pilot (non-regenerating 
 4  Thermal draw regen. pilot 

Thermal 1  MVC (typical SW) 
 2  TVC-MED (typical SW) 
 3  MSF, Shuweihat, Saudi Arabia 
 4  MVC, Barnett Shale, USA 
 5  MVC model 

SWRO  1  Skikda, Algeria 
 2  Tampa Bay, USA 
 3  Hadera, Israel 

BWRO  1  Wadi Ma'in, Jordan 
 2  El Paso, USA 

EDR  1  Melville, Canada 
 2  Yuma, USA 
 3  Foss Reservoir, USA 
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E.W. Tow, R. K. McGovern, J.H. Lienhard V, Desalination, 366, 71 (2015).

Solar and Desalination- Technology Choice

● Photovoltaic or thermal
● Photovoltaic + RO à Efficiency?
● Thermal à Reliability, maintainability, scaling 

Cost?

28

http://www.steelbuildings.in/mobile-‐solar-‐ro-‐
plants-‐1154169.html

http://www.juliustangka.org/

Image:	  NASA	  photograph	  of	   Kili atoll.	  
Spectra	  Watermakers,	  San	  Rafael,	  CA.
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Summary

● United States experiencing man-made water shortages.
● Large sections of society and economy at risk.
● Modern desalination as efficient as conveyance.

● More predictable than natural sources.

● Multiple water strategies required to stabilize supply.
● Could be done while maintaining quality of life.

● This is a solvable problem!

29© 2016 Jeremy A Theil, All Rights Reserved.
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Energy-Water Relationships Today (Nexus)

U.S. Department of Energy, “The Water-Energy Nexus: Challenges and Opportunities” (2014).
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