
 

Rocket-fueled bacteria clean up waste

October 26 2005

Bacteria that make rocket fuel as part of their metabolism are making
sewage treatment less expensive and kinder to the environment, British
researchers say.

The microbes, whose biology is baffling scientists, have also helped
solve a long-standing mystery about the world's oceans, scientists
reported in this week's issue of the journal Nature.

The bacteria, provisionally called "Brocadia anammoxidans," were
discovered in a yeast plant in the Netherlands in the late 1990s. They
consume ammonia and convert it into nitrogen gas, producing hydrazine,
or rocket fuel, as part of the process known as the anammox reaction.

Although researchers are puzzled as to how the bacteria manage to
contain the explosive compound, scientists have already put them to
work breaking down the ammonia-rich waste from sewage and industrial
effluent.

Nature reports the new anammox treatment plants consume less fuel and
cause less pollution than conventional ones and might soon become
commonplace around the world.
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