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Chapter 9 
 

Process design of reverse 
osmosis systems

Sergio G. Salinas-Rodríguez, Maria D. Kennedy, Jan C. Schippers

The learning objectives of this chapter are the following: 

•	 To apply the principles of membrane filtration in the process design of a seawater 
reverse osmosis system

•	 Calculate the number of RO elements, number of pressure vessels, capacity of 
the high-pressure pump, membrane permeability coefficients for salt and water, 
permeate flow, feed flow, concentrate flow, permeate of the quality with and 
without the flux effect, verify the concentration polarization factor, cross-flow 
velocity of the water inside the membranes, and energy consumption with and 
without an energy recovery device

9.1	 INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the manual calculations described in this chapter is to apply the basic 
equations governing reverse osmosis (RO) systems described in chapter 2. This process 
design considers the total dissolved solids (TDS) concentration of the seawater. The focus 
of this process design is the design of the RO system and not the need for or the type of 
pre-treatment. The steps described in this chapter are such that they can easily be converted 
in a calculation sheet with the help of software such as MS Excel. By following a step-wise 
procedure, the design of RO units does not remain a black box and can help to further 
understand the design methodology applied by commercial software.
The reader could at the end of the manual design followed in this chapter, compare the 
results with the ones of computer software for the same design parameters. 

Most manufacturers of RO membranes, like Hydranautics (IMS Design), DOW (Wave), 
Toray, Suez (Winflows) and several others have available design software, enabling to make 
design projections for their membranes and systems in a quick manner. Figure 1 shows 
some examples of the available commercial software which in general are free to use.
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244 Seawater Reverse Osmosis Desalination

9.1.1	 Basic data
Before we can start with the design of the RO units, we need to know the design capacity of 
the plant, the type and TDS of the feedwater, and the water temperature. For seawater RO, 
the recovery ranges in practice between 40 to 50 %. The design information is presented in 
Table 1.

Table 1	 Information for the design of the RO units

Source water Seawater

Capacity of the plant Qp plant = 45 m3/h

Salt concentration (feed) Cf = 35,030 mg/L

Total recovery (plant) R = 40 %

Temperature of the water T = 25 °C

Figure 1	 Examples of computer programmes for the design of RO membrane systems

Pre-treatment: Considering that we will make the process design of the RO, there is no need 
to indicate the type of pretreatment. Pre-treatment is discussed in chapter 3. 

Ion composition: Note that we do not specify the ion composition in the feedwater but 
only the salinity of the seawater, expressed as TDS of the feed water. Commercial softwares 
allow the input of anions and cations present in the water and they use this information for 
calculating specific rejections per ion type by the RO membranes.

Recovery: In brackish water RO (BWRO), the scaling potential determines the maximum 
recovery. In seawater RO (SWRO), the osmotic pressure determines the maximum 
recovery. 
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246 Seawater Reverse Osmosis Desalination

Table 3	 Basic properties of the selected RO element and selected number of elements per pressure 
vessel

Manufacturer Hydranautics

Type SWC4 MAX

Membrane area per element Ae = 40.9 m2

Salt rejection SR = 99.8%

Elements per vessel #elem / PV = 6 [-]

Each RO element manufacturer provides an element specification sheet (ESS) for each type 
of membranes they have available. The information in the ESS will be later used to verify 
maximum flows per element, calculate the permeability coefficient for water and for salt, 
etc.

The information from the EES that will be used in the following steps is marked by an 
arrow. The standard testing conditions reported in the EES will be later used to calculated 
the permeability coefficients for salt and water.

Spiral wound elements are placed in pressure vessels (1 m to 8 m in length). In large plants 
6 to 8 elements of 1 m length are placed in one vessel. In small units 1 to 4 elements of 1 m 
length are placed in vessel, in one vessel.

Total number of elements in one stage follows from: Ne = A/Ae, where A = Qp / J.

Where:	 Ne = number of elements; A = total required membrane area; Ae = membrane area 
per element (35 m2); Qp = permeate flow/capacity; J = Average flux in the stage.

Example 1– Number of membrane elements 
A sea water plant is producing 1,000 m3/h. Spiral wound elements of 1 m length are placed 
in vessels of 6 m in length. Surface membrane is 35 m2. Average flux of the membranes is 
about 14 L/m2h
Questions: How many elements are in the plant? How many vessels are installed?

Answers:
Number of elements, Ne = Plant capacity / (Surface area per element · flux) 
Ne = 1,000 / (35 · 14 · 10-3) =  2040 elements
Number of vessels = number of elements / number of elements per vessel 
Nvessels = 2040 / 6 = 340 vessels 
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Figure 3	 Element speci�cation sheet of the SWC4 MAX RO element selected for the design  
(www.membranes.com [accessed 05 Dec 2018])

9.2	 DESIGN GUIDELINES

Most of the RO manufacturers have their own design guidelines considering the many years 
of experience, the properties of their membranes, etc. In Table 4 a summary of the design 
recommendations is presented for three membrane manufacturers, namely: DuPont, Toray 
and Hydranautics.

SWC4 MAX

{Standard ‘s’ test conditions
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Feed flow of the plant Qf plant = 112.5 m3/h R = Qp / Qf

Concentrate flow of the plant Qc plant = 67.5 m3/h Qc = Qfc - Qp

Concentrate concentration Cc = 58,336 mg/L Cc = Cf  [1 - R  (1 - SR)] / (1 - R)

Avg feed-conc. concentration Cfc = 46,683 mg/L Cfc = (Cfc + Cc) / 2

Permeate concentrationw Cp = 93.37 mg/L Cp = Cfc  (1 - SR)

NB. The formula: Cc = Cf / (1 - R) assumes SR = 100 %. Not used in this design. Differences 
in the final results are not significant.

Summarising the calculations for the whole plant, we have:

Figure 4	 Flows and preliminary calculated concentrations in the RO plant

9.3.2	 Step 2 - Calculation number of elements and pressure vessels
We need to select an average design flux. The selection can be based from practice or from 
design limits suggested by RO membrane manufacturers as presented in Table 4 and 
Table 5. 

The flux which can be achieved in a RO plant is governed by the fouling potential of the feed 
water. The higher the flux the higher the rate of fouling of the membranes. A high fouling 
rate results in the need for frequent cleaning of the membranes with chemical cleaning 
solutions. 

Table 5	 Recommended RO operating �ux ranges as function of water type  
(Nitto Hydranautics, 2020)

Feed water J, L/m2.h

Sea/ Surface water 14 – 24

Well water 24 – 31

RO permeate 34 – 51

Flux has to be chosen, based on the expected fouling potential feed water. RO plant operators 
are not in favour of frequent cleaning because: 
•	 cleaning takes time. Long down time e.g., at least 8 hours.
•	 risk of damaging membranes
•	 requires careful acting and a lot of attention  
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250 Seawater Reverse Osmosis Desalination

Assuming average design flux Javg =  15 L/m2.h

Flow per element Qe = 0.61 m3/h Qe = Javg / Ae

Nr of elements required in the plant Ne = 73.5 #elements = Qplant / Qe

Nr of pressure vessels in the plant Npv = 12.25 #PV = #elem / #elem/PV

              12 Round up digits

Total number of elements Ne = 72 #elements = #PV · #elem/PV

Flux check:  Javg = 15.3 L/m2.h Javg = Qplant / (#elements · Ae)

             OK (Jcalc - Jassumed) < 0.5 ; “OK”; “not OK”

Flow per element check: Qe = 0.63 m3/h Qe = Javg / Ae  (NB. Considers the new total 
# of elements, i.e., 72)

Feed, permeate, and concentrate flow per pressure vessel

Feed flow per pressure vessel Qfeed PV = 9.38 m3/h Qfeed PV = Qfeed plant / #PV

Permeate flow per pressure vessel Qperm PV = 3.75 m3/h Qperm PV = R · Qfeed PV

Concentrate flow per pressure vessel Qconc PV = 5.63 m3/h Qconc PV = Qfeed PV - Qperm PV

Check maximum feed flow in first element

Max. feed flow per element Qmax = 17 m3/h (from element specification sheet, application data)

 then, OK Qfeed PV < Qmax ; “OK” ; “not Ok”

NB. This is to avoid membrane damage

Figure 5	 Flows per pressure vessel

9.3.3	 Step 3 - Membrane permeability coefficients for water and salt

9.3.3.1	 Calculation of membrane permeability coefficient for water (Kw)
Kw is not directly available from manufactures information. So, Kw has to be calculated from 
test results under standard conditions.

Results at standard conditions (subscript “s” below) are usually made available by membrane 
manufacturers (see element specification sheet).

We will follow the following steps for the calculation of Kw:
1.	 Q = NDP × Kw × A
2.	 NDP = Pfeed - ∆P/2 - ∆πavg - Pperm
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3.	 Pfeed from element specification sheet (Pfs)
4.	 Pressure loss per element, ∆Pe = 0.2 bar
5.	 Re = 10 %
6.	 ∆avg = (∆πfeed + ∆πconc) / 2 
7.	 Standard conditions “s”
8.	 Cconc s = Cfeed s / (1 - Re)
9.	 Osmotic pressure: 1,000 mg/L ~ 0.8 bar
10.	 Nominal capacity (permeate flow) of element = Qs (element specification sheet)
11.	 Js = Qs / Ae
12.	 Membrane permeability: Kw = Qs / (NDP × Ae)
13.	 Membrane productivity = Kw · Ae 

Ts = 25 °C (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Pfs = 5.5 MPa (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Pfs  = 55 bar

∆pe = 0.2 bar Assumed head loss per element

Cfs  = 32,000 mg/L (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Re = 10 % (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Ccs = 35,548 mg/L Ccs = Cfs · [1 - Re  (1 - SR)] / (1 - Re)

1,000 mg/L = 0.8 bar Equivalence for osmotic pressure, rule of thumb

πfs = 25.6 bar πfs = Cfs · (0.8/1000)

πcs = 28.4 bar πcs = Ccs · (0.8/1000)

πfc s = 27.0 bar πfc s  = (πfs + πcs) / 2

πp s = 0.270 bar πp s = 0.01πfc s [For Brackish water: 0.05πfc ]

∆πavg s = 26.7 bar ∆πavg s = (πfc s - πp s)

Pps = 0 bar

NDPs = 28.2 bar NDPs = Pfs - �Pe/2 - ��avg s - Pps

Nominal capacity:

Qws = 27.3 m3/d (from element specification sheet, performance)

1.14 m3/h

Flux under standard conditions:

Jws = 27.9 L/m2 · h Jws = Qws / Ae

Kw 25°C = 0.00099 m3/m2 · bar · h Kw = Jws / NDPs 

0.99 L/m2 · bar · h

Membrane productivity:

Kw 25  Ae = 0.040 m3/ba · h

Remark: Temperature has an effect on Kw. The higher the temperature the higher the 
permeability (It is about 3 % per C). 
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252 Seawater Reverse Osmosis Desalination

Kw is linked with the viscosity of water; as a consequence, the higher the temperature, the 
lower the required pressure to maintain a certain flux (and capacity).

9.3.3.2	 Calculation of membrane permeability coefficient for salt (Ks)
We will use the following formula: 	 Cp = (Cfc  Ks) / J
Steps for calculating the membrane permeability for salt Ks:

1.	 Standard conditions “s” 
2.	 JS from step 2
3.	 from element specification sheet: Cfs, Re, SR
4.	 CConc S = Cfeed S / (1-Re)
5.	 Cfc = (Cfeed + Cconc) / 2
6.	 CP = Cfc · (1 - SR)
7.	 CP = (Cfc · Ks) / J
8.	 Ks = CP × J / Cfc

Remarks:
-	 Water can pass a membrane; salts as well, however, at a much lower rate. Transport of 

salts through RO membranes is due to diffusion (Js = (Cf – Cp) · Ks).
-	 We need Ks to calculate the permeate concentration as function of flux (Step 6b). 
	 (Cp = Js / Jw = [(Cf - Cp) · Ks] / Jw, but Cp << Cf, then: Cp ≈ (Cf · Ks ) / Jw)
-	 Ks is not directly available from manufacturers’ information. So, Ks has to be calculated 

from test results under standard conditions.

Ts = 25 °C (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Cfs = 32,000 mg/L (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Re = 10% (from element specification sheet, test conditions)

Ccs = 35,548 mg/L Ccs = Cfs · [1 - Re (1 - SR)] / (1 - Re)

Cfcs = 33,774 mg/L Cfcs = (Cfs + Ccs) / 2

SR = 99.8% (from element specification sheet, performance)

Cps = 67.5 mg/L Cps = Cfcs · (1 - SR)

Nominal flow:

Qws = 27.3 m3/d (from element specification sheet, performance)

1.14 m3/h

Flux under standard conditions:

Js = 27.9 L/m2 · h Js = Qws / Ae

Now, we can calculate, Ks = Js (Cps / Cfcs)

Ks 25 °C = 0.056 L/m2.h
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Comments:
-	 Ks is independent of applied pressure. 
-	 Ks is dependent of water temperature; the higher the temperature the higher the salt 

passage.
-	 Different ions have different Ks values, so, the rejection (SR) is different.
-	 In general, SR: Mg2+ > Ca2+ > Na+ and SO4

2- > Cl-. So, calculations should be done for 
different ions, which makes the whole set of calculations very complicated. Moreover, Ks 
values for other ions are hardly available.

-	 High salt rejection (low Ks) combines with low Kw value (due to smaller pores) e.g., 
Seawater: Ks = 0.08 L/m2.h and Kw = 1 L/m2.h, while for brackish water, Ks = 1.1 L/m2.h 
and Kw = 5 L/m2.h.

-	 The larger the pores, the larger the permeability for salt and water.

9.3.4	 Step 4 - Preliminary calculation of feed pressure
The required feed pressure (Pf) depends on the average (chosen) flux (Jw), the permeability 
(Kw) of the RO membrane (selected), the osmotic pressure (π); the pressure loss in the feed/
concentrate channel ΔP.  

	 Jw = (Pf – π) · Kw = net driving pressure · permeability
or
	 Pf = Jw / Kw + π = flux / permeability + osmostic pressure

Salinity, governs together with recovery, the osmotic pressure.
	 C = Cf / (1 - R)

The feed pressure, Pf, should overcome all the resistances present in the system to diffuse 
salts and overcome the osmotic pressure. The net driving pressure, is the effective pressure 
to push water only.

The chosen flux dictates the required Net driving pressure (NDP) according to the formula:
J = NDP × Kw 

However, the flux in the RO elements in a system depends on the position of the element 
inside the pressure vessel, because the NDP depends on pressure losses and osmotic 
pressure. Even in one element the NDP is not constant, which is clearly shown in the 
following formula.

	 NDP = Pf – ΔP – Δπ – Pp

Where: NDP = average net driving pressure; Pf = feed pressure; ΔP = head loss across one 
element (~ 0.2 bar); Δπavg = average difference osmotic pressure: feed – permeate; Pp = 
product pressure.
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The step to estimate the feed pressure in the RO system, are the following:
1.	 J = Qperm plant/Amem plant
2.	 Qe = Qperm plant/Nelements
3.	 NDP = J / Kw
4.	 For a pressure vessel:
5.	 Cconc = Cfeed / (1-R)
6.	 Osmotic pressure: 1,000 mg/L ~ 0.8 bar
7.	 ∆P = 0.2 bar
8.	 Pfeed = NDP + ∆P/2 + ∆avg + Pperm

Average flux per element Javg = 15.3 L/m2.h Javg = Qplant / (#elements · Ae)

Flow per element Qe = 0.625 m3/h Qe = Qplant / #elements (or: Qe = Javg · Ae)

NDP = 15.5 bar NDP = Javg / Kw

For a pressure vessel Cf = 5,030 mg/L TDS of feed water (data)

R = 40 % Plant design recovery

Cc = 58,336 mg/L Cc = Cf · [1 - R · (1 - SR)] / (1 - R)

0.8 bar 1,000 mg/L = 0.8 bar. Equivalence for 
osmotic pressure, rule of thumb.

πf = 28.0 bar πf = Cf  (0.8 / 1000)

πc = 46.7 bar πc = Cc  (0.8 / 1000)

πfc = 37.3 bar πfc = (πf + πc) / 2

πp = 0.373 bar πp = 0.01 πfc 

∆πavg = 37.0 bar ∆πavg = (πfc - πp)

Head loss per element ∆pe = 0.2 bar Assumed head loss per element

Head loss per pressure vessel ∆pPV = 1.2 bar ∆pPV = ∆pe · #elements 

Pressure in permeate Pp = 0.0 bar Negligible 

Estimated feed pressure Pf = 53.0 bar Pf = NDP + ∆PPV/2 + ∆πavg + Pp

say: 54 bar round up

9.3.5	 Step 5 - Calculations of flows, recovery, and concentration polarization factor for 
each element

We will calculate the flow and recovery for each element in a pressure vessel, as illustrated 
in Figure 6. 

Figure 6	 Schematic of the �ow streams inside a RO pressure vessel with 6 elements in series 
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The results so far of the previous design steps can be displayed as follow:

Figure 7	 Flow and recovery per element along the pressure vessel

As can be observed in Figure 7, the recovery per element and permeate flow per element are 
not uniform in a pressure vessel. The front element produces more than three times that the 
last element in the pressure vessel. The recovery of the first element is 10.6 % while the last 
element has a recovery of 5.6 %.

Figure 8	 Pressure and osmotic pressure per element along the pressure vessel

The net driving pressure decreases along the pressure vessel as illustrated in Figure 8. The 
net driving pressure is calculated from the feed pressure, minus the head losses per element, 
minus the increasing osmotic pressure (due to the salt rejection by the RO membranes). 
The first element has an NDP of 24.5 bar while the last element has an NDP of 7.5 bar which 
results in a flux of 24.3 L/m2/h for the first element and 7.4 L/m2/h for the last element 
(see Figure 9).
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In sea water RO systems, the concentration polarization will decrease with increasing 
recovery. Reason is that the flux is dropping dramatically with increasing recovery.

9.3.6	 Step 6 - Calculations of permeate quality

9.3.6.1	 Assuming a constant salt rejection (no flux effect)
We will calculate the permeate quality for each element and per pressure vessel. 
To simplify the calculations, it is assumed that salt rejection is constant, namely 99.7 % 
(standard conditions).

The step will be the following:
1.	 Cfc1 = (Cf1 + Cc1) / 2 	 (calculated in step 5, iteration 2)
2.	 Cp1 = CFfc1 × (1 - SR)
3.	 Repeat same procedure for elements 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.
4.	 Qp1, Qp2, Qp3, Qp4, Qp5, Qp6 from step 5.
5.	

6.	 Compare with Step 2.

1 2 3 4 5 6 Unit

Cfci = 37,097 41,360 45,769 50,081 54,024 57,372 mg/L from step 5, iteration 2

Cpi = 74.2 82.7 91.5 100.2 108.0 114.7 mg/L Cpi = Cfc i (1 - SR)

Now, we can calculate the permeate concentration per pressure vessel with the mentioned 
formula:

Cproduct = 89.96 mg/L

9.3.6.2	 Salt rejection depends on the flux
We will calculate the salt rejection and permeate quality per element, taking into account 
the effect of flux.

Salinity of the feed water determines the permeate salinity, together with membrane 
performance (Ks), flux and recovery.
The steps to calculate the permeate quality with effect of flux are the following:
	 1.	 Cfc1 = (Cf1 + Cc1) / 2
	 2.	 J1 = Qp1 / Ae
	 3.	 CP1 = (Cfc1 × Ks) / J1
	 4.	 Repeat same procedure for elements 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6.

Cproduct=
Cp1 Qp1+Cp2 Qp2 +Cp3 Qp3 +Cp4 Qp4 +Cp5 Qp5 +Cp6 Qp6

Qp1+Qp2 +Qp3 +Qp4 +Qp5 +Qp6

Cproduct =
74.2·0.99+82.7·0.85+91.5·0.70+100.2·0.55+108.0·0.42+114.7·0.30

0.99 + 0.85 + 0.70 + 0.55 + 0.42 + 0.30 
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The cross flow velocity ranged between 0.1 and 0.2 m/s which is considered normal in RO 
installations. In order to keep the production constant, the feed pressure will increase to 
overcome the extra resistance due to membrane fouling.

Comment:
•	 For drinking water, 500 mg/L is usually the guideline for TDS (WHO, 2011). 
•	 For industrial waters much lower guidelines are often adopted, e.g., 10 to 50 mg/L.
•	 Usually a second pass is installed when lower salinity is required.
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