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Abstract: The hydrochar product from the hydrothermal carbonization (HTC) of microalgae 
contains most of fatty acids (FAs) in the original microalgae. In the hydrochar, FAs exist in both 
types of bound fatty acids (BFAs) and free fatty acids (FFAs). Besides, when the microalgae paste is 
stored at the room temperature (25 °C) for one day, there is an increase of total fatty acids (TFAs) 
and free fatty acids (FFAs) in microalgae. The hydrochar from this microalgae paste was proved to 
have a higher amount of TFAs and a higher percentage of FFAs/TFAs compared to the ordinary 
hydrochar (without the additional storage step) in this research. Both of these factors favor for the 
subsequent acid catalyzed esterification-transesterification reaction of hydrochar lipids. In summary, 
a process based on a combination of the storage of fresh microalgae, the HTC of microalgae paste, 
and the direct esterification-transesterification of the hydrochar has been developed for biodiesel 
production. With the additional storage step of fresh microalgae, the total biodiesel yield has been 
improved of 19.3% in the optimum condition. 

Keywords: microalgae; hydrothermal carbonization; hydrochar; fatty acid; esterification; 
transesterification 
 

1. Introduction 

Recently, biodiesel from microalgae is especially concerned because microalgae can grow very 
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fast, have high lipid content and can be cultivated at non-arable land or combined with sewage 
treatment [1]. However, due to very high moisture content of microalgae paste (approximately 80–
90% w/w), drying of microalgae consumes so much energy. Furthermore, the treatment of a large 
amount of byproduct (lipid-extracted microalgae) is also another obstacle. One solution to these 
problems is the hydrothermal carbonization (HTC) process. 

HTC of microalgae is a process in which microalgae react with water at high temperature 
(around 200 °C, 2 MPa) to form one solid product called hydrochar. Treatment of microalgae by 
HTC is very beneficial in terms of energy. For 10 kg microalgae paste with 90% moisture content, 
the energy required for complete drying is 23.31 MJ, while the energy required for performing HTC 
(without evaporation of water) and drying of the hydrochar is 7.83 MJ, only around 1/3 of the 
original value [2]. The heat of combustion of the lipid-extracted hydrochar was proved enough to 
provide the whole energy requirement of the HTC process and make the energy balance  
positive [2,3]. In comparison with a similar process of the hydrothermal liquefaction, HTC takes 
place in the milder condition, so it means that the energy requirement and the equipment cost will be 
considerably reduced. For example, in the hydrothermal liquefaction, a very high temperature  
(375 °C) should be required to get the maximum amount of bio-crude oil. Moreover, the bio-crude 
oil from the hydrothermal liquefaction consists of many various substances such as hydrocarbons, 
cyclic dipeptides, pyrroles, pyrrolidinones, free fatty acids, peptides, algaenan (polymethylens), 
algaenan derivatives, asphaltene, etc., has high viscosity and percentage of nitrogen, so these will add 
more cost to upgrade this oil before utilization [4]. On the other hand, after HTC of microalgae, two 
main products are obtained. While the aqueous phase, which contains the majority of N in the 
original microalgae, can be reused for cultivating microalgae [3,5], the hydrochar contains most of 
fatty acids, and it is a promising feedstock for biodiesel production [2,3]. 

Fatty acids in the hydrochar are bound fatty acids (BFAs) and free fatty acids (FFAs) as a result 
of the hydrolysis of BFAs during HTC [6]. One of the most effective methods to produce FAMEs 
from the hydrochar is a direct esterification-transesterification. Fatty acids (FAs) inside the 
hydrochar (both BFAs and FFAs) will directly react with methanol in the presence of a catalyst to 
form fatty acid methyl esters (FAMEs) without oil extraction. This approach eliminates a big amount 
of hazardous solvents required for oil extraction from microalgae such as chloroform and  
methanol [7], hexane and isopropanol [8]. Moreover, the biodiesel yield will be also improved 
compared to the traditional methods including the oil extraction and the subsequent 
transesterification [9,10,11]. Acid catalysts, the commonly used one is H2SO4, are usually used to 
catalyze both esterification of FFAs and transesterification of BFAs in one step.  

In addition, the contents of TFAs and FFAs in microalgae paste increase with the storage time. 
In detail, there is an increase of FFAs along with a decrease of triacylglycerides (TGs, a form of 
BFAs) due to the hydrolysis of TGs under the effect of the enzyme lipase in microalgae [12,13]. The 
microalgae paste should undergo the HTC process to obtain the hydrochar used as a feedstock for 
biodiesel production. If the TFA content of microalgae is higher, the TFA content of the created 
hydrochar will be higher at the same HTC condition. However, if the FFA content of microalgae is 
higher, more FFAs will be extracted into the aqueous phase during the HTC due to the high 
solubility of FFAs in water at a high temperature [14]. Although most of these FFAs will be 
adsorbed again on hydrochar [3], a small part will be freely dissolved in the aqueous phase or 
adsorbed on the dissolved organic matters [15]. The higher the FFA content of microalgae is, the 
higher the possibility of losing these FFAs in the aqueous phase is. In other words, the TFA retention 
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in hydrochar will be lower. There are two opposite effects on the TFA content of the created 
hydrochar. Therefore, in this work, HTC of stored microalgae has been conducted to see whether the 
amount of TFAs in the hydrochar increases compared to the hydrochar from microalgae without 
storage. In addition, the percentage of FFAs/TFAs is also evaluated in both cases. Because the acid 
catalyzed esterification of FFAs is much faster than the acid catalyzed transesterification of BFAs, 
the higher percentage of FFAs/TFAs will make the biodiesel formation faster at the same reaction 
condition. This additional storage step does not require chemicals or much energy, so it should be 
highly applicable. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Materials 

2.1.1. Microalgae cultivation, harvest and storage 

The marine microalgae species, Chlorella (PTCC 6010), was cultivated in the Rudic medium 
with the total volume of 120 liters [16]. The medium recipe was as follows, NaNO3: 300 mg/l, 
K2HPO4: 80 mg/l, KH2PO4: 20 mg/l, MgSO4.7H2O: 10 mg/l, CaCl2: 47 mg/l, EDTA: 7.5 mg/l, NaCl: 
20 mg/l, H3BO3: 0.3 mg/l, MnSO4.H2O: 1.5 mg/l, ZnSO4.7H2O: 0.1 mg/l, (NH4)6Mo7O24.4H2O: 0.3 
mg/l, CuSO4.5H2O: 0.08 mg/l, Co(NO3)2.6H2O: 0.26 mg/l, FeCl3.6H2O: 17 mg/l. The salinity of the 
medium was 30 g NaCl/l. The temperature was remained around 25 °C, and pH was adjusted around 
8 by gaseous CO2. The microalgae density was determined by the UV-Vis spectrometer, and the 
microalgae medium reached to the stationary phase after 2 weeks and was ready for harvest. 
Microalgae were flocculated by FeCl3 with an amount of 0.3 g/l of the culture medium [17]. The 
flocculated microalgae were washed 2 times with water and then filtered to get microalgae paste. 

The microalgae paste was divided into 3 parts after harvesting. The first one was dried 
immediately at 105 °C for 4 hours. The second and the third were stored in the incubator at 25 °C 
respectively for 1 and 2 days, and then dried at 105 °C after finishing the storage. Drying of 
microalgae enables the storage of microalgae and the accurate control of microalgae mass input in 
each experiment. In HTC, a certain proportion of dried microalgae and water was used to simulate 
the real moisture of microalgae paste. This protocol was just applied for the lab scale, and a fresh 
microalgae paste should be used for HTC in a commercial scale. The dried microalgae were also 
used in HTC in many previous researches [2,6,18].  

2.1.2. Chemicals 

All chemicals used in the microalgae cultivation, the harvesting and the direct esterification-
transesterification reaction were purchased from Wako Pure Chemical Industries, Ltd. The fatty acid 
methyl ester standards including myristoleic acid, methyl ester (C14:1); tetradecanoic acid, methyl 
ester (C14:0); pentadecanoic acid, methyl ester (C15:0); 9-hexadecenoic acid, methyl ester, (Z) 
(C16:1); hexadecanoic acid, methyl ester (C16:0); heptadecanoic acid, methyl ester (C17:0) were 
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. 
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2.1.3. Equipment 

The UV-Vis spectrometer model was Shimadzu UVmini 1240. The 50 ml autoclave was 
purchased from Taiatsu Techno Corporation. The Tomy Multipurpose Refrigerated Centrifuge EX-
126 was used to centrifuge samples. The Shimadzu GCMS-QP2010 SE was used to quantitatively 
analyze fatty acid methyl esters. 

2.2. Hydrothermal carbonization of microalgae 

HTC of microalge was conducted using the facility shown in Figure 1. Dried microalgae (3 g) 
and water (17 g) were supplied into the 50 ml autoclave. The ratio of microalgae and water was 
calculated to simulate the microalgae paste with 85% moisture content. One magnetic bar was used 
to agitate the mixture during HTC at 180 rpm. Next, the mini-autoclave was closed, and the argon 
gas was used to flush out the air inside. 

 

Figure 1. Hydrothermal carbonization of microalgae in the autoclave. 

The autoclave was heated to the desired temperature by a heating band and was held for 30 
minutes. Preliminary experiments showed that when the HTC temperature was 190 °C or lower, or 
the holding time was 15 minutes, it was quite difficult to separate the hydrochar from the aqueous 
phase by filter papers. The reason is that the hydrochar size is not large enough. Hence, HTC was 
conducted at 200 °C, 210 °C and 220 °C, while the holding time was set at 30 minutes. This range of 
the HTC temperature and the holding time are appropriate for the HTC condition of  
microalgae [2,18,19]. Because there are no lignin, cellulose and hemicellulose in the microalgae 
composition, under a moderate temperature (around 200 °C) and time (< 1 h), microalgae can be 
converted into hydrochar [2]. After the holding time was reached, the autoclave was cooled down to 
the room temperature. The temperature profiles of the HTC experiments are shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. The temperature profiles of HTC experiments. 

The product mixture was filtered by the pre-weighed GF-A paper with the pore size of 1.6 μm, 
and then the hydrochar was washed with 50 ml of distilled water. Next, the hydrochar and the filter 
paper were dried at 105 °C for 4 h. After that, the char was weighed and stored at 4 °C before 
conducting the esterification-transesterification experiments. 

2.3. Direct esterification and transesterification of hydrochar lipids 

The direct esterification and transesterification of hydrochar lipids were performed in a 10 ml 
glass tube shown in Figure 3. Firstly, the hydrochar (0.1 g or 0.2 g) and a magnetic bar were gently 
put into the glass tube, and the samples were prevented from sticking on the top of the tube. An 
amount of 1 ml methanol solution containing H2SO4 and the internal standard hexadecanoic acid 
methyl ester (C17: 0) of 100 μg was then added, and the tube was sealed by a teflon cap. The tube 
was then placed in a pre-heated silicone oil bath and underwent the esterification and the 
transesterification at 85 °C for 90 min with the stirring speed of 120 rpm. To reduce the amount of 
methanol, the maximum amount of hydrochar (0.2 g) was used corresponding to 1 ml of methanol, 
so two levels of 0.1 g and 0.2 g hydrochar/ml methanol were investigated. Sulfuric acid 
concentrations were investigated at 1, 2, 3 and 4% v/v of methanol. The temperature of the 
esterification-transesterification reaction was fixed at 85 °C, similar to the experiments for 
determining TFAs of microalgae [20]. 
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Figure 3. Direct esterification-transesterification of hydrochar lipids in the glass 
tube heated by the oil bath. 

When the reaction time was reached, 1 ml of distilled water was added to stop the reaction. 
Subsequently, an amount of 5 ml hexane was added into the tube to extract FAMEs. The mixture was 
shaken strongly and centrifuged at 2000 rpm for 5 minutes to completely separate the aqueous phase 
and the hexane phase. An amount of 1 ml hexane phase was pipetted to vials which were stored at 
4 °C before the GC-MS analysis. 

2.4. Quantitative analysis of total fatty acids (TFAs) and free fatty acid (FFAs) by GC-MS 

2.4.1. Sample methylation for analysis of total fatty acids (TFAs) 

The method determining the TFA content of microalgae (or hydrochar) was also based on the 
direct esterification and transesterification. Only 10 mg of microalgae (or hydrochar), instead of 0.1 g 
or 0.2 g, was used in this case, and the H2SO4 concentration was 2% v/v of methanol. The procedure 
can be referred above. 

2.4.2. Sample methylation for analysis of free fatty acids (FFAs) 

To determine the amount of FFAs of microalgae (or hydrochar), N, N-Dimethylformamide 
dimethyl acetal was used to selectively convert FFAs into FAMEs [21]. According to the Floch 
method, a mixture of 0.6 ml chloroform/methanol (2: 1, v/v) was utilized to entirely extract lipids of 
10 mg microalgae (or hydrochar) [7]. The solvent mixture of chloroform/methanol was then 
evaporated completely at 60 °C. Next, 1 ml mixture of pyridine/N, N-Dimethylformamide dimethyl 
acetal (1: 1 v/v) were added to selectively convert FFAs into FAMEs at 60 °C for 15 minutes. After 
that, 4 ml hexane containing the internal standard hexadecanoic acid methyl ester (C17: 0) of  
100 μg was added. Finally, the mixture was centrifuged at 2000 rpm for 5 minutes, and 1 ml solution 
was taken into vials which were stored at 4oC prior to the GC-MS analysis. 
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2.4.3. Quantitative analysis by GC-MS 

FAMEs were analyzed by GCMS-QP2010 SE, Shimadzu, with the column Rtx-5MS, 30 m 
length, 0.25 mm diameter, 0.25 μm film thickness, and the splitless mode. The injector temperature 
was 300 °C, and the ion source temperature was 200 °C. The temperature program was as follows. 
The oven temperature was held at 40 °C for 3 minutes, increased to 180 °C at the rate of 20 °C /min, 
increased to 200 °C at the rate of 5 °C /min, held at 200 °C for 10 minutes, and increased to 300 °C 
at the rate of 20 °C /min. By using the internal standard method, the component concentrations were 
quantified by comparing the peak area ratio of each component with the peak area ratio of standard 
components. The concentration of FAMEs was the total of each component concentration. 

2.5. Definition 

Microalgae A: fresh algae, microalgae B: one-day-stored algae, microalgae C: two-day-stored algae 
Hydrochar A from microalgae A, hydrochar B from microalgae B 
Mass yield of hydrochar HA, HB 
HA, % = (mass of hydrochar A × 100)/mass of treated microalgae A 
HB, % = (mass of hydrochar B × 100)/mass of treated microalgae B 
MA: TFAs of microalgae A (mg/g algae) 
NA: TFAs of hydrochar A (mg/g hydrochar) 
YA1: TFA retention of hydrochar A, % 

YA1 = NA × HA/MA, % 

YA2: yield of esterification and transesterification reaction of hydrochar A, % 
YA: total biodiesel yield of the whole process from microalgae A to biodiesel 

YA = MA × YA1 × YA2 (mg/g algae) 

MB: TFAs of microalgae B (mg/g algae) 
NB: TFAs of hydrochar B (mg/g hydrochar) 
YB1: TFA retention of hydrochar B, % 

YB1 = NB × HB/MB, % 

YB2: yield of esterification and transesterification reaction of hydrochar B, % 
YB: total biodiesel yield of the whole process from microalgae B to biodiesel 

YB = MB × YB1 × YB2 (mg/g algae) 

3. Results and Discussion 

The major FAs of microalgae A are tetradecanoic acid, methyl ester (C14:0); 9-hexadecenoic 
acid, methyl ester, (Z) (C16:1); hexadecanoic acid, methyl ester (C16:0). This composition is similar 
to a marine Chlorella sp. in the previous research [17]. The TFA content and the C18 FA (stearic 
acid, oleic acid, and linoelaidic acid) content of this type of microalgae are low in the favorable 
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cultivation condition [17]. In this research, the C18 FA content was very low, so it could not be 
detected. 

Table 1. The effect of the storage time (one and two days) on total fatty acids (TFAs) 
and free fatty acids (FFAs) in microalgae. 

Fatty acid methyl esters Microalgae A 

(mg/g algae) 

Microalgae B 

(mg/g algae) 

Microalgae C 

(mg/g algae) 

Myristoleic acid, methyl ester (C14:1) 0.68 ± 0.02 0.88 ± 0.02 0.87 ± 0.04 

Tetradecanoic acid, methyl ester (C14:0) 11.73 ± 0.27 13.28 ± 0.27 12.53 ± 0.61 

Pentadecanoic acid, methyl ester (C15:0) 0.47 ± 0.01 0.49 ± 0.02 0.50 ± 0.02 

9-Hexadecenoic acid, methyl ester, (Z) (C16:1) 9.60 ± 0.19 11.64 ± 0.17 11.97 ± 0.53 

Hexadecanoic acid, methyl ester (C16:0) 2.89 ± 0.08 3.00 ± 0.06 3.09 ± 0.15 

Total fatty acids (TFAs), MA, MB, and MC 25.37 ± 0.56 29.28 ± 0.49 28.95 ± 1.10 

Free fatty acids / Total fatty acids (FFAs/TFAs), % 14.7 ± 0.6 17.7 ± 0.3 18.4 ± 0.3 

The percentage of FFAs/TFAs of microalgae A was 14.7%. Inherently, the microalgae have a 
certain concentration of FFAs. Robert B. Levine and et al., claimed that the FFA content in the dry 
microalgae (65 °C for 24 h) was 1–2% [6]. On the other hand, Tao Dong and et al. also reported that 
the FFA content of the lyophilized C. Sorokiniana was very high (46.85% of the TFAs) [22]. During 
the drying, the lipid hydrolysis by the enzyme lipase was inhibited at a high temperature [23] while 
the hydrolysis by heat was insignificant at 105 °C [24]. 

3.1. Effect of the storage time on total fatty acids (TFAs) and free fatty acids (FFAs) in microalgae 

According to the data shown in Table 1, after the storage period of one day, the amount of 
TFAs in microalgae increased approximately 15.4% (25.37 to 29.28 mg/g microalgae) compared to 
the original. This difference is mainly due to the increase of fatty acids (FAs) of C14:0 and C16:1. In 
the second day, the TFAs gradually reduced a little. Microalgae maybe started to decompose. 
Meanwhile, there was a slight increase of FFAs/TFAs from 14.7% to 18.4%. 

The slight increase of TFAs in microalgae B is consistent with the previous study [12]. The total 
lipid content of microalgae increased from 33.4% (stored at −80 °C) to 36.6% (stored at 25 °C) [12]. 
The phenomenon of slightly increased TFA content was also reported by E. Montaini and et al. when 
the microalgae Tetraselmis suecica paste was stored at 4 °C [25]. On the other hand, the increase of 
FFAs/TFAs is caused by the hydrolysis of triacylglycerides (TGs) in the presence of enzyme lipase 
inside the microalgae [12,13]. Due to the small difference between algae B and algae C, the algae B 
and the original fresh algae A were selected to be used in the subsequent HTC for the comparison.  

3.2. Hydrothermal carbonization of microalgae 

The mass yields of hydrochar after HTC of microalgae are shown in Table 2. The trend is that 
the higher the HTC temperature was, the less hydrochar could be obtained. However, the difference 
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is negligible. The carbohydrate content of microalgae B is 36.2% which was determined by the 
colorimetric method [26].   

Table 2. Mass yields of hydrochar after HTC of algae. 

HTC (oC) 
Mass yields of hydrochar, % 

Algae A Algae B 

200 57.1 ± 0.1 53.6 ± 0.3 

210 55.3 ± 0.2 54.7 ± 0.5 

220 52.7 ± 0.2 52.7 ± 0.3 

Table 3. The TFA retention and FFAs/TFAs in hydrochar after HTC. 

HTC (oC) 

Total fatty acids (TFAs) 
retention [(MB × YB1)- (MA × YA1)] × 100

/(MA × YA1) % 

Percentage of FFAs/TFAs 

Hydrochar A, 
YA1, % 

Hydrochar B, 
YB1, % 

Hydrochar 
A, % 

Hydrochar 
B, % 

200 85.3 ± 1.1 83.2 ± 1.2 12.6 29.4 ± 0.8 37.1 ± 1.2 

210 82.9 ± 0.5 78.4 ± 1.3 9.2 31.8 ± 2.7 38.0 ± 0.5 

220 73.1 ± 2.4 70.8 ± 2.0 11.9 36.5 ± 0.8 39.3 ± 2.7 

The TFA retention in the hydrochar after HTC is presented in Table 3. In general, the higher 
temperature was, the lower TFA retention was due to the enhanced hydrolysis of triacylglycerides 
(TGs) and the easy extraction of FFAs from microalgae into the aqueous phase under the HTC 
condition. At 200 °C, the retention level of TFAs was about 85%. This result is consistent with 
previous studies [2,19,27] which proved that the hydrochar of HTC at around 200 °C retained most 
of TFAs of original microalgae, from 80% to 95% depending on the type of microalgae. 

According to Table 3, it can also be seen that hydrochar B had a little bit lower TFA retention 
compared to hydrochar A (YB1 < YA1) at all HTC conditions. The reason is that compared to 
microalgae A, microalgae B contained more FFAs which were more freely and easily extracted to 
water phase during HTC of microalgae due to the high solubility of FFAs in water at a high 
temperature [14]. Although most of these FFAs were adsorbed again on hydrochar [3], a small part 
was freely dissolved in the aqueous phase or adsorbed on the dissolved organic matters [15]. The 
higher the FFA content of microalgae is, the higher the possibility of losing these FFAs in the 
aqueous phase is. The higher percentages of FFAs/TFAs in hydrochar B also proved that. On the 
other hand, the amount of TFAs in microalgae B was 15.4% higher than the amount of TFAs in 
microalgae A (MB > MA) as mentioned above. Finally, the amount of TFAs in hydrochar B (MB x 
YB1) was still about 10% higher than the amount of TFAs in hydrochar A (MA × YA1) at all HTC 
temperatures. This result means that the additional storage step of microalgae paste can enhance the 
amount of TFAs in the subsequent hydrochar which favors for biodiesel production. 

Meanwhile, the percentage of FFAs/TFAs tends to increase up to 40% as the temperature 
increases from 200 °C to 220 °C due to enhanced hydrolysis at a higher temperature. This is 
beneficial for the esterification-transesterification process because FFAs can be converted to FAMEs 
rapidly under the efffect of acid catalysts. However, it should be noted that when the temperature 
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increased up to 220 °C, the TFA retention went down. Therefore, hydrochar A and hydrochar B 
formed at 200 °C were used in the direct esterification-transesterification process for biodiesel 
production. 

Besides, it can be seen that the percentages of FFAs/TFAs of hydrochar B were higher than 
those of hydrochar A. This is because the hydrolysis of BFAs occurs slowly at first and then can be 
accelerated by the self-catalytic effect of formed FFAs [6]. Due to a higher percentage of 
FFAs/TFAs in microalgae B (17.7% > 14.7%), the hydrolysis rate of BFAs in microalgae B was 
faster than that in microalgae A at the same HTC condition, and more FFAs were formed in 
hydrochar B (37.1% > 29.4% at 200 °C). This facilitated the esterification-transesterification using 
the acid catalyst due to a rapid conversion of FFAs to FAME. It was proved that FFAs can even be 
converted selectively into FAMEs in the appropriate, mild conditions while BFAs are largely 
unaffected [28]. 

Table 4. The elemental analyses for microalgae B and hydrochar B (200 °C). 

 Microalgae B Hydrochar B (200 °C) 

C 44.5% 50.9% 

H 7.2% 6.9% 

N 9.7% 9.2% 

The elemental analyses for microalgae B and hydrochar B (200 °C) are shown in Table 4. The 
carbon content increased from 44.5% in microalgae B to 50.9% in hydrochar B (200 °C). The 
distribution of C and N in two phases is similar to the previous researches [3,5]. For the P 
distribution, most of P was retained in the hydrochar. 

Table 5. The elemental distribution in hydrochar B (200 °C) and the liquid phase. 

 Hydrochar B (200 °C) Liquid phase  

C 46.1% 53.9% 

N 42.3% 57.7% 

P 98.5% 1.5% 

The energy balance of the process is calculated based on the HTC of 10 kg of microalgae paste 
with the moisture content of 85% (8.5 kg of water and 1.5 kg of microalgae) from 25 °C to 200 °C. 

 The energy requirement for HTC of microalgae 

The enthalpies of saturated water are 0.85 MJ/kg at 200 °C (473 K) and 0.10 MJ/kg at 25 °C 
(298 K) [29], so the heat capacity of water (from 25 °C to 200 °C) is (0.85 MJ/kg − 0.10 MJ/kg) = 
0.75 MJ/kg. The heat capacity of microalgae is assumed to be a half of water in this range of 
temperature [2]. The energy for HTC of microalgae is (0.75 MJ/kg × 8.5 kg) + (0.75 MJ/kg × 0.5 × 
1.5 kg) = 6.92 MJ. 

 The energy requirement for drying hydrochar 

The enthalpies of water are 0.42 MJ/kg at 100 °C (373 K) and 0.10 MJ/kg at 25 °C (298 K) [29], 
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so the heat capacity of water (from 25 °C to 100 °C) is (0.42 MJ/kg − 0.10 MJ/kg) = 0.32 MJ/kg. The 
heat of vaporization of water at 100 °C (373 K) is 2.26 MJ/kg [29]. The mass of hydrochar B (HTC 
200 °C) is (1.5 kg × 53.6%) = 0.804 kg. Because the moisture content of hydrochar B after the 
filtration is around 50%, so the mass of water is 0.804 kg. Finally, the energy requirement for heating 
and drying hydrochar B is (0.32 MJ/kg + 2.26 MJ/kg) × 0.804 kg = 2.07 MJ. The energy requirement 
for HTC of microalgae and drying hydrochar is (6.92 MJ + 2.07 MJ) = 8.99 MJ. 

 Energy balance 

The heating value is calculated based on the Dulong formula HHV (MJ/kg) = 0.338C + 1.428 × 
(H − O/8) + 0.095 × S [30]. For hydrochar B, the contents of C, H, O and S are 50.9%, 6.9%, 23.3% 
and 0.5%, respectively, so the heating value of hydrochar B is HHV1 = 23.0 MJ/kg. The heating 
value of biodiesel is HHV2 = 39.9 MJ/kg. Because the fatty acid content in hydrochar B is 0.045 
kg/kg hydrochar, the energy balance is calculated as follows. 

∆ = (23.0 MJ/kg × 0.804 kg − 39.9 MJ/kg × 0.804 kg × 0.045) − 8.99 MJ = + 8.02 MJ. 

The energy balance is positive, so the heating value of lipid-extracted hydrochar is higher than 
the energy requirement for HTC process and drying hydrochar. 

3.3. Direct esterification and transesterification of hydrochar 

Table 6. Yields of the direct esterification-transesterification reaction of hydrochar 
A (HTC 200 °C) and hydrochar B (HTC 200 °C) at 85 °C, 90min. 

Hydrochar (g) 
/ml methanol 

No. 
H2SO4 conc. 

% v/v 
Hydrochar A 

YA2, % 
Hydrochar B 

YB2, % 
YB2 − YA2 

% 
(YB − YA) × 
100/YA, % 

0.1 
1 1 85.5 ± 0.3 94.4 ± 2.5 8.9 24.4 

2 2 97.2 ± 0.4 98.0 ± 1.0 0.8 13.5 

0.2 

3 1 63.7 ± 0.8 72.6 ± 1.3 8.9 28.3 

4 2 82.6 ± 0.6 88.7 ± 1.2 6.1 21.1 

5 3 93.7 ± 0.4 99.2 ± 0.3 5.5 19.3 

6 4 96.5 ± 0.5 99.0 ± 0.9 2.5 15.5 

YA = MA × YA1 × YA2 (mg/g algae), YB = MB × YB1 × YB2 (mg/g algae) 

The yields of the esterification-transesterification reactions are presented in Table 6. Generally, 
the higher the H2SO4 concentration was, the higher the reaction yield was. To obtain the reaction 
yield exceeding 95%, the required H2SO4 concentrations were 2% v/v in the case of 0.1 g char/ml 
methanol and 4% v/v in the case of 0.2 g char/ml methanol. The methanol solution of 2% v/v H2SO4, 
with the same effect as the methanol solution of 5% v/v HCl, is normally used to prepare fatty acid 
methyl esters for chromatographic analysis [31]. This H2SO4 concentration was still sufficient for the 
case of 0.1 g char/ml methanol. However, when more hydrochar was used, 0.2 g char/ml methanol, 
the H2SO4 concentration should be higher, 4% v/v, to get the high conversion due to the absorption 
of H+ on functional groups such as –COOH, =CO, –OH (mainly) on the surface of hydrochar [32,33]. 
The absorption capacity was assessed based on the H+ exchange capacity [33]. The heavy metal 
cations were also absorbed on these functional groups, and the absorption capacity improved when 
the number of these functional groups increased [34,35]. 
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Moreover, at the same reaction condition, the reaction yields of hydrochar B were always higher 
than hydrochar A (YB2 > YA2). This is because the percentage of FFAs/TFAs of hydrochar B is 
higher than that of hydrochar A (37.1% > 29.4%) as mentioned above, and the acid catalyst H2SO4 
can catalyze the esterification of FFAs much faster than the transesterification of BFAs [28]. 
Furthermore, the differences of the reaction yield (YB2 − YA2) being around the difference of the 
percentage of FFAs/TFAs (37.1% − 29.4% = 7.7%) also prove this explanation, excluding the cases 
using an amount of sulfuric acid more than necessary for hydrochar B (No.2 and 6). 

Finally, the total yields YB (MB × YB1 × YB2) and YA (MA × YA1 × YA2) are compared as the 
ratio of (YB − YA) × 100/YA in Table 6. YB is always around 15%–25% higher than YA in all 
conditions of the esterification and transesterification reactions. For the case of 0.2 g char/ml 
methanol and 3% v/v H2SO4 concentration, the difference is 19.3%. The nitrogen content in biodiesel 
is 0.33%. In summary, the additional storage step of microalgae not only increased the amount of 
total fatty acids (TFAs) in the hydrochar product but also made the percentage of FFAs/TFAs higher 
as well as a higher reaction yield at the same reaction condition. This eventually leads to a higher 
total yield of the case including the storage of microalgae paste. The comparison of both cases is 
briefly illustrated in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. The whole process of biodiesel production from fresh microalgae in both 
cases of A and B. 

4. Conclusion 

An entire process, from the storage of fresh algae, the HTC of microalgae paste to the direct 
esterification-transesterification of hydrochar using the acid catalyst H2SO4, was investigated for 
biodiesel production. Instead of doing HTC of fresh microalgae immediately after harvesting, the 
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storage of fresh microalgae for one day at the room temperature (25 °C) before conducting HTC can 
improve the total biodiesel yield of 19.3% at the same conversion conditions. This additional step is 
highly practical because there is no consumption of much energy and chemicals required in the 
storage of microalgae. 

Acknowledgements 

The authors thank the financial support from the scholarship of JICA, Japan Cooperation Center 
International, via Doctoral Degree Program in Japan of AUN/SEED-Net. In addition, the authors 
give many thanks to Abooali Golzary, Department of Environmental Engineering, Graduate Faculty 
of Environment, University of Tehran, for his enthusiastic guidance and support in cultivating 
microalgae. 

Conflict of Interest 

All authors declare no conflicts of interest in this paper. 

References 

1. Mata TM, Martins AA, Caetano NS (2010) Microalgae for biodiesel production and other 
applications: a review. Renew Sust Energ Rev 14: 217-232. 

2. Heilmann SM, Davis HT, Jader LR, et al. (2010) Hydrothermal carbonization of microalgae. 
Biomass Bioenerg 34: 875-882. 

3. Heilmann SM, Jader LR, Harned LA, et al. (2011) Hydrothermal carbonization of microalgae II. 
Fatty acid, char, and algal nutrient products. Appl Energ 88: 3286-3290. 

4. Garcia Alba L, Torri C, Samorì C, et al. (2011) Hydrothermal treatment (HTT) of microalgae: 
evaluation of the process as conversion method in an algae biorefinery concept. Energ Fuel 26: 
642-657. 

5. Levine RB, Sierra COS, Hockstad R, et al. (2013) The use of hydrothermal carbonization to 
recycle nutrients in algal biofuel production. Environ Prog Sust Energ 32: 962-975. 

6. Levine RB, Pinnarat T, Savage PE (2010) Biodiesel production from wet algal biomass through 
in situ lipid hydrolysis and supercritical transesterification. Energ Fuel 24: 5235-5243. 

7. Folch J, Lees M, Sloane-Stanley G (1957) A simple method for the isolation and purification of 
total lipids from animal tissues. J Biol Chem 226: 497-509. 

8. Halim R, Gladman B, Danquah MK, et al. (2011) Oil extraction from microalgae for biodiesel 
production. Bioresource Technol 102: 178-185. 

9. Griffiths M, Van Hille R, Harrison S (2010) Selection of direct transesterification as the preferred 
method for assay of fatty acid content of microalgae. Lipids 45: 1053-1060. 

10. Tran H-L, Hong S-J, Lee C-G (2009) Evaluation of extraction methods for recovery of fatty acids 
from Botryococcus braunii LB 572 and Synechocystis sp. PCC 6803. Biotechnol Bioprocess Eng 
14: 187-192. 

11. Lewis T, Nichols PD, McMeekin TA (2000) Evaluation of extraction methods for recovery of 
fatty acids from lipid-producing microheterotrophs. J Microbiol Meth 43: 107-116. 



52 

AIMS Energy                                                              Volume 5, Issue 1, 39-53. 

12. Chen L, Liu T, Zhang W, et al. (2012) Biodiesel production from algae oil high in free fatty acids 
by two-step catalytic conversion. Bioresource Technol 111: 208-214. 

13. Singh A, Nigam PS, Murphy JD (2011) Mechanism and challenges in commercialisation of algal 
biofuels. Bioresource Technol 102: 26-34. 

14. Khuwijitjaru P, Adachi S, Matsuno R (2002) Solubility of saturated fatty acids in water at 
elevated temperatures. Biosci Biotechnol Bioch 66: 1723-1726. 

15. Poerschmann J, Weiner B, Wedwitschka H, et al. (2014) Characterization of biocoals and 
dissolved organic matter phases obtained upon hydrothermal carbonization of brewer’s spent 
grain. Bioresource Technol 164: 162-169. 

16. Golzary A, Imanian S, Abdoli MA, et al. (2015) A cost-effective strategy for marine microalgae 
separation by electro-coagulation–flotation process aimed at bio-crude oil production: 
Optimization and evaluation study. Sep Purif Technol 147: 156-165. 

17. Sanyano N, Chetpattananondh P, Chongkhong S (2013) Coagulation–flocculation of marine 
Chlorella sp. for biodiesel production. Bioresource Technol 147: 471-476. 

18. Broch A, Jena U, Hoekman SK, et al. (2013) Analysis of solid and aqueous phase products from 
hydrothermal carbonization of whole and lipid-extracted algae. Energies 7: 62-79. 

19. Lu Y, Levine RB, Savage PE (2014) Fatty Acids for Nutraceuticals and Biofuels from 
Hydrothermal Carbonization of Microalgae. Ind Eng Chem Res 54: 4066-4071. 

20. Laurens LM, Quinn M, Van Wychen S, et al. (2012) Accurate and reliable quantification of total 
microalgal fuel potential as fatty acid methyl esters by in situ transesterification. Anal Bioanal 
Chem 403: 167-178. 

21. Thenot J-P, Horning E, Stafford M, et al. (1972) Fatty acid esterification with N, N-
dimethylformamide dialkyl acetals for GC analysis. Anal Lett 5: 217-223. 

22. Dong T, Wang J, Miao C, et al. (2013) Two-step in situ biodiesel production from microalgae 
with high free fatty acid content. Bioresource Technol 136: 8-15. 

23. Al-Zuhair S, Hasan M, Ramachandran K (2003) Kinetics of the enzymatic hydrolysis of palm oil 
by lipase. Process Biochem 38: 1155-1163. 

24. Khuwijitjaru P, Fujii T, Adachi S, et al. (2004) Kinetics on the hydrolysis of fatty acid esters in 
subcritical water. Chem Eng J 99: 1-4. 

25. Montaini E, Zittelli GC, Tredici M, et al. (1995) Long-term preservation of Tetraselmis suecica: 
influence of storage on viability and fatty acid profile. Aquaculture 134: 81-90. 

26. Dubois M, Gilles KA, Hamilton JK, et al. (1956) Colorimetric method for determination of 
sugars and related substances. Anal Chem 28: 350-356. 

27. Du Z, Mohr M, Ma X, et al. (2012) Hydrothermal pretreatment of microalgae for production of 
pyrolytic bio-oil with a low nitrogen content. Bioresource Technol 120: 13-18. 

28. Kail BW, Link DD, Morreale BD (2012) Determination of free fatty acids and triglycerides by 
gas chromatography using selective esterification reactions. J Chromatogr Sci bms093. 

29. Perry RH, Green DW (1999) Perry's chemical engineers' handbook: McGraw-Hill Professional. 
30. Valdez PJ, Nelson MC, Wang HY, et al. (2012) Hydrothermal liquefaction of Nannochloropsis 

sp.: Systematic study of process variables and analysis of the product fractions. Biomass 
Bioenerg 46: 317-331. 

31. Christie WW (1993) Preparation of ester derivatives of fatty acids for chromatographic analysis. 
Adv Lipid Meth 2: e111. 



53 

AIMS Energy                                                              Volume 5, Issue 1, 39-53. 

32. Liu Z, Zhang F-S, Wu J (2010) Characterization and application of chars produced from 
pinewood pyrolysis and hydrothermal treatment. Fuel 89: 510-514. 

33. Kang S, Li X, Fan J, et al. (2012) Characterization of hydrochars produced by hydrothermal 
carbonization of lignin, cellulose, D-xylose, and wood meal. Ind Eng Chem Res 51: 9023-9031. 

34. Chen Z, Ma L, Li S, et al. (2011) Simple approach to carboxyl-rich materials through low-
temperature heat treatment of hydrothermal carbon in air. Appl Surf Sci 257: 8686-8691. 

35. Liu Z, Zhang F-S (2009) Removal of lead from water using biochars prepared from hydrothermal 
liquefaction of biomass. J Hazard Mater 167: 933-939. 

© 2017 Vo Thanh Phuoc, et al., licensee AIMS Press. This is an 
open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) 

 


