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(54) FAST SAMPLE LOADING MICROFLUIDIC REACTOR AND SYSTEM

(57) A microfluidic device comprising a reaction
chamber and at least two fluidic channels coupled to the
reaction chamber is disclosed. The at least two fluidic
channels allow providing/exiting a fluid in/from the reac-
tion chamber (100, 200), each fluidic channel comprising
an inlet (101, 102, 201, 202, 203, 204, 301, 302, 303)
and an outlet (111, 112, 211, 212, 213, 214). Each fluidic
channel is configured such that when a fluid is provided
in the reaction chamber via that fluidic channel, the fluid
exits the reaction chamber via the outlet of at least one
other fluidic channel when the reactor is filled, thereby
preventing a fluid from the at least one other fluidic chan-
nel, when present in the inlet, from diffusing into the re-
action chamber.
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Description

Field of the invention

[0001] The present invention relates to the field of mi-
crofluidic devices. More particularly it relates to a micro-
fluidic reactor allowing accurate control of reagents input
and outflow so that high purity reactions can be obtained.

Background of the invention

[0002] One of the challenges when using microfluidic
systems is to combine the use of small volumes of fluids,
with the requirement of allowing high purity reactions.
The relevance of traces of impurities is relatively more
important when using small liquid volumes. Examples of
applications where high purity reactions are required in-
clude but are not limited to DNA sequencing and synthe-
sis of biomolecules such as oligonucleotides.
[0003] DNA sequencing will be discussed in some de-
tail to provide background of one potential application of
the present invention. This does not imply that DNA se-
quencing is the only potential application of the present
invention. It is also not the purpose here to provide a
comprehensive review of the subject of DNA sequencing
as this would be too lengthy. For brevity and conciseness,
not every possible use of the present invention will be
described here.
[0004] In whole genome sequencing, it is desired to
know the sequence of the nucleotides in a patient’s DNA.
There are a number of techniques for determination of
the DNA sequence. DNA sequencing by synthesis is an
example of a class of techniques that works by taking a
single-stranded DNA (ssDNA) template and building the
doublestranded DNA (dsDNA) molecules by incorporat-
ing the nucleotides adenine (A), cytosine (C), guanine
(G), and thymine (T) in a particular order by a reaction.
The incorporation of a nucleotide into the ssDNA produc-
es pyrophosphate (PPi), which is detectable using a
number of methods. Pyrosequencing, for example de-
tects light emitted during a sequence of enzymatic reac-
tions with the PPi. So in order to determine which nucle-
otide is incorporated into the ssDNA, each nucleotide
must typically be introduced one at a time into the reaction
chamber at high levels of purity. Otherwise, an incorrect
read of the nucleotide being incorporated might occur.
[0005] To perform whole genome sequencing by syn-
thesis, the DNA is split into small fragments, each con-
taining typically a few hundred or a few thousand base-
pairs. These fragments are then spread over a large
number of reactors so that the process of sequencing
can be massively parallelized. To give the reader some
sense of scale, there are approximately 3 billion base-
pairs in the human genome so 3 million reactor cavities
are nominally required if the DNA is fragmented into 1000
base-pair segments and each reactor contains a distinct,
different DNA fragment. In reality more reactions are re-
quired to ensure good data integrity when piecing back

together the DNA from reading the nucleotide sequence
from the multiple DNA fragments. Furthermore, it is dif-
ficult to ensure that each reactor is loaded with a distinct-
ly, different fragment of the whole genome. The reasons
for this are not highly relevant to the invention so will not
be discussed further.
[0006] The classical technology for whole genome se-
quencing utilizes a relatively large flow cell which con-
tains a large number of reaction cavities. The ssDNA
template fragments are typically either covalently bound
directly to the surface of each reaction cavity or bound
to beads that are placed into each reaction cavity. Be-
cause the flow cell is large, it takes some time to fill the
flow cell with a nucleotide and then evacuate the flow cell
of the nucleotide using a wash buffer before introduction
of the next nucleotide. So the rate at which nucleotides
can be introduced and incorporated into the ssDNA is
relatively slow. Also, a large amount of reagents are typ-
ically used during this sequencing operation.
[0007] The process of introducing the reagents se-
quentially can be sped up by introducing the separate
reagent inlet channels and outlet channel very close to
each reaction chamber by using microfluidic channels.
Here, the problem is preventing diffusion of unwanted
reagents (nucleotides in the case of DNA sequencing)
into the reaction chamber, which reduces the purity of
reagents and can cause unwanted reactions to occur (in-
corporation of the wrong nucleotide in the case of DNA
sequencing).
[0008] Whereas a washing buffer channel may be pro-
vided for removing remaining reagent from the reaction
chamber, which allows cleaning the reaction chamber in
between different reactions, such washing buffer clean-
ing does not prevent that reagents diffuse back into the
reactor chamber. To avoid this, conventionally for each
reagent inlet channel a valve is provided, which is opened
for allowing a reagent to enter the reaction chamber and
which is closed when the reagent is not to enter the re-
action chamber, thus avoiding diffusion into the reaction
chamber. This solution, nonetheless, increases the size
and complexity of the system considerably.
[0009] Additionally, the presence of valves require a
control system for opening and closing the valves, which
also increases the complexity, size and cost of the mi-
crofluidic system. Valves usually require mechanical
parts, which are prone to failure and reduces resilience
of the system. Additionally, opening and closing the
valves take time, which can increase operation times.

Summary of the invention

[0010] It is an object of embodiments of the present
invention to provide a compact microfluidic reactor for
providing microfluidic reactions with high purity.
[0011] It is an advantage of embodiments of the
present invention that a system is provided that allows
fast load of reagents and unload of waste. It is an advan-
tage of embodiments of the present invention that reac-
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tions can be performed with a high throughput.
[0012] It is an advantage of at least some embodiments
of the present invention that a microfluidic system is pro-
vided that does not include on-chip valves. It is an ad-
vantage of embodiments of the present invention that
although no on-chip valves are present for preventing
diffusion of reagents not wanted for a reaction to be per-
formed in the microfluidic reactor, diffusion of such rea-
gents in the microfluidic reactor chamber can be limited
using microfluidic flow of other reagents or washing buffer
liquids.
[0013] It is an advantage of at least some embodiments
of the present invention that a microfluidic system is pro-
vided allowing microfluidic reactions in a reliable way.
[0014] The above object is obtained by a system ac-
cording to embodiments of the present invention.
[0015] The present invention relates to a microfluidic
device comprising a reaction chamber allowing reacting
of at least one fluid material, e.g. with another reactant
either coating or bound to the surface of the reaction
chamber or coating or bound to something placed into
the reaction chamber, which includes but is not limited
to beads or particles, and at least two fluidic channels
coupled to the reaction chamber for providing and exiting
a fluid in respectively from the reaction chamber, each
fluidic channel comprising an inlet and an outlet,
wherein each fluidic channel is configured such that when
a fluid is provided in the reaction chamber via that fluidic
channel, the fluid exits the reaction chamber via the outlet
of at least one other fluidic channel when the reactor is
filled, thereby preventing a fluid from the at least one
other fluidic channel, when present in the inlet, from dif-
fusing into the reaction chamber. It is an advantage of
embodiments of the present invention that load and un-
load of reagents can be performed quickly, and back dif-
fusion of fluids from the inlet ports to the cavity is reduced
or even avoided, with no need of valves integrated in the
fluidic chip.
[0016] The microfluidic device may comprise a wash
buffer channel for flushing the reaction chamber. It is an
advantage of embodiments of the present invention that
a buffer may be used for removing remaining fluids from
the cavity and ports.
[0017] Each fluidic channel may be configured such
that when a wash buffer is provided in the reactor via the
wash buffer channel, the wash buffer exits the reactor
via the outlet of each fluidic channel when the reactor is
filled thereby preventing a fluid, when present in the inlet,
from diffusing into the reaction chamber.
[0018] It is an advantage of embodiments of the
present invention that by proper design and positioning
of the outlet ports and input ports, a high purity of the
reagent can be maintained.
[0019] The inlets and the outlets of the at least two
fluidic channel may have a fluidic resistance to limit dif-
fusion of unwanted reagents into the micro reactor.
[0020] The cavity formed by the reaction chamber may
have a corner-free shape. The cavity formed by the re-

action chamber may have a rounded shape. It is an ad-
vantage of embodiments of the present invention that
less traces of liquid may remain in corners of the cavity.
[0021] Each of the inlet ports may have a same shape,
geometry and/or fluidic resistance and/or each of the out-
let ports have a same shape, geometry and/or fluidic re-
sistance. The microfluidic device may comprise a con-
troller for controlling the supply of fluids in the reaction
chamber through one or more first fluidic channels of a
plurality of fluidic channels such that supply of a liquid to
the reaction chamber through the one or more first fluidic
channels is performed whereby the fluid exits the reaction
chamber via the outlet(s) of the other fluidic channel(s)
of the plurality of fluidic channels, thereby preventing flu-
ids from the other fluidic channel(s) of the plurality of flu-
idic channels from diffusing into the reaction chamber.
The controller may be programmed for, during the target
reaction, continuously maintaining a flow of reagent(s)
that need to interact, thus introducing a continuous vol-
ume of flow in the reaction chamber and an equal con-
tinuous volume of flow out of the reaction chamber. The
controller may be programmed for providing the contin-
uous flow of reagent entering through inlets from the one
or more first fluid channels and for providing the contin-
uous flow out of the reaction chamber through outlets in
microfluidic channels of reagents not wanted in the target
reaction.
[0022] The present invention also relates to a micro-
fluidic system comprising a plurality of microfluidic devic-
es as described above, the plurality of fluidic reaction
chambers being positioned in an array. It is an advantage
of embodiments of the present invention that parallel re-
actions can be obtained, increasing throughput or yield.
It is an advantage of embodiments of the present inven-
tion that less components can be used to control flow in
a microfluidic system using microfluidic devices in paral-
lel, thus simplifying the system and saving costs.
[0023] The microfluidic system may be a diagnostic
system.
[0024] The microfluidic system may comprise at least
one microfluidic device comprising five reagent inlets,
e.g. for performing DNA sequencing.
[0025] The present invention also relates to a method
for creating a reaction in a microfluidic reaction chamber,
the method comprising, during the target reaction, con-
tinuously maintaining a flow of reagent(s) that need to
interact, thus introducing a continuous volume of flow in
the reaction chamber and an equal continuous volume
of flow out of the reaction chamber, wherein the contin-
uous flow out of the reaction chamber occurs through
outlets in microfluidic channels of reagents not wanted
in the target reaction, thus preventing reagents not want-
ed in the target reaction and spontaneously diffusing to-
wards the reaction chamber from entering the reaction
chamber by sweeping them into the outlet by the contin-
uous flow out of the reaction chamber through the outlets.
[0026] The method may be a diagnostic method.
[0027] The target reaction may be part of a DNA se-
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quencing step.
[0028] Particular and preferred aspects of the inven-
tion are set out in the accompanying independent and
dependent claims. Features from the dependent claims
may be combined with features of the independent claims
and with features of other dependent claims as appro-
priate and not merely as explicitly set out in the claims.
These and other aspects of the invention will be apparent
from and elucidated with reference to the embodiment(s)
described hereinafter.

Brief description of the drawings

[0029]

FIG. 1 illustrates a schematic representation of an
exemplary reaction chamber according to an em-
bodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 2A to FIG. 2C illustrates the operational princi-
ples according to an embodiment of the present in-
vention.
FIG. 3 illustrates an outline of how the microfluidic
reactor can be utilized for synthesis according to an
embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 4A to FIG. 4B illustrates a microfluidic device
and its performance characteristics according to an
embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 5A and FIG. 5B shows the average fluid veloc-
ities at the inlets of a two reagent reactor and the
resulting time-dependent concentrations according
to an embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 6 shows a microfluidic device according to an
embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 7A to FIG. 7E compares the performance of two
reactors (FIG. 7A and FIG. 7B), corresponding tran-
sient 2D simulations (FIG. 7D and FIG. 7E) obtained
using a predetermined procedure (outlined in FIG.
7C), illustrating features of embodiments of the
present invention.
FIG. 8 shows a reaction chamber with a circular cav-
ity according to an embodiment of the present inven-
tion.
FIG. 9 shows a simulation of flow in a reaction cham-
ber according to an embodiment of the present in-
vention.
FIG. 10 illustrates four reactors connected to a hier-
archical branched network of channels, according to
an embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 11A and FIG. 11B illustrate two views of an
implementation of a micro reactor design, according
to an embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 12A and FIG. 12B shows two views of an array
of micro reactors according to an embodiment of the
present invention.
FIG. 13A, FIG. 13B and FIG. 13C illustrates a buildup
of a structure using silicon micromachining, as can
be used in embodiments according to the present
invention.

[0030] The drawings are only schematic and are non-
limiting. In the drawings, the size of some of the elements
may be exaggerated and not drawn on scale for illustra-
tive purposes.
[0031] Any reference signs in the claims shall not be
construed as limiting the scope.
[0032] In the different drawings, the same reference
signs refer to the same or analogous elements.

Detailed description of illustrative embodiments

[0033] The present invention will be described with re-
spect to particular embodiments and with reference to
certain drawings but the invention is not limited thereto
but only by the claims. The drawings described are only
schematic and are non-limiting. In the drawings, the size
of some of the elements may be exaggerated and not
drawn on scale for illustrative purposes. The dimensions
and the relative dimensions do not correspond to actual
reductions to practice of the invention.
[0034] Furthermore, the terms first, second and the like
in the description and in the claims, are used for distin-
guishing between similar elements and not necessarily
for describing a sequence, either temporally, spatially, in
ranking or in any other manner. It is to be understood
that the terms so used are interchangeable under appro-
priate circumstances and that the embodiments of the
invention described herein are capable of operation in
other sequences than described or illustrated herein.
[0035] Moreover, the terms top, under and the like in
the description and the claims are used for descriptive
purposes and not necessarily for describing relative po-
sitions. It is to be understood that the terms so used are
interchangeable under appropriate circumstances and
that the embodiments of the invention described herein
are capable of operation in other orientations than de-
scribed or illustrated herein.
[0036] It is to be noticed that the term "comprising",
used in the claims, should not be interpreted as being
restricted to the means listed thereafter; it does not ex-
clude other elements or steps. It is thus to be interpreted
as specifying the presence of the stated features, inte-
gers, steps or components as referred to, but does not
preclude the presence or addition of one or more other
features, integers, steps or components, or groups there-
of. Thus, the scope of the expression "a device compris-
ing means A and B" should not be limited to devices con-
sisting only of components A and B. It means that with
respect to the present invention, the only relevant com-
ponents of the device are A and B.
[0037] Reference throughout this specification to "one
embodiment" or "an embodiment" means that a particular
feature, structure or characteristic described in connec-
tion with the embodiment is included in at least one em-
bodiment of the present invention. Thus, appearances
of the phrases "in one embodiment" or "in an embodi-
ment" in various places throughout this specification are
not necessarily all referring to the same embodiment, but
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may. Furthermore, the particular features, structures or
characteristics may be combined in any suitable manner,
as would be apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art
from this disclosure, in one or more embodiments.
[0038] Similarly it should be appreciated that in the de-
scription of exemplary embodiments of the invention, var-
ious features of the invention are sometimes grouped
together in a single embodiment, figure, or description
thereof for the purpose of streamlining the disclosure and
aiding in the understanding of one or more of the various
inventive aspects. This method of disclosure, however,
is not to be interpreted as reflecting an intention that the
claimed invention requires more features than are ex-
pressly recited in each claim. Rather, as the following
claims reflect, inventive aspects lie in less than all fea-
tures of a single foregoing disclosed embodiment. Thus,
the claims following the detailed description are hereby
expressly incorporated into this detailed description, with
each claim standing on its own as a separate embodi-
ment of this invention.
[0039] Furthermore, while some embodiments de-
scribed herein include some but not other features in-
cluded in other embodiments, combinations of features
of different embodiments are meant to be within the
scope of the invention, and form different embodiments,
as would be understood by those in the art. For example,
in the following claims, any of the claimed embodiments
can be used in any combination.
[0040] In the description provided herein, numerous
specific details are set forth. However, it is understood
that embodiments of the invention may be practiced with-
out these specific details. In other instances, well-known
methods, structures and techniques have not been
shown in detail in order not to obscure an understanding
of this description.
[0041] In a first aspect, the present invention relates
to a microfluidic device with a reaction chamber and an
arrangement of channels for introducing in and removing
multiple fluids from the reaction chamber and reduce or
avoid cross-contamination. The microfluidic device may
advantageously be used in applications where a plurality
of reagents need to be introduced sequentially in the re-
action chamber, and where contamination of a reagent
not used in the targeted reaction should be avoided. At
least two fluid channels are connected to the reaction
chamber for introducing fluids therein. Each of the fluidic
channels comprises an inlet and an outlet.
[0042] According to embodiments of the present inven-
tion, each fluidic channel is configured such that when a
fluid is provided in the reaction chamber via that fluidic
channel, the fluid exits the reaction chamber via the outlet
of at least one other fluidic channel when the reactor is
filled, thereby preventing a fluid from the at least one
other fluidic channel, when present in the inlet, from dif-
fusing into the reaction chamber. In operation, the system
thus operates under continuous flow of the reagents re-
quired in the targeted reaction. This continuous flow
avoids that reagents not involved in the targeted reaction,

but present in the microfluidic channels, diffuse into the
reaction chamber.
[0043] In some reactions targeted, two different rea-
gents may be introduced in the reaction chamber, where-
by further reagents are prevented from diffusing into the
reaction chamber due to the continuous feeding of the
two different reagents and the fact that the continuous
feeding is removed from the reaction chamber, using the
outlets in the microfluidic channels of the reagents not
used in the targeted reaction. This reduces back-diffusion
and increases the purity of the fluids within the chamber,
improving the quality of the reactions. This implementa-
tion obtains high levels of purity without the need of
pumps or valves at each individual inlet and/or outlet port,
which is of particular advantage when implementing a
plurality of micro reactors. The removal of previous rea-
gents can be performed fast in a simple system, increas-
ing the overall speed of sample loading and waste re-
moval.
[0044] Via the outlets, the fluid can be brought outside
the microfluidic device, e.g. towards a collector for dis-
posal, to a different part of a microfluidic system, etc. The
inlets allow to provide reagents or fluids from a reagent
channel or reservoir to the reactor cavity.
[0045] In embodiments of the present invention, the
inlets and the outlets are configured with a fluidic resist-
ance to limit diffusion of unwanted reagents into the mi-
croreactor. The range of resistances of the inlet and outlet
may be within 1016 to 1022 Pa*s/m3. The fluid resistance
of the ports may be configured by choosing appropriate
dimensions, such as appropriate length of the port mi-
crochannels, or appropriate width or diameter, or a com-
bination thereof. However, the present invention is not
limited to microchannels, and other fluidic communica-
tion means can be used. For example, a sink may be
included in each inlet port microchannel, the sinks having
a shape and size such that yields a predetermined fluidic
resistance.
[0046] By way of illustration, embodiments of the
present invention not being limited thereto, a number of
standard and optional features will be discussed with ref-
erence to exemplary microfluidic devices. FIG. 1 shows
an exemplary microfluidic device comprising a reaction
chamber 100 and two microfluidic inlet channels 101,
102 and two microfluidic outlet channels 111, 112. The
reaction chamber 100 may have any suitable shape, for
example square, circular, ellipsoidal, etc. In advanta-
geous embodiments, corners are avoided in the reaction
chamber, as this eases washing of the reaction chamber.
The reaction chamber may include a sensor or multiple
sensors for detecting or monitoring the reaction. Alterna-
tively, the sensor may be external to the reactor, using
optical detection for example. An optional wash port 103,
for example for introducing and/or removing wash buffer,
is included. The microfluidic inlet channels 101, 102 and
outlet channels 111, 112 are connected to microfluidic
channels 121, 122. Microfluidic channels 121, 122 are
then connected to the reaction chamber 100. The inlet
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channels may be positioned at a predetermined distance
104 from the reaction chamber and under a predeter-
mined angle, e.g. forming a 90° angle, but other angles
are possible. This predetermined distance 104 between
the inlet channel and the reaction chamber provides a
determined flow resistance in series between the out-
let/inlet channels and the reaction chamber (the flow re-
sistance being also determined by the sizes and cross-
sections of the channels). For example, the distance 104
between the cavity and the outlet may be such that the
flow resistance of the microfluidic channel 121 is below
approximately 100% of the resistance of inlet channel
101 or outlet channel 111. Maximizing the resistance of
channel 121 improves the purity of the reagent that can
be introduced into the reaction chamber 100 through inlet
channel 101. However, minimizing this resistance results
in less wastage of the reagent introduced into inlet chan-
nel 101 through outlet channel 111, thereby bypassing
the reaction chamber 100. The distance 104 must there-
fore be chosen to balance these two competing interests,
with the optimal distance depending on the specifics of
the design (reactor volume, flow rates, etc.).
[0047] In embodiments of the present invention, each
of the inlet ports have the same shape, geometry and
fluidic resistance, and the outlet ports have also the same
shape, geometry and fluidic resistance. In alternative em-
bodiments, each of the inlet ports and outlet ports are
tailored for specific fluids and reagents to be used with
said ports.
[0048] FIG. 2A to FIG. 2C illustrates the operational
principles of embodiments of the present invention. In
practice, inlet channels 101, 102, 103 are each connect-
ed to separate supply channels through the respective
inlet ports 131, 132, 133. Each supply channel is con-
nected to a respective reservoir, each containing a sep-
arate fluid. The supply channels have relatively low re-
sistance compared to inlet channels 101, 102, 103. The
purpose of channels 101, 102, 103 are to limit diffusion
from the supply channel into the reaction chamber. It is
advantageous for the inlet channels 101, 102, 103 to
have small cross-sectional dimensions and relatively
long lengths to limit diffusion. However, such channels
result in large pressure drops so a balance must be made
between maintaining acceptable pressure drops while
limiting mass diffusion rates. Valves can be placed be-
tween the supply channels and the reservoirs to control
when each fluid is introduced into the reaction chamber
100. Outlet channels 111, 112 can be connected to a
common outlet supply channel through outlet ports 141,
142. The outlet supply channel leads either to further
processing and/or analysis or to waste.
[0049] FIG. 2A shows the introduction of reagent fluid
A through inlet port 131 into inlet channel 101. Valves
stop the reagent fluid B and wash buffer from entering
through inlet ports 132, 133, respectively, into inlet chan-
nels 102, 103, respectively. However, by mass diffusion,
reagent B still enters into inlet channel 102. It is an ad-
vantage of the invention that mass diffusion of reagent

B into the reaction chamber 100 is mitigated by advection
of reagent B using the flow stream of reagent fluid A
through channel 122, thereby sweeping the diffusing re-
agent B into the outlet channel 112. It is an advantage
of the invention that a high purity of reagent fluid A is thus
maintained in the reaction chamber 100.
[0050] FIG. 2B shows the flow of wash buffer into the
reaction chamber 100. The purpose of the wash buffer
is to remove the previously introduced reagent fluid from
the reaction chamber 100 before the introduction of the
next reagent fluid. The wash buffer is introduced into inlet
channel 103 through inlet port 133. Valves prevent the
flow of reagent fluids A, B into inlet channels 101, 102,
respectively. However, as noted earlier, mass diffusion
leads to reagents A, B being transported through inlet
channels 101, 102, respectively. The wash buffer flows
through channels 121, 122 carrying away the reagents
A, B, respectively, into the outlet channels 111, 121, re-
spectively. It is an advantage of the invention that both
reagent fluids A, B are effectively removed from the re-
action chamber 100 by flowing the wash buffer.
[0051] FIG. 2C shows the introduction of reagent fluid
B. In a process similar to the earlier discussion, reagent
A diffusing through inlet channel 101 is carried away by
reagent fluid B flow from channel 121 into the outlet chan-
nel 111 maintaining a high purity of reagent B in the re-
action chamber 100.
[0052] After introduction of reagent fluid B into the re-
action chamber, reagent fluid B can be removed from the
reaction chamber by introducing another wash step as
shown in FIG. 2B. If a cyclical reaction is desired, reagent
fluid A can then be introduced again as shown in FIG.
2A and the process can repeat. It is an advantage of the
invention that during each stage, a high purity of the de-
sired reagent is maintained in the reaction chamber.
Therefore, if a reaction occurs between the desired rea-
gent and molecules bound either to the surface of the
reaction chamber or to beads/particles placed inside the
reaction chamber, then it is known with high probability
which reagent reacted.
[0053] FIG. 3 shows an outline of how the microfluidic
reactor can be utilized for synthesis (of organic molecules
such as DNA, for instance). First, the template for syn-
thesis (single stranded DNA in the case of sequencing
applications) is bound to functional groups in the micro-
reactor or beads in the microreactor. The excess tem-
plate is then washed from the reactor using the wash
buffer. The first reagent A is flushed through the micro-
reactor. For DNA sequencing, reagent A may contain
one of the nucleotides, which is incorporated into the sin-
gle stranded DNA through the assistance of an enzyme
called a polymerase if and only if the nucleotide in reagent
A forms the correct base pair at the first open site of the
single-stranded DNA molecule. Incorporation of the nu-
cleotide results in the formation of pyrophosphate, which
can be detected optically using an enzyme such as luci-
ferase. If reagent A does not contain the correct nucle-
otide, incorporation does not occur and no pyrophos-
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phate is produced. Reagent A can then be removed from
the reactor using the wash buffer.
[0054] After the concentration of reagent A in the re-
actor is suitably low, the next reagent B can be intro-
duced. It is an advantage of the invention that a high
purity of reagent B can be obtained upon introduction
into the microreactor without the use of microfluidic
valves. Additional reagents (for as many reagent lines
are connected to the microreactor) can be introduced
into the reactor at high purities by proceeding with a wash
step. After introduction of all the reagents, the process
can be repeated in a cyclical manner. For the application
of DNA sequencing by synthesis, this allows for introduc-
tion of each of the nucleotides, one-by-one, into the re-
actor. Detection of an optical signal indicates incorpora-
tion of one of nucleotides into the single stranded DNA
fragment. Since the nucleotides are introduced into the
reactor at high purity, it can be determined with some
confidence which nucleotide was incorporated.
[0055] FIG. 4A to FIG. 4B shows an example of the
embodiment in FIG. 1 and the performance characteris-
tics of such an example. The dimensions of the example
reactor are given in FIG 4A, all dimensions being in mi-
crometer and the depth of the reactor and connecting
channels being constant at 0.5 mm. It is to be noticed that
the dimensions illustrate one particular example, embod-
iments not being limited thereto. The 1-dimensional,
steady-state, advection-diffusion problem is solved to
yield approximate performance characteristics of the ex-
ample reactor. The model simulates the scenario where
reagent B is being pumped (at VB = 5, 10, or 20 mm/s)
into the reactor while reagent A only diffuses into the
reaction chamber. The length of channel 121, 122 is var-
ied from L = 0.1 mm to 10 mm . The fluid is assumed to
have a viscosity of 1 mPa·s and the diffusion coefficient
of both reagent species are assumed to be 10-9 m2/s.
The modeling results (see FIG. 4B) show that under
steady-state conditions, purities on the order of parts per
million (ppm) or better are readily achievable. Higher inlet
velocities VB and larger lengths L yield higher purity levels
in the reactor.
[0056] FIG. 5 shows the average fluid velocities at the
inlets of a two reagent reactor with a separate wash inlet
and the resulting time-dependent concentrations of the
two chemical species being introduced in the reactor.
During cycle 1, reagent A is introduced, followed by a
wash cycle, followed by reagent B introduction, and fol-
lowed by a wash cycle (see FIG. 5A). The sequence is
repeated for cycles 2 & 3. The normalized concentrations
of species A and species B, the chemicals of interest in
reagents A and B, respectively, are shown in FIG. 5B. In
cycle 1, the normalized concentration of species A quick-
ly approaches 1 during the introduction of reagent A. Dur-
ing the wash step, the concentration of A gradually de-
creases to a very low value. During introduction of spe-
cies B, the concentration of A does increase in the reactor
to a value of about 4 x 10-4, which is more than a 1000
times lower than the concentration of species B in the

microreactor.
[0057] FIG. 6 shows another embodiment of the
present invention. Channel 221 has an enlarged cross-
section, as indicated by dimension 205, to reduce the
flow resistance in series between the inlet/outlet channel
201, 211 and the reaction chamber 200. Channel 221 in
FIG. 3 is drawn with a constant width but this does not
preclude the use of a tapered, rounded, or other suitable
shape. The reduced resistance of channel 221 reduces
the wastage of the reagent introduced through inlet chan-
nel 201 and flowing out of outlet channel 211. In other
words, the reduced resistance of channel 221 allows a
larger proportion of the reagent fluid introduced into inlet
channel 201 to flow into the reaction chamber 200. Outlet
channel 211 may be offset by dimension 207, which fur-
ther reduces unwanted mass diffusion into the reaction
chamber at the cost of increased wastage of reagents.
[0058] FIG. 7A to FIG. 7E compares the performance
of a reactor of embodiment 100 (see FIG. 7A) to a reactor
of embodiment 200 (see FIG. 7B). The dimensions
shown in FIG. 7A and 7B are all in micrometer. It is to be
noted that the dimensions shown are examples and that
embodiments are not limited thereto. Transient 2D sim-
ulations (assuming infinite depth) are conducted to as-
sess the performance, which should provide reasonably
accurate results for species concentration. The simula-
tion procedure is outlined in FIG. 7C. First, the numerical
domain is initialized by solving the steady-state problem
where the mean velocity at the wash inlet is Vwash = 10
mm/s and the other inlets are set to 0. This is represent-
ative of the flow and species concentration in the reactor
after a long wash step. To simulate the step representing
the introduction of species B into the microreactor, first
the fluid flow (pressure and velocities) for an inlet velocity
of VB = 10 mm/s is solved while the species concentration
is not updated. This can be done because the fluid flow
variables reach steady-state conditions in a micro-sec-
ond time scale while for species concentration, the time
scale of interest is in milli-seconds. Finally, the transient
species concentration is solved for each numerical case.
[0059] The results of the analysis are shown in FIG.
7D and 7E. The normalized concentration of species B
reaches nearly unity within a few milli-seconds (see FIG.
7D) for both embodiments 100 and 200 while the nor-
malized concentration of species A remains low through-
out the introduction of species B into the reactor. The
concentration ratio, CA/CB, reaches approximately 10-5

for embodiment 100 (see FIG. 7E) at 10 ms. For embod-
iment 200, the concentration ratio is over a magnitude
lower at 10 ms, a considerable improvement.
[0060] For DNA sequencing applications, a total of 5
reagent inlets (1 for the wash buffer and 4 for each nu-
cleotide: guanine, thymine, adenine, and cytosine) may
be the most interesting.
[0061] FIG. 8 shows a reaction chamber comprising a
circular cavity 300 and part of four inlet ports 302, 303,
304, 305 and a separate inlet for the wash buffer 301
with four outlet ports 312, 313, 314, 315 branching out
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of each inlet port. High degree of purity is obtained with
the use of a minimal number of valves (total of 5 needed
for the configuration shown in FIG. 8; 1 for the wash and
4 for the reagents), which can be external to the micro-
fluidic system. Design features discussed in previous em-
bodiments, such as a channel with enlarged cross-sec-
tion 322, 323, 324, 325, may also be present.
[0062] FIG. 9 shows an example of simulation of flow
in a reaction chamber according to embodiments of the
present invention. The reactor comprises a circular cavity
300 with four inlet ports 302, 303, 304, 305 and a wash
buffer inlet 301 and branching outlet ports 311, 312 at a
predetermined distance of the cavity (or in this case, the
nozzle 325, included in the cavity).
[0063] For example, reagents and/or buffer may be re-
moved via the outlet ports. FIG. 9 shows the species
concentration of a chemical being introduced via inlet
302, represented by patterned zones according to the
normalized scale 340. Due to the higher flow resistance
of the outlet port, most of the fluid enters the cavity, and
much less amount of fluid passes to the outlet ports dur-
ing filling. The amount of reagent 307 remaining in the
inlet port channel 304 is reduced, because most of it is
removed during filling (e.g. filling of cavity by other rea-
gent) or wash (e.g. filling the cavity with buffer from the
wash port 301) through the outlet port 314 connected to
each inlet port 304. No valves or pumps are needed in
the ports for preventing fluid back-diffusion from the inlet
ports, as they are sufficiently cleared out by the included
outlets.
[0064] Reactors according to embodiments of the
present invention can be used in a microfluidic system
suitable for mixing two or more fluids, each fluid (e.g.
reagent) being provided by a separate channel. Each
channel may pump fluids into the reactors, for which in-
tegrated or, preferably, external valves can be used. Em-
bodiments of the present invention allows a high flexibility
of design, because it can be connected to any channel
of a fluidic system. The reactor may be included in a chip,
and the problem of limiting diffusion is solved without the
use of on-chip valves. The valves can be advantageously
external to the reactor.
[0065] In a further aspect of the present invention, a
fluidic system comprising a plurality of microfluidic devic-
es can be obtained. This aspect can be applied to, for
example, microfluidic systems. At least two fluidic chan-
nels can be connected to each of the at least two inlet
ports of a plurality of reactors of the first aspect of present
invention. Embodiments of the second aspect of the
present invention provide a plurality of reactors which
can advantageously be used in parallel, increasing yield
and saving time. In embodiments of the present invention
suitable for providing a given number N of reagents, being
provided by N reagent channels, it is possible to use sev-
eral reactors of the first aspect of the present invention,
for example M reactors (100), in parallel by an appropri-
ate network of channels. Each of the reactors would com-
prise N inlet ports (102, 103). Some advantageous em-

bodiments of the present invention may use N valves
(408 - one valve per reagent channel), instead of NxM
valves (one valve per inlet port). Even in embodiments
comprising a wash port (101) in each reactor, only N+1
valves would be needed, N for the reagent channels, and
one for a wash channel.
[0066] The example FIG. 10 shows four reactors (404,
405, 406, 407) connected to a hierarchical branched net-
work of channels (401, 402, 403) which are connected
to the external valves (408). Each reactor inlet is con-
nected to an outlet channel (112, 113) to sweep away
unwanted reagents diffusing into the reactors. The out-
lets are connected to a hierarchical network of channels
411. In practice, the number of reactors can thus be
scaled to the millions while only using a relatively small
number of external valves.
[0067] Additionally, a wash port can be added to each
cavity, for flushing the cavities with washing liquid such
as buffer, thereby improving further the purity if needed.
[0068] FIG. 11A and FIG. 11B shows two views of an
implementation of a microreactor design. A microreactor
500 is connected to four reagent inlets 502, 503, 504,
505 and an optional wash inlet 501. The inlet channels
502, 503, 504, 505 and outlet channels 512, 513, 514,
515 may be serpentined to save footprint on the sub-
strate. The inlet and outlet channels can be connected
to supply channels for the reagents and the drain chan-
nels for the waste, respectively, via inlet ports 531 and
outlet ports 542, respectively.
[0069] FIG. 12A and FIG. 12B shows different views
of an array of micro reactors connected to supply chan-
nels 551 for the wash buffer, supply channels for the re-
agents 552, 553, 554, 555, and drain channels 561 for
the waste outlets. The supply and drain channels are
shown located on the top reactors so that a single sup-
ply/drain channel has fluidic access to multiple microre-
actors. Furthermore, another layer of supply and drain
channels (not shown in FIG. 12A and FIG. 12B) can be
located on top of the supply channels 551, 552, 553, 554,
555 and drain channels 561, fluidically connected to the
underlying fluid network via ports 571, 572, 573, 574,
575, 581. This hierarchy can be repeated to access a
large number of reactors with a minimal number supply
and drain channels. For some applications, it may be
preferential to have only one supply channel per reagent.
This arrangement only requires one valve per reagent,
which can be external to the microfluidic system. It is an
advantage of the invention that a plurality of micro reac-
tors can be connected to supply and drain channels and
controlled via a minimal number of external valves.
[0070] Several methods of manufacturing may be em-
ployed to fabricate the microreactors, connecting chan-
nels, and supply and drain channels described herein.
Among these, silicon and silicon dioxide micromachining
may be the most amenable, especially when the size of
inlet and outlet channels are in the hundreds of nanom-
eters in width and depth. FIG. 13A, FIG. 13B and FIG.
13C illustrate the buildup of the structure using silicon
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micromachining. An oxide layer 702 is thermally grown
or deposited onto a silicon wafer. A micro reactor cavity
600 is etched into the oxide layer using isotropic or ani-
sotropic etching. Another oxide layer 703 can be depos-
ited onto layer 702 and etched to form the inlet 602 and
outlet 614 connecting channels. Via ports 632 and 644
can be formed on another oxide layer 704, supply 652
and drain 664 channels can be formed on an oxide layer
705 and supply 672 and drain 684 ports formed in oxide
layer 706 using a similar approach. For larger supply 802
and drain channels 814, deep reactive ion etching can
be used in another silicon substrate 901 (see FIG. 13B).
These supply and drain channels can be connected to
inlet and outlet connections via ports 822, 834. A layer
of oxide 902 can be thermally grown or deposited on the
silicon substrate 901 to permit oxide-to-oxide bonding
with the substrate shown in FIG. 13A.
[0071] The cross-section of the assembled microfluidic
device is shown in FIG. 13C after oxide-to-oxide bonding
via oxide layers 706 and 902. For applications of genomic
sequencing, it may be advantageous for one of the sub-
strate materials 701 or 901 to be optically transparent so
that light produced in the microreactor 600 by the enzy-
matic reaction during incorporation of a nucleotide can
be viewed by an external image sensor. Alternatively,
substrate 701 can be an image sensor in silicon with pix-
els underneath the microreactor 600 to capture the light
produced within the microreactor 600.
[0072] The present invention may be used for DNA se-
quencing, for example. Other uses may be production of
oligonucleotides or isothermal polymerase chain reac-
tion (PCR).
[0073] Although the present invention has been dis-
closed with respect to microfluidics, it is not intended to
limit the application to any particular size of its compo-
nents; for example, it may be applied to nanofluidic sys-
tems.
[0074] In yet another aspect, the present invention re-
lates to a method for creating a reaction in a microfluidic
reaction chamber. The method comprises, during the tar-
get reaction, continuously maintaining a flow of reagent
that need to interact. This means introducing a continu-
ous volume of flow in the reaction chamber and removing
an equal continuous volume of flow out of the reaction
chamber. According to the method, the continuous flow
out of the reaction chamber occurs through outlets in
microfluidic channels of reagents not wanted in the target
reaction, thus preventing reagents not wanted in the tar-
get reaction and spontaneously diffusing towards the re-
action chamber from entering the reaction chamber by
sweeping them into the outlet by the continuous flow out
of the reaction chamber through the outlets. Other meth-
od steps may express the functionality of particular com-
ponents of the device as described in the first aspect.

Claims

1. A microfluidic device comprising

- a reaction chamber (100, 200) allowing react-
ing of at least one fluid material,
- at least two fluidic channels coupled to the re-
action chamber for providing and exiting a fluid
in respectively from the reaction chamber (100,
200), each fluidic channel comprising an inlet
(101, 102, 201, 202, 203, 204, 301, 302, 303)
and an outlet (111, 112, 211, 212, 213, 214),

wherein
each fluidic channel is configured such that when a
fluid is provided in the reaction chamber via that flu-
idic channel, the fluid exits the reaction chamber via
the outlet of at least one other fluidic channel when
the reactor is filled, thereby preventing a fluid from
the at least one other fluidic channel, when present
in the inlet, from diffusing into the reaction chamber.

2. The microfluidic device of any of the previous claims,
further comprising a wash buffer channel (305) for
flushing the reaction chamber (100, 200).

3. The microfluidic device according to claim 2, wherein
each fluidic channel is configured such that when a
wash buffer is provided in the reactor via the wash
buffer channel (305), the wash buffer exits the reac-
tor via the outlet of each fluidic channel when the
reactor is filled thereby preventing a fluid, when
present in the inlet, from diffusing into the reaction
chamber.

4. The microfluidic device according to any of the pre-
vious claims, wherein the inlets (101, 102, 201, 202,
203, 204, 301, 302, 303) and the outlets (111, 112,
211, 212, 213, 214) of the at least two fluidic channels
have a fluidic resistance to limit diffusion of unwanted
reagents into the micro reactor.

5. The microfluidic device of any of the previous claims,
wherein the cavity (200) formed by the reaction
chamber has a corner-free shape.

6. The microfluidic device of any of the previous claims,
wherein each of the inlet ports have a same shape,
geometry and/or fluidic resistance, and/or wherein
each of the outlet ports have a same shape, geom-
etry and/or fluidic resistance.

7. The microfluidic device of any of the previous claims,
the reaction chamber and at least part of the micro-
fluidic channels being implemented on chip, the mi-
crofluidic device furthermore comprising valves for
controlling the flow of reagents in the microfluidic
channels, whereby the valves are positioned off chip.
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8. The microfluidic device of any of the previous claims,
the microfluidic device comprising a controller for
controlling the supply of fluids in the reaction cham-
ber through one or more first fluidic channels of a
plurality of fluidic channels such that supply of a liquid
to the reaction chamber through the one or more first
fluidic channels is performed whereby the fluid exits
the reaction chamber via the outlet(s) of the other
fluidic channel(s) of the plurality of fluidic channels,
thereby preventing fluids from the other fluidic chan-
nel(s) of the plurality of fluidic channels from diffusing
into the reaction chamber.

9. The microfluidic device according to claim 8, where-
by the controller is programmed for, during the target
reaction, continuously maintaining a flow of rea-
gent(s) that need to interact, thus introducing a con-
tinuous volume of flow in the reaction chamber and
an equal continuous volume of flow out of the reac-
tion chamber,
controller being programmed for providing the con-
tinuous flow of reagent entering through inlets from
the one or more first fluid channels and for providing
the continuous flow out of the reaction chamber
through outlets in microfluidic channels of reagents
not wanted in the target reaction.

10. A microfluidic system (400) comprising a plurality of
microfluidic devices according to any of the previous
claims, the plurality of fluidic reaction chambers be-
ing positioned in an array.

11. A microfluidic system according to claim 10, wherein
the microfluidic system is a diagnostic system.

12. A microfluidic system according to claim 11, wherein
the microfluidic system comprises at least one mi-
crofluidic device comprising five reagent inlets for
performing DNA sequencing.

13. A method for creating a reaction in a microfluidic re-
action chamber, the method comprising

- during the target reaction, continuously main-
taining a flow of reagent(s) that need to interact,
thus introducing a continuous volume of flow in
the reaction chamber and an equal continuous
volume of flow out of the reaction chamber,

wherein the continuous flow out of the reaction
chamber occurs through outlets in microfluidic chan-
nels of reagents not wanted in the target reaction,
thus preventing reagents not wanted in the target
reaction and spontaneously diffusing towards the re-
action chamber from entering the reaction chamber
by sweeping them into the outlet by the continuous
flow out of the reaction chamber through the outlets.

14. The method according to claim 13, the method being
a diagnostic method.

15. The method according to any of claims 13 or 14,
wherein the target reaction is part of a DNA sequenc-
ing step.
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