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DESCRIPTION
Aquaculture in China has expanded dramatically over recent 
decades, becoming a major sector of the country's food 
production system. As the industry grows, so do the challenges 
associated with environmental management, particularly the 
management of tailwater. Tailwater, the water discharged from 
aquaculture systems, often contains nutrients, organic matter, 
and other contaminants that can affect surrounding ecosystems. 
Effective tailwater management is essential to ensure the 
sustainability of aquaculture practices and the protection of 
aquatic environments. China is the world's largest producer of 
aquaculture products, accounting for over 60% of global 
production. The country's aquaculture sector includes a wide 
variety of species such as fish, shrimp, and shellfish, cultured in 
diverse systems ranging from freshwater ponds and lakes to 
coastal and marine environments. The rapid expansion of 
aquaculture has contributed significantly to food security and 
economic development in China. Tailwater from aquaculture 
systems typically contains a mixture of nutrients (nitrogen and 
phosphorus), organic matter, suspended solids, chemicals, and 
pathogens. The composition of tailwater varies depending on 
factors such as the type of species being cultured, the intensity of 
production, the feed used, and the management practices 
employed. Nitrogen and phosphorus are the primary nutrients 
found in tailwater. These nutrients originate from uneaten feed, 
fish excreta, and fertilizers used in pond management. Excessive 
nutrient discharge can lead to eutrophication in receiving water 
bodies, promoting algal blooms and depleting oxygen levels. 
Organic matter in tailwater includes uneaten feed, fecal matter, 
and dead algae. High levels of organic matter can increase the 
Biological Oxygen Demand (BOD) in water bodies, leading to 
oxygen depletion and negative impacts on aquatic life. 
Suspended solids in tailwater can reduce water clarity and affect 
the health of aquatic organisms. These solids originate from feed 
particles, detritus, and disturbed sediments. Chemicals used in 
aquaculture, such as antibiotics, pesticides, and disinfectants, 
can also be present in tailwater. These substances can have toxic 
effects on non-target organisms and contribute to the

development of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. Pathogens,
including bacteria, viruses, and parasites, can be discharged in
tailwater. The release of pathogens poses risks to wild fish
populations and human health. The excessive nutrients in
tailwater can lead to eutrophication, a process characterized by
the overgrowth of algae and aquatic plants. Eutrophication can
result in algal blooms, which deplete oxygen levels in water
bodies and create hypoxic or anoxic conditions, harming aquatic
life. The accumulation of organic matter and suspended solids
can degrade aquatic habitats, affecting benthic communities and
reducing biodiversity. Sedimentation can smother benthic
organisms and alter habitat structures. The presence of
chemicals and pathogens in tailwater can have toxic effects on
aquatic organisms and pose risks to human health. Persistent
chemicals can bio accumulate in the food chain, affecting higher
trophic levels. The overall water quality of receiving water bodies
can be compromised by tailwater discharge, affecting the
suitability of these waters for various uses, including drinking
water supply, recreation, and fisheries. Settling ponds or
sedimentation basins are used to remove suspended solids from
tailwater. These ponds allow solids to settle out of the water
column, reducing turbidity and organic matter loads. Properly
designed and maintained settling ponds can significantly
improve water quality before discharge. Constructed wetlands
utilize natural processes involving vegetation, soil, and microbial
communities to treat tailwater. These systems can remove
nutrients, organic matter, and pathogens through physical,
chemical, and biological processes. Constructed wetlands are
effective, low-cost solutions for tailwater treatment. Biofilters,
including vegetated buffer strips and riparian zones, can be used
to filter tailwater before it enters natural water bodies. These
filters trap sediments, absorb nutrients, and provide habitat for
beneficial microorganisms that degrade organic matter and
contaminants. Recirculating Aquaculture Systems (RAS) are
closed-loop systems that treat and reuse water within the
aquaculture facility. These systems incorporate mechanical
filtration, biological filtration, and disinfection to maintain
water quality and reduce the volume of tailwater discharged.
RAS are particularly useful for high-intensity aquaculture
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operations. Integrated Multi-Trophic Aquaculture (IMTA)
involves the cultivation of multiple species from different
trophic levels in the same system. For example, fish farming can
be combined with the cultivation of seaweeds and filter-feeding
shellfish. The seaweeds absorb excess nutrients, while the
shellfish filter and clean the water, reducing the environmental
impact of tailwater. Nutrients in tailwater can be recovered and

reused in various ways, such as in agriculture for irrigation and
fertilization. This approach not only reduces nutrient discharge
but also provides additional economic benefits. Regular
monitoring of water quality parameters and maintenance of
treatment systems are essential for effective tailwater
management. Monitoring helps detect potential issues early,
allowing for timely corrective actions.
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