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ABSTRACT

Ultrafiltration (UF) has been recognized as a highly attractive technique for the treatment of stable
oil-in-water emulsions. This technique has proved to be more effective then conventional meth-
ods since it may produce a water phase of higher quality and an oil phase which can be recycled.
However, low permeate fluxes due to membrane fouling still represent one of the main limitations
for its extensive application. The aim of this paper is to further contribute to the investigations of
mass transfer characteristics during UF of oil-in-water emulsions. The performance of a polymeric
(polyaryletherketone) membrane and a ceramic (zirconia) membrane were compared under differ-
ent parameters of the UF process. The permeate recirculation experiment showed that the ceramic
membrane is sensitive to oil penetration at lower cross-flow velocities and higher transmembrane
pressures. The optimal performance for the ceramic membrane was obtained at a lower feed flow
rate and transmembrane pressure compared to the optimal values for the polymeric membrane.
The comparison experiments with volumetric concentration of the feed were carried out at optimal
operation conditions for each of the membranes in order to maximise their performance. While the
polymeric membrane showed expected oil rejection variation consistent with surface layer forma-
tion, the ceramic membrane showed poor oil rejection at the beginning of the operation. Further
investigations need to show if the poor initial oil rejection of the ceramic membrane can be reduced
without losing proved advantages of ceramic membranes over polymeric membranes.
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