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OIL QUALITY USING A MICROPOROUS
HOLLOW FIBER MEMBRANE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Appli-
cation Ser. No. 61/769,286, filed Feb. 26, 2013, the entire
contents of which are incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates in general to the field of
improving oil quality, and more particularly, to improving
oil quality and the performance of a microporous hollow
fiber membrane contactor.

STATEMENT OF FEDERALLY FUNDED
RESEARCH

None.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Without limiting the scope of the invention, its back-
ground is described in connection with reducing the level of
impurities in oils and improving oil recovery and reclama-
tion.

U.S. Pat. No. 8,128,827, issued to Gallo, et al., teaches a
modular oil-based sludge separation and treatment system.
Briefly, this patent discloses a method of recovering oil from
oil-based sludge including the steps of homogenizing an
oil-rich phase, a water-rich phase, and a solids-rich phase of
an oil-based sludge, removing particulates from the oil-
based sludge as the sludge traverses a shaker screen, heating
the sludge, injecting a chemical into the heated sludge and
mixing the chemical with the heated sludge, separating the
phases of the chemically-treated sludge into a solids com-
ponent stream, a water component stream, a first oil com-
ponent stream, and a gas component stream, removing solids
from the first oil component stream with a decanting cen-
trifuge to form a second oil component stream, and remov-
ing water and solids from the second oil component stream
with a disk stack centrifuge.

U.S. Pat. No. 7,186,344, issued to Hughes is directed to
a membrane-based fluid treatment system. Briefly, this pat-
ent teaches a process for removing soluble and insoluble
inorganic, organic, and microbiological contaminants from a
fluid stream employing a pretreatment module, a post-
treatment module, a recycle stream module or any combi-
nation thereof, and a membrane module. The process
reduces the problems associated with membrane fouling and
increases contaminant removal capacity.

United States Patent Application No. 2010/0173806, filed
by Fan, et al., is directed to the extraction of hydrocarbons
from hydrocarbon-containing materials and includes a
method of extracting hydrocarbon-containing organic matter
from a hydrocarbon-containing material includes the steps
of providing a first liquid comprising a turpentine liquid;
contacting the hydrocarbon-containing material with the
turpentine liquid to form an extraction mixture; extracting
the hydrocarbon material into the turpentine liquid; and
separating the extracted hydrocarbon material from a
residual material not extracted.

United States Patent Application No. 2005/0098504 filed
by Manz, et al., is directed to an oil and gas well fracturing
(frac) water treatment process. Briefly, a novel process for
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2

treating and removing undesirable impurities from oil and
gas well fracturing fluid is disclosed. For example, a method
for treating fracturing water is taught comprising: (a) pass-
ing contaminated fracturing water containing solids and
liquid through a mechanical separator to remove solids from
the liquid; (b) treating the fracturing water liquid with an
alkaline agent to increase the pH of the liquid to a level of
above 9; (c) adding a coagulant to the fracturing water to
form an agglomerate and separating the agglomerate from
the fracturing water; (d) reducing the pH of the fracturing
water of step (c) to a level of less than about 5.5; and (e)
adding an oxidizing agent to the fracturing water of step (d)
to oxidize oxidizable impurities in the fracturing water.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention removes oil insoluble impurities,
such as water and solids, from oil, thereby improving the
commercial value of the oil. In one embodiment, the present
invention includes a system for improving oil quality of a
contaminated oil mixture, comprising: a source of contami-
nated oil; and a membrane contactor system having one or
more membrane contactors having a first and a second
surface, wherein at least one of the first or second surfaces
coalesce one or more oils from the contaminants in the oil
on the opposite surface, wherein the membrane contactor
has been pre-treated with a soak in a hydrophobic liquid,
wherein the membrane contactor system removes contami-
nants that include at least one of a lipophobic liquid, a solid
or both from the contaminated oil, wherein the lipophobic
liquid, the solid or both is separated from the oil and the soak
improves the life-time and performance of the membrane
contactor. In one aspect, the system further comprises a solid
removal system for removing small, medium and large
solids from a oil/water mixture to form an oil and water
stream containing only solids smaller than 30 microns,
wherein the small, medium or large solids are removed with
at least one of a sand filter, a rock filter, a porous ceramic
material, a centrifuge, a mesh, a particulate filter, a sieve, a
strainer, or gravity. In another aspect, the contaminated oil is
at least one of an oil-rich stream, crude oil, transportation
fuel, heating oil, refined petroleum products, petrochemi-
cals, bio-oils, renewable oils, vegetable oils, reclaimed oils,
waste oils, oil sands tailings oil industry liquid streams, oil
contaminated water or brine, drilling mud, produced water
and oil sands tailings. In another aspect, the contaminated oil
is at least one of: not subjected to gravity separation prior to
processing, subjected to gravity separation prior to process-
ing, or subjected to centrifugation prior to processing. In
another aspect, the membrane contactor is pre-treated with
a soak that is defined further as comprising an oil soak or
circulation of the membrane contactor with the hydrophobic
liquid on at least one of the first, the second, or both the first
and second surfaces of the membrane contactor. In another
aspect, the membrane contactor is pre-treated with a soak
that is defined further as comprising contacting at least one
of the first, the second, or both the first and second surfaces
of the membrane contactor with an alcohol, followed by a
caustic, followed by an acid, followed by drying with an
inert gas, followed by an oil soak or circulation of the
membrane contactor with the hydrophobic liquid. In another
aspect, the contaminated oil is processed by the system
within 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 12, 24, 26, 48 or 72 hours from removal
of large solids. In another aspect, the membrane contactor is
a hydrophobic membrane or membrane module that com-
prises hollow fiber microporous membranes. In another
aspect, the membrane contactor is a hydrophobic hollow
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fiber membrane comprised of polyethylene, polypropylene,
polyolefins, polyvinyl chloride (PVC), amorphous polyeth-
ylene terephthalate (PET), polyolefin copolymers, poly
(etheretherketone) type polymers, surface modified poly-
mers, mixtures or combinations thereof or a surface
modified polymer that comprises polymers modified chemi-
cally at one or more halogen groups by corona discharge or
by ion embedding techniques. In another aspect, the oil
separated from the contaminated oil by the membrane
contactor is comingled with a counterflowing fluid, wherein
the at least one counterflowing fluid selected from hydro-
phobic liquid, non-polar fluid, alkanes such as hexane,
aromatic fluid such as benzene, toluene, ethers such as
diethyl ether, halogenated fluid such as chloroform, dichlo-
romethane, and esters such as ethyl acetate, or oil recovered
using a hollow fiber contactor or another method. In another
aspect, the second surface is in contact with a counterflow-
ing fluid, which can be an oil previously recovered using a
hollow fiber contactor or another method. In another aspect,
the system further comprises a membrane cleaning system
that removes debris that clogs the membrane contactor
system, and optionally comprising a clog detector that
detects a clog at the membrane contactor system. In another
aspect, the hydrophobic liquid is selected from at least one
of mineral oil, vegetable oil, diesel fuel or oil, kerosene,
naphtha, petroleum, or aromatic or aliphatic hydrocarbons
containing four or greater carbon atoms. In another aspect,
the isoparaffinic hydrocarbon is isopar L, isopar C, isopar E,
isopar G, isopar H, isopar K, isopar M, or isopar V. In
another aspect, the isoparaffinic hydrocarbon is a synthetic
isoparaffinic hydrocarbon. In another aspect, the soak is for
at least 5, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 90, 120, 150 minutes, 0.1,
02,03,05,1,2,3,4,5,6,7, 10, 14, 18, 20, 25, or 30 days.

Another embodiment of the present invention includes a
method for removing contaminants from a contaminated oil
comprising the steps of: pretreating a membrane contactor
system having a first and a second surface with a hydro-
phobic liquid, wherein the hydrophobic liquid is contacted
to at least one of the first and second surfaces; obtaining a
contaminated oil that comprises oil and lipophobic contami-
nants; contacting the contaminated oil onto a first surface of
one or more membrane contactors to coalesce the oil on the
first surface; and collecting the coalesced oil from the
contaminated oil on the second surface of the membrane
contactor. In one aspect, the method further comprises a
solid removal system for removing small, medium and large
solids from a oil/water mixture to form an oil and water
stream containing only solids smaller than 30 microns,
wherein the small, medium or large solids are removed with
at least one of a sand filter, a rock filter, a porous ceramic
material, a centrifuge, a mesh, a particulate filter, a sieve, a
strainer, or gravity. In another aspect, the source of the
contaminated oil is at least one of an oil-rich stream, crude
oil, transportation fuel, heating oil, refined petroleum prod-
ucts, petrochemicals, bio-oils, renewable oils, vegetable oils,
reclaimed oils, waste oils, oil sands tailings oil industry
liquid streams, oil contaminated water or brine, drilling
mud, produced water and oil sands tailings. In another
aspect, the contaminated oil is at least one of: not subjected
to gravity separation prior to processing, subjected to gravity
separation prior to processing, or subjected to centrifugation
prior to processing. In another aspect, the membrane con-
tactor is pre-treated with a soak that is defined further as
comprising an oil soak or circulation of oil in the membrane
contactor with the hydrophobic liquid on at least one of the
first, the second, or both the first and second surfaces of the
membrane contactor. In another aspect, the membrane con-
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tactor is pre-treated with a soak that is defined further as
comprising contacting at least one of the first, the second, or
both the first and second surfaces of the membrane contactor
with an alcohol, followed by a caustic, followed by an acid,
followed by drying with an inert gas, followed by an oil soak
or circulation of the membrane contactor with the hydro-
phobic liquid. In another aspect, the contaminated oil is
processed by the system within 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 12, 24, 26, 48
or 72 hours from removal of large solids. In another aspect,
the membrane contactor is a hydrophobic membrane or
membrane module comprising hollow fiber microporous
membranes. In another aspect, the membrane contactor is a
hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane comprising polyethyl-
ene, polypropylene, polyolefins, polyvinyl chloride (PVC),
amorphous polyethylene terephthalate (PET), polyolefin
copolymers, poly(etheretherketone) type polymers, surface
modified polymers, mixtures or combinations thereof or a
surface modified polymer that comprises polymers modified
chemically at one or more halogen groups by corona dis-
charge or by ion embedding techniques. In another aspect,
the oil separated from the contaminated oil by the membrane
contactor is coalesced with a counterflowing fluid, wherein
the at least one counterflowing fluid selected from non-polar
fluid, alkanes such as hexane, aromatic fluid such as ben-
zene, toluene, ethers such as diethyl ether, halogenated fluid
such as chloroform, dichloromethane, and esters such as
ethyl acetate. In another aspect, the second surface is in
contact with a counterflowing fluid, which can be an oil
previously recovered using a hollow fiber contactor. In
another aspect, the method further comprises a membrane
cleaning system that removes debris that clogs the mem-
brane contactor system, and optionally comprising a clog
detector that detects a clog at the membrane contactor
system. In another aspect, the hydrophobic liquid is selected
from at least one of mineral oil, vegetable oil, diesel fuel or
oil, kerosene, naphtha, petroleum, or aromatic or aliphatic
hydrocarbons containing four or greater carbon atoms. In
another aspect, the isoparaffinic hydrocarbon is isopar L,
isopar C, isopar E, isopar G, isopar H, isopar K, isopar M,
or isopar V. In another aspect, the isoparaffinic hydrocarbon
is a synthetic isoparaffinic hydrocarbon. In another aspect,
the soak is for at least 5, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 90, 120, 150
minutes, 0.1, 0.2,0.3,0.5, 1, 2, 3,4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 14, 18, 20,
25, or 30 days. In another aspect, following use of the
membrane the performance of the membrane degrades,
wherein the membrane is washed using an acid, base and
alcohol wash, the membrane is soaked in the hydrophobic
liquid thereby increasing the flux rate of the hydrophobic
membrane or membrane module by at least 10%. In another
aspect, the step of contacting the hydrophobic membrane or
membrane module with the hydrophobic liquid increases the
flux rate by at least 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 20, 25, 30, 35, 40,
50, 60, 70, or 75%.

Yet another embodiment of the present invention includes
a method for lengthening the life of a hydrophobic mem-
brane or membrane module comprising the steps of: obtain-
ing a hydrophobic membrane or membrane module; and
soaking the hydrophobic membrane or membrane module in
an hydrophobic liquid prior to use or once the performance
of the membrane has degraded, wherein the soak increases
the flux rate of the hydrophobic membrane or membrane
module by at least 10%. In certain non-limiting examples,
the soak increases the flux rate of the hydrophobic mem-
brane or membrane module by at least 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15,
20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 50, 60, 70, or 75%. In another aspect, the
hydrophobic liquid is selected from at least one of mineral
oil, vegetable oil, diesel fuel or oil, kerosene, naphtha,
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petroleum, or aromatic or aliphatic hydrocarbons containing
four or greater carbon atoms. In one aspect, the isoparaffinic
hydrocarbon is isopar L, isopar C, isopar E, isopar G, isopar
H, isopar K, isopar M, or isopar V. In another aspect, the
isoparaffinic hydrocarbon is a synthetic isoparaffinic hydro-
carbon. In another aspect, the soak is for at least 5, 10, 20,
30, 40, 50, 60, 90, 120, 150 minutes, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.4, 0.5,
0.6,0.7,0.8,0.9,1,2,3,4,5,6,7, 10, 14, 18, 20, 25, or 30
days. In another aspect, after the membrane performance has
degraded by at least 50%, further comprising the steps of
removing solid and liquids from the hydrophobic membrane
or membrane module; and soaking the hydrophobic mem-
brane or membrane module in the hydrophobic liquid for a
time sufficient to improve membrane performance to at least
75%.

In another embodiment, the present invention includes an
apparatus for improving oil quality of a contaminated oil
mixture, comprising: a source of contaminated oil; and a
membrane contactor system connected to the source of
contaminated oil, the membrane contactor system compris-
ing one or more membrane contactors having a first and a
second surface, wherein the first surface coalesces oil from
the contaminants in the contaminated oil, and the oil is
collected on the second surface, wherein the membrane
contactor has been pre-treated with a soak in an oil, wherein
the soak improves the useful life-time and performance of
the one or more membrane contactors. In another aspect, the
hydrophobic liquid is selected from at least one of mineral
oil, vegetable oil, diesel fuel or oil, kerosene, naphtha,
petroleum, or aromatic or aliphatic hydrocarbons containing
four or greater carbon atoms.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of the features and
advantages of the present invention, reference is now made
to the detailed description of the invention along with the
accompanying figures and in which:

FIG. 1 shows the remnants of an oil/water mixture after
application of the present invention. The lower layer is water
removed from the oil/water mixture and the upper layer is
the small volume of the remaining oil/water mixture from
the shell side of the membrane at the conclusion of the
process that was not separated during the operation.

FIG. 2 is a graph that shows flux test results using an X50
hollow fiber membrane contactor with 20 m? surface area.
Isopar L was flowed on the shell side of the membrane at up
to 4 gallons per minute (~15.1 L per minute) at a range of
pressures. Oil that passed through the membrane to the tube
side was collected. The flux rate is determined based on the
oil volume recovered from the tube side per minute.

FIG. 3 is a graph that shows flux test results using an X40
hollow fiber membrane contactor with 20 m? surface area.
Isopar L was flowed on the shell side of the membrane at up
to 4 gallons per minute (~15.1 L per minute) at a range of
pressures. Oil that passed through the membrane to the tube
side was collected. The flux rate is determined based on the
oil volume recovered from the tube side per minute.

FIGS. 4A and 4B show samples of crude oil processed
with the method. The samples of oil recovered from the
contaminated oil have no visible solids (FIG. 4A) and no
visible water (FIG. 4B).

FIGS. 5A and 5B show the flux of pure isopar L through
a recently cleaned X50 membrane.

FIGS. 6A and 6B show the flux history of X40 mem-
branes with isopar L. (FIG. 6A) and the flux history of X40
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membranes and performance with cleaning in accordance
with the present invention (FIG. 6B).

FIG. 7 shows a flow diagram of cleaning methods,
comparing the manufacturer’s recommended method to the
modified methods established through this work.

FIG. 8 shows a graph of membrane conditioning using a
generic, low-cost hydrophobic liquid (diesel fuel).

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

While the making and using of various embodiments of
the present invention are discussed in detail below, it should
be appreciated that the present invention provides many
applicable inventive concepts that can be embodied in a
wide variety of specific contexts. The specific embodiments
discussed herein are merely illustrative of specific ways to
make and use the invention and do not delimit the scope of
the invention.

To facilitate the understanding of this invention, a number
of terms are defined below. Terms defined herein have
meanings as commonly understood by a person of ordinary
skill in the areas relevant to the present invention. Terms
such as “a”, “an” and “the” are not intended to refer to only
a singular entity, but include the general class of which a
specific example may be used for illustration. The terminol-
ogy herein is used to describe specific embodiments of the
invention, but their usage does not delimit the invention,
except as outlined in the claims.

Previously, the present inventors have developed U.S.
patent application Non-methods for insoluble oil recovery
from aqueous slurries. For example, U.S. Patent Application
No. 20110174734, filed by Seibert, et al. teaches the devel-
opment and application of a novel non-polar oil recovery
process utilizing a non-dispersive oil recovery method to
coalesce and recover oil from a bio-cellular aqueous slurry
is described herein, relevant portions incorporated herein by
reference. The process can be used to recover algal oil from
a lysed algae slurry, recovery of Omega fatty acids from a
bio-cellular aqueous feed, recovery of Beta-carotene from a
bio-cellular aqueous feed and for the removal of oil from
produced water in oil production and similar type applica-
tions that would typically be conducted by gravity settling or
centrifugation. The technique of the present invention uti-
lizes a microporous hollow fiber (MHF) membrane contac-
tor. The novel non-polar oil recovery process described
herein can be coupled to a collecting fluid (a non-polar fluid
such as heptane, a biodiesel mixture or the previously
recovered oil) that is circulated through the hollow fiber
membrane. In cases where the previously recovered oil is
used the recovered oil does not have to be separated from the
collection fluid, and separation costs can be eliminated.

Yet another example by the present inventors includes
methods and systems for non-dispersive insoluble oil recov-
ery from aqueous slurries. U.S. Patent Application No.
20120184759, filed by Kipp, et al., teaches the development
and application of a novel non-polar oil recovery process
utilizing a non-dispersive fluid method to coalesce and
recover oil from a lysed or non-lysed Yeast slurry using a
microporous hollow fiber (MHF) membrane contactor, rel-
evant portions incorporated herein by reference. More par-
ticularly, the present inventors teach methods and systems
for recovering one or more insoluble oils from a liquid
source that comprises insoluble oils and yeast, comprising
using one or more non-dispersive membrane contactors,
comprising the steps of: pumping the liquid source com-
prising the one or more oils from a reactor to the contactor;
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pumping a collection fluid through the one or more contac-
tors; contacting the one or more oils in the liquid source with
the collection fluid pumped in the one or more contactors;
pumping a first stream from the contactor back to the reactor,
wherein the first stream comprises the liquid source with the
Yeast without recovered oils, wherein the Yeast remain
viable; and removing a second stream from the contactor or
the vessel, wherein the second stream comprises the collec-
tion fluid and recovered oils.

Another example by the present inventors includes addi-
tional methods and systems for non-dispersive isolation and
insoluble oil recovery from aqueous slurries. In this
example, U.S. Patent Application No. 20120208247 (rel-
evant portions incorporated herein by reference), includes
methods and systems for removing one or more insoluble
oils from a liquid source, comprising one or more organisms,
using one or more non-dispersive membrane contactors,
comprising the steps of: pumping the liquid source com-
prising the one or more oils from a reactor to the contactor;
pumping a collection fluid through the one or more contac-
tors; contacting the one or more oils in the liquid source with
the collection fluid pumped in the one or more contactors;
pumping a first stream from the contactor back to the reactor,
wherein the first stream comprises the liquid source with the
one or more organisms without removed oils, wherein the
one or more organisms remain viable; and removing a
second stream from the contactor or the vessel, wherein the
second stream comprises the collection fluid and removed
oils.

The method of the present invention includes a process to
exclude oil insoluble materials from oil-rich liquid sources,
e.g., crude oil, transportation fuel, heating oil, refined petro-
leum products, petrochemicals, bio-oils, renewable oils,
vegetable oils, reclaimed oils, waste oils or oil sands tailings
as non-limiting examples. In addition, oil-rich sources
include fluids produced from oil and gas operations that
include water, brine, sand, rocks and other oil insoluble
liquids and solids that comprise hydrocarbons that the user
wants to recover or remove from the oil-rich source. The
oil-rich liquid stream may result from a process that involves
initial steps to remove physically large solids by gravity
settling, filtration and/or centrifugation as non-limiting
examples. The size restriction on the solids is required to
efficiently complete the removal of oil insoluble materials.
Physically small solids (less than approximately 30 uM) can
pass into the shell side of the hollow fiber contactor, but in
order to pass through the pores to the tube side, the solids
would have to be less than approximately 50 nM. In practice,
solids are too physically large to pass through the pores.

The process allows water removal from liquid oil sources,
non-limiting examples such as oil industry wastes, crude oil,
transportation fuel, heating oil, refined petroleum products,
petrochemicals, bio-oils, renewable oils, vegetable oils,
reclaimed oils, waste oils or oil sands tailings. Currently, oil
is recovered by skimming following gravity settling or
centrifugation in combination often with up-front filtration,
chemical addition or the like. A non-dispersive membrane
contactor is not currently used to promote more rapid or
efficient oil recovery or clean up. As used herein, the term
“contaminated 0il” encompasses an oil stream or pool that
may contain one or more of the following in any combina-
tion; oils (hydrocarbons and hydrocarbon-rich molecules of
commercial value), and, clay, rocks, sand, cells and/or
cellular debris, insoluble particulates having diameters from,
e.g., 100 nm to 1000 micrometers, water, brine, salts, gums,
drilling fluids or muds, solvents, lipophobic agents, lipo-
philic agents, inorganic or organic: molecules, oligomers or
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polymers, solvents, and/or surfactants. In certain examples,
the “contaminated 0il” is an oil that is an “off-spec” oil or
fuels that can not be sold for the same price, and many
require clean up prior to sale. Because “off-spec” oil has
diminished value, the present invention has immediate use
in oil clean up, with diverse, large commercial applications.

As used herein, the term “o0il” refers to, e.g., hydrocarbon
or hydrocarbon-rich molecules including a complex mixture
of petrochemicals, lipids, hydrocarbons, fatty acids, triglyc-
erides, aldehydes, etc. The compounds included herein may
be from, e.g., Cg (jet fuel compatible) up to C,, (motor oil
compatible) or larger. As used herein, a “membrane contac-
tor” refers to a hydrophobic microporous hollow fiber mem-
brane. Non-limiting examples of membrane contactors
include hydrophobic membrane or membrane module that
comprises hollow fiber microporous membranes, e.g.,
hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane made from polyethyl-
ene, polypropylene, polyolefins, polyvinyl chloride (PVC),
amorphous Polyethylene terephthalate (PET), polyolefin
copolymers, poly(etheretherketone) type polymers, surface
modified polymers, mixtures or combinations thereof.

As used herein, the term “hydrophobic liquid” refers to
liquids that are partially or completely water immiscible and
that when contacted to the hydrophobic membranes or
membrane contactors improve the lifetime of the membrane.
Non-limiting examples of hydrophobic liquids for use with
the present invention include mineral oil, vegetable oil,
diesel fuel or oil, kerosene, naphtha, petroleum, or aromatic
or aliphatic hydrocarbons containing four or greater carbon
atoms. In one non-limiting example, the hydrophobic liquid
can be one or more isoparaffinic hydrocarbon selected from
at least one of isopar L, isopar C, isopar E, isopar G, isopar
H, isopar K, isopar M, or isopar V, or synthetics thereof.

The system can also include, but does not require a
collection fluid, which can be a hydrophobic liquid, a
solvent, diesel or biodiesel, oil, or mixtures thereof.

This new method teaches that liquid sources that are
predominately oil that is contaminated can be “cleaned”
using a microporous hollow fiber membrane. Water in oil
emulsions, for example, can be separated, in which a high
purity oil is generated from a mixture of oil with oil
insoluble liquid (or solids, see below). The oil in the mixture
is separated by passing through the membrane; the water is
left behind. This technique could be applied in various
applications to remove water from oil. In addition, the
method will separate solids from oil, because the solids are
too small to traverse the microscopic pores in the hollow
fiber membrane that the oil passes through. Thus, an oil
mixed with insoluble solids and water can be passed through
the hollow fiber membrane and an oil stream substantially
devoid of water and solids will be recovered. The system can
be operated in a mode in which the water removed from the
oil stream accumulates and is drained to allow continuous
operation.

A water in oil emulsion was separated by exposure to a
hollow fiber membrane. The oil passed through the mem-
brane and was recovered on the tube side; the water
remained on the shell side of the module. FIG. 1 shows the
remnants of the oil on the shell side after draining. The water
in oil emulsion (top layer) still exists, but much of the water
has been separated from the water and is now free water
(bottom layer).
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TABLE 1 TABLE 5
Pure Oil Flux Test Results
Pure Oil Flux Test Results X40
X50
5 3.9 gallons per minute
14.7615 liters per minute
3 gallons per minute 30 psid
. . 232 seconds to 4 L, Trial 1
11.335 htérs per munute 234 seconds to 4 L, Trial 2
10 Psid 20 m 2 surface area
130 seconds to 4 L, Trial 1 10 0.854700855 flux rate (mL per m 2 per
second)
130 seconds to 4 L, Trial 2 7% % flux
20 m 2 surface area 1.03 L per minute
1.538 flux rate (mL per m?2 per
second) 15
16% % flux TABLE 6
1.846 L per minute Pure Oil Flux Test Results
0 gallons per minute
0 liters per minute
20 50 psid
TABLE 2 140 seconds to 4 L, Trial 1
Pure Oil Flux Test Results 1;5 seconds to 4 L, Trial 2
<50 m 2 surface area
1.438848921 flux rate (mL per m 2 per
3.76 gallons per minute 25 second)
; . % flux
14.2316 liters per minute .
30 psid 1.74 L per minute
43 seconds to 4 L, Trial 1
43 seconds to 4 L, Trial 2 X40
20 m 2 surface area L inut
4.651 flux rate (mL per m 2 per 30 pressure per minute
second)
300 o fiux 12.5 0.359
558 L per minute 30 1.03
50 1.74
35 Tables 1 to 3 shows the flux test parameters and the results
TABLE 3 . . . . .
of the pure oil flux using the present invention using an X50
Pure Oil Flux Test Results membrane system. Tables 4 to 6 shows the flux test param-
X50 eters and the results of the oil separation using the present
. invention using an X40 membrane system. The results of the
0 gallons per minute
0 liters per minute 40 flux tests from Tables 1 to 3 and Tables 4 to 5 are summa-
50 psid rized in the graphs of FIGS. 2 and 3, respectively.
;; Secongs to i i ?}a}; FIGS. 4A and 4B shows samples of crude oil processed
% ;:020 I;Ujf; te aren e with the method. Briefly, two (2) gallons of crude oil,
7.407 flux rate (mL per m’2 per recovered by gravity separation and skimming, were further
second) 45 cleaned using the membrane. The contaminated crude oil
8.89 L per minute was circulated through the shell side of an X50 membrane
. with 1.4 m? surface area to allow the oil to coalesce to the
pressure L per minute . , )
tube side; the contaminants were left on the shell side.
10 1.846 Samples of the contaminated oil and the cleaned oil were
30 5.58 50 centrifuged at 12,000xg to pellet suspended solids and
50 8.89 . .
observe the presence of solids and water. The samples of oil
recovered from the contaminated oil have no visible solids
(FIG. 4A) and no visible water (FIG. 4B).
TABLE 4 FIG. 5 shows the flux of pure isopar L through a recently
: 55 cleaned X50 membrane. The membrane had been used
Pure Oil Fl;’ZOTeSt Results extensively and repeatedly with complex feedstocks, and
cleaned multiple times according to the manufacturer’s
3.1 gallons per minute instructions. This conventional cleaning uses sequential
5';335 ht?;S per minute water, acid, base and isopropyl alcohol washes, followed by
. psi . . . _
669 seconds to 4 L, Trial 1 60 complete drying. Thg cleam.ng method is known to eventu
649 seconds to 4 T, Trial 2 ally reduce the functional lifespan of the membranes. Fol-
20 m'2 swface area lowing cleaning, the membranes passed the manufacturer’s
0.298953662 flux r?(lite (mL per m 2 per quality control test. As shown in SA and 5B, the oil flux rate
0 f/eocgﬁx) of the clean membrane was poor, consistent with a mem-
0.359 L per minute 65 brane approaching the end of its useful life. At the conclu-

sion of the initial isopar L testing, the membrane was filled
with isopar L, capped and set aside for approximately three
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weeks. Following a three week soak in isopar L, the oil flux
testing was repeated. The flux rate of the membrane was
dramatically improved by the prolonged isopar L soak.

FIGS. 6A and 6B show the flux history of X40 mem-
branes with isopar L.. Membranes were tested for isopar L
flux when new. The membranes were then sequentially
exposed to two distinct oilfield produced waters. Following
exposure to oilfield water 1, the membranes were soaked in
isopar L for several days and flux testing was repeated. The
conventional cleaning method was not used. These results
show that after exposure to complex feedstocks, the mem-
branes achieved flux rates approximately 75% of the rates
achieved when the membranes were new (FIG. 6A). Fol-
lowing exposure to oilfield water 2, membrane 1 was filled
with isopar L. when the testing ended. By contrast, mem-
brane 2 was capped and set aside for approximately ten days
without isopar L. To clean and restore the membranes, each
was conditioned with isopar L for approximately 30 minutes
(1.75 gpm, 50 psi). During the conditioning, the perfor-
mance of the membranes steadily improved (data not
shown). At the conclusion of the conditioning, the flux rate
of membrane 1 was nearly fully restored to the flux rate prior
to the reuse (FIG. 6B). By contrast, membrane 2’s flux was
approximately 80% of the flux rate prior to the reuse.
Immediate exposure to a hydrophobic liquid (isopar L) at
shut down appeared to shorten the cleaning time for the
membranes following oil exposure.

FIG. 7 shows the flow diagrams of cleaning methods. The
flowchart labeled Option 1 shows the manufacturer’s rec-
ommended cleaning method. The flow diagrams labeled
Options 2 and 3 shows the improved methods of the present
invention that lead to an increased useful usage time of the
present invention, the improved performance of the mem-
brane once performance has degraded due to usage, or both
improve useful life of the membrane and increased perfor-
mance of the membrane after degradation of membrane
performance but before the novel treatment of the present
invention. Briefly, the methods begin with a start 10. In
Options 1 and 2, which are flowcharts for a method that can
be used with used membranes that have reduced perfor-
mance, an alcohol wash 12 (e.g., methyl, ethyl, isopropyl or
other alcohol) is used on either the shell or tube sides of the
membrane (used herein interchangeably with first and sec-
ond side), which is followed by a caustic wash 14 most
commonly performed on the shell side of the membrane
until the solution breaks-through to the tube side of the
membrane. Next, if the caustic wash 14 does not lead to a
breakthrough at step 16, then the alcohol wash step 12 is
repeated followed by the caustic wash 14. If at step 16 the
caustic solution does breakthrough to the tube side, then an
acid solution 18 is then contacted with the shell side. Next,
if the acid wash 18 does not lead to a breakthrough of the
acid solution, then the process begins again with the alcohol
wash 12. If the acid solution breaks-through to the tube side,
then the membrane is washed at step 22, e.g., using an inert
gas such as nitrogen. In contrast to the recommendations of
the manufacturer’s cleaning process, the present inventors
have found a significant and surprising improvement in both
the performance but also the useful life of the membrane by
adding an oil-soak or circulation step 24 following the
drying step 22. Based on this surprising observation, the
present inventors developed a novel pre-treatment for the
membrane in which, prior to any use, the membrane is
pre-soaked 28 in oil or by circulating oil on the shell, tube
or both sides of the membrane. The cleaning and condition-
ing method disclosed herein is dramatically simpler, faster
and less expensive than the method recommended by the
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manufacturer. The method disclosed herein is also compat-
ible with rapid, high-efficiency start up for oil removal
applications. Furthermore, it is important to note that these
membranes are designed for separating gases, thus, it is
counterintuitive to contact the membranes with any fluid, in
particular any type of oil.

FIG. 8 shows the flux of diesel fuel through a used,
unclean X40 membrane. The membrane had been used with
industrial wastewater containing oil. Following use, the
membrane was rinsed with water, and then set aside with no
further treatment. Approximately six weeks later, the mem-
brane was completely dry. Diesel fuel was circulated
through the membrane for approximately 35 minutes at a
flow rate of 1.75 gpm and 50 psi. No collection fluid was
used. The rate of flux of diesel fuel was monitored during the
circulation by measuring the volume of diesel recovered
from the tube side of the membrane every two minutes
(following a brief normalization period to establish steady
state operating conditions). As shown in the figure, the initial
flux rate of the membrane was approximately 1580 mL per
minute. The flux rate improved during continued exposure to
diesel, reaching a flux rate of 1950 mL per minute after 35
minutes of continuous exposure. The flux rate of the dirty
membrane improved by more than 20% during the test,
establishing that a generic, low-cost hydrophobic liquid is
sufficient to condition the membrane and improve function.

The skilled artisan will recognize that some streams will
either have no solids or solids that already meet the size
selection criteria for processing (less than 10, 20, 30, 40 or
50 microns), so the stream may not need any pre-processing.
If it is the case that some of the solids will stick to the
membrane and cause a clog, a cleaning processes is used to
remove the solids from the membrane to continue use. The
present invention may also include a clog detector that
determines if the membrane contactor system has become at
least partially or fully clogged. Whether or not a clog is
detected (e.g., if a clog detector is not used and rather a
regular or sporadic cycle or maintenance is used), the
invention may also include a system or method for cleaning
the membrane contactor, e.g., physical-mechanical cleaning,
use of chemicals, backflow, pressurized water, brine or other
solvents or other methods for removing debris from the
membrane contactor system. Thus, the present invention
may also include one or more systems for cleaning, flushing
and regenerating the membrane.

In certain examples, the streams may have been partially
or completely gravity settled and/or may be predominantly
oil with solids and comparatively small amounts of water. To
separate the solids from the oil it may be necessary to apply
pressure to the stream as it enters the solid removal system
and/or the stream may have to be heated (in one example,
steam is applied to the stream to both heat the stream and
increase the water content).

It was found that the present invention can be operated
with or without a counterflowing collection fluid. Therefore,
the systems and methods can operate with or without a
collection fluid to process contaminated oil.

It is contemplated that any embodiment discussed in this
specification can be implemented with respect to any
method, kit, reagent, or composition of the invention, and
vice versa. Furthermore, compositions of the invention can
be used to achieve methods of the invention.

It will be understood that particular embodiments
described herein are shown by way of illustration and not as
limitations of the invention. The principal features of this
invention can be employed in various embodiments without
departing from the scope of the invention. Those skilled in
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the art will recognize, or be able to ascertain using no more
than routine experimentation, numerous equivalents to the
specific procedures described herein. Such equivalents are
considered to be within the scope of this invention and are
covered by the claims.

All publications and patent applications mentioned in the
specification are indicative of the level of skill of those
skilled in the art to which this invention pertains. All
publications and patent applications are herein incorporated
by reference to the same extent as if each individual publi-
cation or patent application was specifically and individually
indicated to be incorporated by reference.

The use of the word “a” or “an” when used in conjunction
with the term “comprising” in the claims and/or the speci-
fication may mean “one,” but it is also consistent with the
meaning of “one or more,” “at least one,” and “one or more
than one.” The use of the term “or” in the claims is used to
mean “and/or” unless explicitly indicated to refer to alter-
natives only or the alternatives are mutually exclusive,
although the disclosure supports a definition that refers to
only alternatives and “and/or.” Throughout this application,
the term “about” is used to indicate that a value includes the
inherent variation of error for the device, the method being
employed to determine the value, or the variation that exists
among the study subjects.

As used in this specification and claim(s), the words
“comprising” (and any form of comprising, such as “com-
prise” and “comprises”), “having” (and any form of having,
such as “have” and “has”), “including” (and any form of
including, such as “includes” and “include”) or “containing”
(and any form of containing, such as “contains” and “con-
tain”) are inclusive or open-ended and do not exclude
additional, unrecited elements or method steps.

The term “or combinations thereof” as used herein refers
to all permutations and combinations of the listed items
preceding the term. For example, “A, B, C, or combinations
thereof” is intended to include at least one of: A, B, C, AB,
AC, BC, or ABC, and if order is important in a particular
context, also BA, CA, CB, CBA, BCA,ACB, BAC, or CAB.
Continuing with this example, expressly included are com-
binations that contain repeats of one or more item or term,
such as BB, AAA, AB, BBC, AAABCCCC, CBBAAA,
CABABB, and so forth. The skilled artisan will understand
that typically there is no limit on the number of items or
terms in any combination, unless otherwise apparent from
the context.

As used herein, words of approximation such as, without
limitation, “about”, “substantial” or “substantially” refers to
a condition that when so modified is understood to not
necessarily be absolute or perfect but would be considered
close enough to those of ordinary skill in the art to warrant
designating the condition as being present. The extent to
which the description may vary will depend on how great a
change can be instituted and still have one of ordinary
skilled in the art recognize the modified feature as still
having the required characteristics and capabilities of the
unmodified feature. In general, but subject to the preceding
discussion, a numerical value herein that is modified by a
word of approximation such as “about” may vary from the
stated value by at least %1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 12 or 15%.

All of the compositions and/or methods disclosed and
claimed herein can be made and executed without undue
experimentation in light of the present disclosure. While the
compositions and methods of this invention have been
described in terms of preferred embodiments, it will be
apparent to those of skill in the art that variations may be
applied to the compositions and/or methods and in the steps
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or in the sequence of steps of the method described herein
without departing from the concept, spirit and scope of the
invention. All such similar substitutes and modifications
apparent to those skilled in the art are deemed to be within
the spirit, scope and concept of the invention as defined by
the appended claims.

REFERENCES

U.S. Pat. No. 8,128,827
U.S. Pat. No. 7,186,344
United States Patent Application No. 2010/0173806
United States Patent Application No. 2005/0098504

What is claimed is:

1. A method for removing contaminants from a contami-
nated oil comprising the steps of:

washing a hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane of a

membrane contactor system, wherein the hydrophobic

hollow fiber membrane has a first surface and a second

surface, and wherein washing includes:

washing at least one of the first surface, the second
surface, or both the first and second surfaces with an
alcohol,

washing at least one of the first surface, the second
surface, or both the first and second surfaces with a
caustic,

washing at least one of the first surface, the second
surface, or both the first and second surfaces with an
acid, and

drying the hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane using
an inert gas;

pretreating the hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane with

a hydrophobic liquid by soaking the hydrophobic hol-
low fiber membrane in the hydrophobic liquid or cir-
culating the hydrophobic liquid in the hydrophobic
hollow fiber membrane, wherein the hydrophobic liq-
uid is contacted to at least one of the first and second
surfaces;

obtaining a contaminated oil that comprises oil and lipo-

phobic contaminants;

contacting the contaminated oil onto the first surface of

the hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane to coalesce the
oil on the first surface; and

collecting the coalesced oil on the second surface of the

hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising filtering an
oil and water mixture using a solid removal system for
removing small, medium and large solids from the oil and
water mixture to form a stream of the contaminated oil
containing only solids smaller than 30 microns, wherein the
small, medium or large solids are removed with at least one
of a sand filter, a rock filter, a porous ceramic material, a
centrifuge, a mesh, a particulate filter, a sieve, a strainer, or
gravity.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the contaminated oil is
at least one of an oil-rich stream, crude oil, transportation
fuel, heating oil, refined petroleum products, petrochemi-
cals, bio-oils, renewable oils, vegetable oils, reclaimed oils,
waste oils, oil industry liquid streams, oil contaminated
water or brine, drilling mud, produced water and oil sands
tailings.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the contaminated oil is
at least one of: not subjected to gravity separation prior to
contacting the first surface of the hydrophobic hollow fiber
membrane, subjected to gravity separation prior to contact-
ing the first surface of the hydrophobic hollow fiber mem-
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brane, or subjected to centrifugation prior to contacting the
first surface of the hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the contaminated oil is
contacted to the first surface of the hydrophobic hollow fiber
membrane within 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 12, 24, 26, 48 or 72 hours
from removal of large solids.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the membrane con-
tactor system comprises hollow fiber microporous mem-
branes.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the hydrophobic
hollow fiber membrane comprises polyethylene, polypro-
pylene, polyolefins, polyvinyl chloride (PVC), amorphous
polyethylene terephthalate (PET), polyolefin copolymers,
poly(etheretherketone) type polymers, surface modified
polymers, mixtures or combinations thereof, or a surface
modified polymer that comprises polymers modified chemi-
cally at one or more halogen groups by corona discharge or
by ion embedding techniques.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the collected oil is
contacted with a counterflowing fluid at the second surface,
wherein the counterflowing fluid is selected from the group
consisting of a non-polar fluid, an alkane, hexane, an aro-
matic fluid, benzene, toluene, an ether, diethyl ether, a
halogenated fluid, chloroform, dichloromethane, an ester
and ethyl acetate.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the second surface is
in contact with a counterflowing fluid that comprises an oil
previously recovered using a hollow fiber contactor.
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10. The method of claim 1, further comprising cleaning a
clog in the membrane contactor system using a membrane
cleaning system that removes debris that clogs the mem-
brane contactor system.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the hydrophobic
liquid is selected from at least one of mineral oil, vegetable
oil, diesel fuel or oil, kerosene, naphtha, petroleum, or
aromatic or aliphatic hydrocarbons containing four or
greater carbon atoms.

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the hydrophobic
liquid is an isoparaffinic hydrocarbon selected from at least
one of isopar L, isopar C, isopar E, isopar G, isopar H, isopar
K, isopar M, or isopar V, or any synthetic thereof.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein soaking the hydro-
phobic hollow fiber membrane in the hydrophobic liquid is
for at least 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.5, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 14, 18,
20, 25, or 30 days.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein when a flux rate of oil
through the hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane degrades,
the washing and the pretreating are repeated, thereby
increasing the flux rate by at least 10%.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein pretreating the
hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane increases a flux rate of
oil through the hydrophobic hollow fiber membrane by at
least 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 50, 60, 70, or
75%.

16. The method of claim 1, wherein the hydrophobic
liquid comprises a same oil as the coalesced oil.
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