
Odour analysis from the Christchurch Wastewater Treatment Plant 

Air was sampled from locations across the plant and immediate neighbourhood on 28 April 2022. 

The highest levels of gases were detected at the top of the digesters which remove solid material 

from the wastewater stream. They are operating as normal. 

Next highest levels detected were adjacent to the oxidation pond inlet. 

No significant levels were detected from the trickling filters. This was not unexpected as odour from 

these tanks is intermittent and occurs following rainfall which dampens remaining organic material 

that continues decompose until the moisture level reduces. Further sampling will take place 

following future rain events. 

The tables of results for the gas analysis are in parts per billion. As its name suggests this is a very 

small unit of measurement. The reasons for this which are – 

 It indicates at what a low level that some of the compounds that are responsible for the 
smell can be detected. 

 How sensitive that modern analysis equipment is. 

 Monitoring at this level has enable the identification of some compounds at very low levels. 
 

In our text we have continued to refer to parts per million as most people are familiar with this term. 

The numbers have been adjusted accordingly. 

Gases which were detected at significant levels on that day were  - 

 Hydrogen sulphide 

This is generated when the wastewater is anaerobic, that is, there is not enough oxygen. Commonly 

called sewer gas or swamp gas and familiar to New Zealanders in geothermal regions. Smells like 

rotting eggs or Rotorua. Typical level at which it can be detected as an odour is 1 part per million 

Highest levels off the digester roof – 5 parts per million 

Next highest from the ponds – 0.5 parts per million 

The hydrogen sulphide odours at the digester roof were 5 times the odour threshold. From this 

location it is dispersed into the air and rapidly diluted. The digesters were not affected by the fire 

and are operating as they always have. 

Hydrogen sulphide from the ponds is at half the odour threshold. 

Methyl mercaptan 

A compound formed where organic material breaks down under anaerobic conditions – lack of 

oxygen. Smells like rotting cabbage. It can be smelt at very low levels and for this reason it is added 

to LPG to assist in detection of leaks. It can be smelt at levels as low as 0.002 parts per million. 

It was detected only at the pond inlet at a level of .1ppm which is above the level at which it can be 

smelt. 

Styrene and Xylene 

These pungent compounds are produced by burning and their presence was detected at the plant 

and in the surrounding neighbourhood. 



Methane 

This gas was detected at most locations. Its presence indicates that decomposition without oxygen is 

taking place and though it has no smell it does indicate the possibility of other more smelly 

compounds being produced as set out above. It was detected in much higher levels than other 

compounds but the recorded levels are well below any risk of combustion.  

 

Further sampling 

Council will now continue to carry out further monitoring on a weekly basis so that it can use this 

information to identify strategies to reduce odours emanating from the plant. The monitoring will be 

taking place on a weekly basis and be timed to take into account both weather conditions and at 

times when odour complaints are being received from the community. 



 



 



 


