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Fixed bed pyrolysis of corn grains impregnated or not with a nickel nitrate solution was performed under
carbon dioxide atmosphere, obtaining permanent gases, a pyrolytic oil and a solid residue (char). The
distribution of pyrolysis products was dependent on variations in heat flux, carbon dioxide superficial velocity,
grain size and impregnation degree. Correlations between these factors and process dependent variables,
i.e. char mass, oil mass, operation time, material bed centre temperature and column wall temperature,
were established using a 23 factorial plan. A one-stage global reaction kinetic model was selected to describe
the process dynamics. An unsteady state model based on heat and mass transfer from solid particles to
gaseous phase was adopted to estimate the global reaction enthalpy. The results obtained may provide
useful data for the design, scaling-up, optimization and operation of fixed bed pyrolysis reactors.
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Vegetal materials pyrolysis, consisting of solid thermal
degradation without oxygen, is usually performed in
presence of a carrier gas which can be inert (nitrogen,
argon) or oxidant (carbon dioxide, steam). The pyrolysis
products are lumped into three groups: permanent gases,
a pyrolytic liquid (bio-oil/tar) and a solid residue (char), or
simply into volatiles and char. These fractions result from
both primary reactions of solid material devolatilization
and secondary reactions of primary products degradation,
i.e. char aromatization and cracking of condensable
volatile organic compounds into low molecular weight
gases [1-6]. The pyrolytic gas and bio-oil can be employed
as combustibles or raw materials sources, whereas the
char is useful as a renewable fuel, activated carbon or
catalyst support.

The pyrolysis rate as well as the yields, composition and
properties of the pyrolysis products depend on numerous
factors, e.g. heating rate, process temperature, operation
time, type and flow rate of carrier gas, raw material
properties (chemical composition, size, shape, density,
pretreatment) etc. An increase in volatiles production and
a decrease in char amount with heating rate increasing
were reported [6-8].

Referring to the process temperature influence, it is
obvious that an increase in operation temperature produces
a decrease in char yield as well as an enlargement of
volatiles yield. At temperatures less than 5000C,
incondensable gases and oil production increases with
temperature increasing, whereas at temperatures higher
than 5000C, gas yield increases and oil yield decreases with
temperature increasing, as effect of an enhancement of
oil vapour cracking [4,6-17].

The size of biomass particles has a significant effect on
products yield. Accordingly, an increase in grain size
determines temperature gradients in the particle, so the
temperature at the centre is lower than that at the surface,
resulting an increase in solid amount and a decrease in oil
production [4,6,18]. At temperatures higher than 5000C,
smaller particles favour the oil vapour cracking reactions
with an increase in incondensable gases production,
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because the volatiles residence time in the reactor is longer
when smaller particles are used [6]. Generally, particles
sizes less than 1.3 mm do not affect the pyrolysis products
yield [9,18].

Biomass chemical pretreatment has an important
effect on the process dynamics. Vegetal structure
pretreatment with various activating agents, i.e. zinc
chloride, sodium carbonate, potassium carbonate, leads
to a high oil yield, due to an enhancement of intramolecular
dehydration reactions in the impregnated material
[10,11,14]. An important production of hydrogen-rich
pyrolytic gas can be obtained starting by a vegetal material
pretreated with a nickel nitrate solution [1,5]. Some
reactions occurring during the pyrolysis of nickel nitrate
impregnated biomass are [5,19,20]: (I) breaking of vegetal
structure polymer chains producing char, hydrocarbons,
carbon dioxide, water and carbon; (II) reforming of
generated hydrocarbons leading to syngas; (III) cracking
of support and hydrocarbons; (IV) oxidation of carbon (C0)
to carbon monoxide (C+2); (V) decomposition of nickel
nitrate impregnated into porous structure in nickel oxide,
nitrogen dioxide and oxygen; (VI) reduction of nickel oxide
(Ni+2) to metallic nickel (Ni0); (VII) consumption of nitrogen
dioxide by reactions with carbon or other gases. During
pyrolysis, metallic nickel (Ni0) nanocrystallites are formed
into porous vegetal structure, as demonstrated by X-ray
diffraction (XRD), X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS),
transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and temperature-
programmed pyrolysis experiments [5]. These Ni0

nanocrystallites act as a catalyst and activate some of the
pyrolytic reactions, e.g. reforming, cracking and nitrogen
dioxide consumption.

Simple or more complex models have been proposed
to describe the process dynamics. Simple kinetic models
can be classified into three categories: one-stage (one-
reaction) global, multi-stage (multi-reaction) global and
semi-global models [2,3,21,22]. One-stage global kinetic
models consider pyrolysis as a single first order reaction:
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The reaction rate constant, k, is written in terms of pre-
exponential factor and activation energy according to
Arrhenius equation. Multi-stage global kinetic models
contain parallel and successive primary reactions of
degradation of the main biomass constituents. Semi-global
kinetic models include both primary decomposition
reactions, producing volatiles and char, and degradation
reactions of primary products into secondary pyrolysis
products. More complex models are based on kinetic
equations coupled with mass, heat and momentum
transport equations [2,3,12,22-25].

This paper focuses on the qualitative and quantitative
characterization of fixed bed pyrolysis of corn grains
impregnated or not with a nickel nitrate solution, in the
presence of a carbon dioxide stream.

Experimental part
Materials

Untreated and Ni (II) impregnated corn grains were
employed as vegetal material. The metallic salt used for
the grains impregnation was [Ni(NO3)2 . 6H2O]. Whole and
crushed corn grains were stirred with a nickel nitrate
aqueous solution at a concentration of 300 g/L. Batch
impregnation was performed for 72 h at a solid-liquid ratio
of 1:5. The corn grains were then filtered and dried in an
oven at 105 0C for 72 h.

Equipment and procedure
The laboratory set-up used for pyrolysis process study

was described in our previous studies [19,20,26]. A 400 g
sample of vegetal material was introduced in a 5 cm
diameter and 50 cm height quartz column. The column

wall was heated by an electric resistance with a preset
heat flow. The carbon dioxide from a cylinder, whose flow
was measured by a flow-meter and controlled by a
pressure reducer, was fed into the column by a pipe, up-
flowed through the material fixed bed and was evacuated
with the volatiles obtained during the pyrolysis. The mixture
of gases and vapours was cooled in a condenser, producing
pyrolytic oil and incondensable gases. Vegetal material
mass, oil mass, bed centre temperature and column wall
temperature were recorded and collected by a data
acquisition system.

Experimental variables
Experimental investigation was performed at two values

(levels) of process independent variables (factors), i.e. heat
flux, q, carbon dioxide superficial velocity, w, mean volume
equivalent diameter of corn grain, d, and nickel nitrate
solution concentration, c. Two sets of 8 experiences were
performed according to a 23 factorial plan (table 1). Vegetal
material mass, m, oil mass, moil, bed centre temperature,
tc, and column wall temperature, tw, were continuously
recorded as a function of heating time, τ . Each experience
was replicated three times to determine its reproducibility,
which was found to be good.

Results and discussions
Experimental data

Time variation curves of vegetal material mass, m/m0,
given in figure 1, and oil mass, moil/m0, shown in figure  2,
have the same shape of bent step. As expected, a decrease
in char yield and an enlargement of oil production occur at

Table 1
PROCESS FACTORS LEVELS

Fig. 1. Time evolution of vegetal material mass
during pyrolysis:

a-experimental set 1
♦ exp 1,  exp 2,  exp 3, – exp 4,

 exp 5,  exp 6, exp 7, + exp 8); b-
experimental set 2 (♦ exp 9,   exp 10,  exp 11,
– exp 12,  exp 13,  exp 14, exp 15, + exp 16)

Fig. 2. Time evolution of oil mass during pyrolysis:
a-experimental set 1

♦ exp 1,  exp 2,  exp 3, – exp 4,
 exp 5,  exp 6, exp 7, + exp 8); b-

experimental set 2 (♦ exp 9,   exp 10,  exp 11,
– exp 12,  exp 13,  exp 14, exp 15, + exp 16)
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a high value of heat flux. Grain size is an important variable
that affects the untreated material pyrolysis (experimental
set 1). Accordingly, an increase in grain size determines an
increase in solid amount (fig. 1a) and a decrease in oil
production (fig. 2a). Referring to the impregnation influence
on process performances, it is observed that:

-impregnated grains pyrolysis generally leads to a lower
char amount;

-the oil amount produced by impregnated structure
pyrolysis is higher than in the case of untreated material,
then it attains a constant plateau and characteristic oil
mass values of untreated solid become larger; this occurs
because the dehydration reactions in the impregnated
structure   are  enhanced  at  temperatures  lower   than
3500C, whereas at temperatures higher than 3500C the
nickel catalyst activates the decomposition reactions of
oil vapour obtained during the pyrolysis, promoting the
incondensable gases yield.

Figure 3, which shows temperature dynamics of
material bed centre, tc, indicates that centre temperature
increases with heat flux increasing. In case of untreated
structure (fig. 3a), it increases with grain size decreasing
and is almost invariant with gas velocity. The impregnation
produces a sharp increase of bed centre temperature until
250-3500C, followed by a constant plateau, which is
probably due to the endothermic reactions of catalytic
reforming and cracking. Time variation curves of column
wall temperature tw, illustrated in figure 4, prove that wall
temperature increases with heat flux increasing. In case
of impregnated structure (fig. 4b), it increases with grain
size decreasing.

Characteristic curves of mass and temperature
dynamics highlight that the pyrolysis process is more rapid
at high level of heat flux and in case of impregnated
biomass.

Process modelling
By means of adequate mathematical models, the

experimental data plotted in figures 1-4 were employed
for quantitative pyrolysis characterization. Three models,
i.e. a statistical one, a one-stage global reaction kinetic
model and a kinetic model coupled with heat and mass
transfer equations, were selected for reported data
capitalization.

Statistical model
A statistical model based on a 23 factorial plan was used

to establish the dependences between the final process
responses, namely char mass, y1 = mf / mo, oil mass, y2 =
moilf / mo, operation time, y3 = τ f / mo,bed centre
temperature, y4 = tcf / mo,and  column  wall  temperature
y5 = twf / mo, and dimensionless process factors expressed
by equations system:

 (1)

Table 2, which contains characteristic data of
experimentation matrix, was used to obtain dependences
y1 = yi(x1, x2, x3, x1x2, x1x3, x2x3, x1x2x3,),  i=1...5, given by
equations systems:

Experimental set 1 (untreated material)

Fig. 3. Time evolution of material bed centre
temperature during pyrolysis:

a-experimental set 1
♦ exp 1,  exp 2,  exp 3, – exp 4,
 exp 5,  exp 6, exp 7, + exp 8);

 b-experimental set 2 (♦ exp 9,   exp 10,
 exp 11, – exp 12,  exp 13,  exp 14, exp

15, + exp 16)

Fig. 4. Time evolution of material column
wall temperature during pyrolysis:

a-experimental set 1
♦ exp 1,  exp 2,  exp 3, – exp 4,
 exp 5,  exp 6, exp 7, + exp 8);

b-experimental set 2 (♦ exp 9,   exp 10,
 exp 11, – exp 12,  exp 13,  exp 14,

exp 15, + exp 16)

(2)
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Experimental set 2 (impregnated material)

Kinetic model
The second model used for experimental data

capitalization is a one-stage global reaction kinetic model.
It is recommended to describe the conversion process of
raw material to char and volatiles [2,3,8,27-30]. For
dynamic data obtained at a constant heating rate, β=dtm /
dτ where tm is logarithmic mean temperature between
bed centre temperature, tc, and column wall temperature,
tw , the decomposition rate can be expressed by equation
[30]:

                         (4)

Characteristic values of pre-exponential factor, A/β, and
activation energy, E, which were regressed by experimental
data, are given in table 3. Table 3 contains also the mean

Table 2
EXPERIMENTATION MATRIX

(3)

values of heating rate, β, as well as the ranges of
logarithmic mean temperature, tm, and volatiles
conversion, α, wherein the mean values of β were
estimated.

In case of untreated material two decomposition stages
were identified. The first stage, in the temperature range
102-280 0C, can be attributed to the starch degradation in
floury endosperm, whereas the second stage, in the range
202-344 0C, can be an effect of the starch degradation in
horny endosperm [20,26]. In compliance with data
reported in the related literature, only a decomposition
stage was observed for impregnated material [31]. Data
listed in table 3 highlight an increase of activation energy
with heat flux and grain size decreasing whereas the pre-
exponential factor increases with grain size decreasing.

Table 3
EFFECT OF PROCESS FACTORS ON

KINETIC PARAMETERS
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Table 4
EXPERIMENTATION MATRIX AND VALUES OF a, b

PARAMETERS

Kinetic model coupled with heat and mass transfer
equations

The third model relating to data capitalization is a one-
stage global reaction kinetic model coupled with heat and
mass transfer equations in fixed bed. Model assumptions
were adopted as follows: i) the heat input at the column
wall is preponderant taken by solid material; ii) the global
reaction enthalpy is generated by pyrolysis reactions
occurring in solid phase; iii) the gas flows through the fixed
bed with axial dispersion and it is heated by heat transfer
from solid phase; iv) the gas flow rate increases into the
fixed bed due to the pyrolysis reactions.

Depending on assumptions considered, the model
equations consist of:

- heat balance in solid phase:

 (5)

- heat balance in gaseous phase:

(6)

- global reaction rate:

   (7)

- global reaction enthalpy as a linear dependence on
solid phase temperature:

   (8)

- total mass balance in solid and gaseous phases:

 (9)

The following model restrictions were selected:
- initial condition:

 (10)
- boundary conditions:

Minimizing the objective function described by
relationship (13), the values of a and b parameters were
identified for each one of pyrolysis experiments (table 4).

Larger values of a and b parameters are emphasized in
case of untreated material.

           (13)

Conclusions
An experimental set-up was designed and scaled-up in

order to study the fixed bed pyrolysis of corn grains. Slow
pyrolysis of corn grains impregnated or not with a nickel
nitrate solution was conducted. Carbon dioxide was
employed as a carrier agent and a reactant in the pyrolysis
process. A char, a pyrolytic oil and a gaseous fraction were
produced.

A process analysis by 23 factorial programming was
performed with the factors being heat flux, carbon dioxide
superficial velocity and grain size. Correlations between
these factors and process dependent variables, namely
char mass, oil mass, operation time, char bed temperature
and column wall temperature were established. A one-
stage global reaction kinetic model, whose parameters
were regressed from experimental data, was selected to
simulate the process dynamics. An unsteady state model
based on heat and mass transfer from solid particles to
gaseous phase was adopted to estimate the global reaction
enthalpy. The models predicted well the real conditions
and they could facilitate the design, scaling-up,
optimization and operation of fixed bed pyrolysis reactors.
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Nomenclature
A/β - pre-exponential factor, 1/s
c - nickel nitrate solution concentration, g/L
cp  - specific heat capacity, J/kg K
d - equivalent spherical diameter of corn grain, m
D  -  fixed bed diameter, m
Da -  axial dispersion coefficient, m2/s
E - activation energy, J/mol
H   - fixed bed height, m
kh - partial heat transfer coefficient, m/s
m - vegetal material mass, g
moil - pyrolytic oil mass, g
M  - molecular mass, kg/mol
q - heat flux, W/m2

R - gas universal constant, R=8.314 J/mol K
t  - temperature, 0C
T - absolute temperature, K
vr   - global reaction rate, 1/s
w - carbon dioxide superficial velocity, m/s

(11)

(12)
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xi - process dimensionless factor, i=1…3
yj - process final response, j=1…5
z   -  fixed bed axial coordinate, m

Greek letters

α - volatiles conversion, 

β - heating rate, 

ΔHr - global reaction enthalpy, J/kg
ε - fixed bed void fraction
δ - density, kg/m3

τ - time, s
Subscripts
c - centre
f - final
g - gas
m - logarithmic mean
s - solid
w - wall
0 - initial
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