
 

 

BIOLOGICAL CONVERSION 
Biological Conversion: Biodegradation substrate; 
Biological conversion, particularly biodegradation, is a process where microorganisms break down organic substances 

into simpler compounds. This natural process is crucial for the recycling and cycling of nutrients in ecosystems. Different 

microorganisms have specific capabilities to degrade certain substrates, and the efficiency of biodegradation depends 

on factors such as environmental conditions, the nature of the substrate, and the microbial community present. Here 

are some common examples of substrates and their biodegradation: 

**1. Organic Matter in Soil: 

 Substrates: Dead plant material, animal waste, and other organic debris. 

 Microorganisms: Bacteria and fungi are key decomposers that break down complex organic matter into simpler 

compounds. 

 Process: Microorganisms secrete enzymes that hydrolyze complex organic molecules into smaller molecules, 

which are then further degraded by other microbes. 

**2. Municipal Solid Waste: 

 Substrates: Various organic materials present in household waste, including food scraps, paper, and yard waste. 

 Microorganisms: Bacteria, fungi, and other microorganisms present in the waste management system. 

 Process: Aerobic and anaerobic bacteria break down organic matter, producing gases such as methane 

(anaerobic) or carbon dioxide (aerobic). 

**3. Biodegradable Plastics: 

 Substrates: Biodegradable plastics made from natural polymers or synthetic polymers engineered to be more 

easily broken down. 

 Microorganisms: Specific bacteria and fungi that produce enzymes capable of breaking down the polymer 

chains. 

 Process: Enzymes hydrolyze the polymer chains into smaller components, eventually leading to the complete 

degradation of the plastic. 

**4. Petroleum Hydrocarbons: 

 Substrates: Hydrocarbons present in crude oil or refined petroleum products. 

 Microorganisms: Hydrocarbon-degrading bacteria such as Pseudomonas and Alcanivorax. 

 Process: Microorganisms utilize hydrocarbons as a carbon source, breaking them down into simpler molecules 

through metabolic pathways. 

**5. Wastewater Treatment: 

 Substrates: Organic pollutants in domestic or industrial wastewater. 

 Microorganisms: Various bacteria, archaea, and fungi in wastewater treatment plants. 



 

 

 Process: Microorganisms in activated sludge or biofilms degrade organic pollutants through aerobic or anaerobic 

processes. 

**6. Plant Residues in Agricultural Systems: 

 Substrates: Crop residues left in the field after harvest. 

 Microorganisms: Soil bacteria and fungi. 

 Process: Decomposition of plant residues by microorganisms releases nutrients back into the soil. 

**7. Animal Manure: 

 Substrates: Organic matter in animal feces and urine. 

 Microorganisms: Bacteria, archaea, and fungi in the manure. 

 Process: Microbial activity leads to the breakdown of organic matter, producing nutrients that can be used in 

soil fertilization. 

**8. Wood and Lignocellulosic Materials: 

 Substrates: Wood and plant materials containing cellulose, hemicellulose, and lignin. 

 Microorganisms: Wood-degrading fungi (e.g., white-rot and brown-rot fungi). 

 Process: Enzymes produced by fungi break down complex components of wood into simpler compounds. 

Anaerobic Digestion and Process Parameters for 

Biomethanation: 
Anaerobic digestion is a biological process in which microorganisms break down organic matter in the absence of 

oxygen, producing biogas, which is primarily composed of methane (CH₄) and carbon dioxide (CO₂). The efficiency of 

anaerobic digestion, or biomethanation, is influenced by various process parameters. Here's an overview of the key 

parameters involved: 

1. Feedstock: 

 Substrates: Organic materials suitable for anaerobic digestion include agricultural residues, manure, sewage 

sludge, municipal solid waste, and various organic industrial wastes. 

 Composition: The mix and composition of the feedstock influence the biogas yield and process stability. 

2. Microbial Consortia: 

 Bacteria and Archaea: Anaerobic digestion involves diverse microbial communities, including bacteria (acid-

forming and methane-forming) and archaea (methanogens). 

 Syntrophic Relationships: Certain bacteria and methanogens work in syntrophic relationships to convert 

complex organic compounds into methane. 

3. Temperature: 

 Mesophilic (35-40°C) and Thermophilic (50-60°C) Conditions: The process can occur under mesophilic or 

thermophilic conditions, depending on the temperature preferences of the microorganisms involved. 



 

 

 Thermophilic Advantage: Thermophilic conditions can enhance the rate of biogas production but may require 

more careful process control. 

4. pH Level: 

 Optimal Range: The pH level in anaerobic digesters typically ranges between 6.5 and 7.5. 

 Acid-Forming and Methane-Forming Phases: Different phases of anaerobic digestion involve acid-forming and 

methane-forming microorganisms with varying pH preferences. 

5. Organic Loading Rate (OLR): 

 OLR Definition: The amount of organic matter (in terms of chemical oxygen demand or volatile solids) fed into 

the digester per unit of reactor volume and time. 

 Balancing Act: Optimal OLR balances high biogas production with process stability. High OLR may lead to 

acidification and process inhibition. 

6. Hydraulic Retention Time (HRT): 

 HRT Definition: The average time organic matter spends in the digester. 

 Influence on Methane Yield: Longer HRT allows for better microbial activity and methane production, but too 

long an HRT can lead to excessive digester volume. 

7. Inoculum Source: 

 Inoculum Definition: The source of microorganisms introduced into the digester to initiate the anaerobic 

digestion process. 

 Mature Digester Material: Using inoculum from a well-established, mature digester can speed up the startup 

phase. 

8. Mixing and Stirring: 

 Importance: Ensures uniform distribution of microorganisms, nutrients, and temperature throughout the 

digester. 

 Prevention of Stratification: Avoids the stratification of organic matter and prevents the accumulation of toxic 

by-products. 

9. Nutrient Availability: 

 Essential Nutrients: Adequate levels of essential nutrients such as nitrogen, phosphorus, and trace elements are 

critical for microbial activity. 

 Balancing Nutrient Ratios: Proper nutrient ratios support a balanced microbial community and prevent nutrient 

deficiencies or excesses. 

10. Gas Composition Monitoring: 

 Biogas Composition: Regular monitoring of biogas composition (methane content) ensures the efficiency of 

methane production. 

 Early Detection of Issues: Changes in biogas composition can indicate process disturbances or the need for 

adjustments. 



 

 

11. Process Control and Monitoring: 

 Automated Systems: Use of automated systems for temperature, pH, and gas monitoring helps maintain 

optimal conditions. 

 Alarms and Adjustments: Early detection of issues allows for prompt corrective actions, ensuring stable and 

efficient biomethanation. 

 

Chemical Kinetics and Biomethanation 

Process: 
Chemical Kinetics: 

 Definition: Chemical kinetics is the study of the rates at which chemical reactions occur and the factors 

influencing those rates. 

 In Biomethanation: In the context of biomethanation, chemical kinetics involves understanding the rates of 

microbial reactions responsible for the conversion of organic matter to methane during anaerobic digestion. 

Biomethanation Process: 

 Anaerobic Digestion: Microbial breakdown of organic matter in the absence of oxygen. 

 Methane Production: Microorganisms, including bacteria and methanogens, convert organic compounds to 

methane and carbon dioxide. 

 Chemical Reactions: Various chemical reactions, including acidogenesis, acetogenesis, and methanogenesis, 

occur in sequence. 

Biogas Plant Types: 

1. Continuous Stirred Tank Reactor (CSTR): 

 Operation: Continuously fed and well-mixed system. 

 Advantages: Stable operation, suitable for large-scale applications. 

2. Plug Flow Reactor (PFR): 

 Operation: Organic matter moves through the system in a continuous flow. 

 Advantages: Efficient for high-load substrates, less energy input. 

3. Fixed Dome Biogas Plant: 

 Design: Fixed dome with a floating gas holder. 

 Advantages: Simplicity, cost-effectiveness, and suitability for small-scale applications. 

4. Floating Drum Biogas Plant: 

 Design: Floating drum on the digester contains the gas. 



 

 

 Advantages: Easy to construct, widely used for household-scale applications. 

5. Balloon Type Biogas Plant: 

 Design: Inflatable balloon collects biogas. 

 Advantages: Simple, low-cost, and suitable for small-scale applications. 

Biogas Plant Design: 

1. Digester Design: 

 Material: Concrete, plastic, or other corrosion-resistant materials. 

 Shape: Cylindrical or dome-shaped designs are common. 

 Insulation: Insulated to maintain optimal temperature. 

2. Gas Holder Design: 

 Floating Drum or Balloon: For capturing and storing biogas. 

 Material: Generally made of steel or reinforced concrete. 

3. Feeding System: 

 Continuous or Batch Feeding: Depending on the type of plant. 

 Feedstock Preparation: Shredding or grinding to enhance microbial access. 

4. Temperature Control: 

 Thermophilic or Mesophilic Operation: Depending on the desired temperature range. 

 Insulation: To maintain optimal temperature conditions. 

5. Mixing System: 

 Continuous Stirring (CSTR): Uses mechanical stirrers. 

 Hydraulic Mixing (PFR): Achieved through the movement of the substrate. 

Biogas Purification: 

1. Removal of Impurities: 

 Carbon Dioxide: Absorption or scrubbing with alkaline solutions. 

 Hydrogen Sulfide: Adsorption or chemical scrubbing. 

2. Water Removal: 

 Compression and Cooling: Condenses water vapor for removal. 

 Adsorption: Using desiccants to absorb water. 

3. Upgrading to Biomethane: 

 Pressure Swing Adsorption (PSA): Separates methane from carbon dioxide and other impurities. 

 Membrane Separation: Permeable membranes separate methane from other gases. 



 

 

Biogas Utilization: 

1. Electricity Generation: 

 Gas Engines or Turbines: Convert biogas to electricity. 

 Combined Heat and Power (CHP) Systems: Generate both electricity and heat. 

2. Direct Use: 

 Cooking: Biogas can be used for cooking in households. 

 Heating: Used for space heating in some applications. 

3. Vehicle Fuel: 

 Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) Conversion: Biogas can be upgraded to CNG for use as a vehicle fuel. 

4. Injection into Natural Gas Grid: 

 Biomethane Quality: Upgraded biogas can be injected into natural gas pipelines. 

5. Biochemical Conversion: 

 Production of Biochemicals: Certain biogas components can be used as precursors for bio-based 

chemicals. 

Environmental and Social Impacts of Biogas 

Production and Utilization: 
Environmental Impacts: 

1. Greenhouse Gas Emission Reduction: 

 Positive Impact: Biogas production from organic waste helps reduce methane emissions, a potent 

greenhouse gas, by capturing and utilizing it as an energy source. 

2. Waste Treatment and Recycling: 

 Positive Impact: Anaerobic digestion in biogas plants facilitates the treatment and recycling of organic 

waste, reducing the environmental burden of landfills and contributing to waste management. 

3. Reduced Dependency on Fossil Fuels: 

 Positive Impact: Utilizing biogas as an alternative to fossil fuels helps reduce dependence on non-

renewable resources, mitigating environmental impacts associated with their extraction and 

combustion. 

4. Soil Improvement: 

 Positive Impact: The digestate (residue) from biogas production is a nutrient-rich organic fertilizer that 

can enhance soil fertility and structure when applied to agricultural land. 

5. Air Quality Improvement: 



 

 

 Positive Impact: Utilizing biogas for cooking or heating instead of traditional solid fuels can contribute to 

improved indoor and outdoor air quality. 

6. Conservation of Biodiversity: 

 Positive Impact: Reducing the environmental impact of waste and promoting sustainable practices can 

contribute to the conservation of biodiversity. 

7. Sustainable Agriculture: 

 Positive Impact: The use of digestate as a fertilizer can promote sustainable agriculture by recycling 

nutrients and improving soil health. 

Social Impacts: 

1. Rural Development: 

 Positive Impact: Biogas plants in rural areas provide an alternative and sustainable energy source, 

contributing to rural development by enhancing energy access and reducing dependency on traditional 

fuels. 

2. Income Generation: 

 Positive Impact: Biogas projects can create opportunities for income generation, especially in rural 

communities, through the sale of excess electricity, biofertilizers, or upgraded biogas. 

3. Job Creation: 

 Positive Impact: The construction, operation, and maintenance of biogas plants generate employment 

opportunities, particularly in local communities. 

4. Health Improvement: 

 Positive Impact: Reduced reliance on traditional solid fuels for cooking, often associated with indoor air 

pollution, contributes to improved respiratory health in households using biogas. 

5. Community Empowerment: 

 Positive Impact: Local communities involved in biogas projects may experience increased self-reliance 

and empowerment through access to decentralized energy solutions. 

6. Education and Awareness: 

 Positive Impact: Biogas projects can contribute to raising awareness about renewable energy, waste 

management, and sustainable practices, fostering environmental education. 

7. Gender Equality: 

 Positive Impact: Biogas projects may positively impact gender dynamics by alleviating the burden of 

women and girls in collecting traditional fuels and promoting gender-inclusive community development. 

8. Social Cohesion: 

 Positive Impact: Community-based biogas projects can strengthen social cohesion by involving residents 

in decision-making processes and fostering a sense of shared responsibility. 

9. Energy Access: 



 

 

 Positive Impact: Biogas provides a decentralized and clean energy source, contributing to improved 

energy access, particularly in areas without access to centralized grid systems. 

10. Climate Resilience: 

 Positive Impact: The reduction of greenhouse gas emissions through biogas utilization aligns with 

climate resilience efforts, contributing to global climate change mitigation goals. 

Bioconversion of Substrates into Bioethanol: 

The bioconversion of substrates into bioethanol involves the fermentation of sugars derived from biomass sources into 

ethanol through the action of microorganisms, typically yeast. This process can be divided into several key steps: 

1. Feedstock Selection: 

 Biomass Sources: Various feedstocks can be used, including sugarcane, corn, wheat, and lignocellulosic 

materials such as agricultural residues and dedicated energy crops. 

 Sugar Content: The chosen feedstock should contain sugars or starches that can be readily converted 

into fermentable sugars. 

2. Pretreatment: 

 Objective: Break down the complex structure of biomass to make cellulose and hemicellulose more 

accessible for enzymatic hydrolysis. 

 Methods: Physical, chemical, or biological pretreatment methods are employed. 

3. Enzymatic Hydrolysis: 

 Enzymes: Cellulase and hemicellulase enzymes break down cellulose and hemicellulose into 

fermentable sugars. 

 Sugar Formation: Glucose, xylose, and other sugars are released from the biomass. 

4. Fermentation: 

 Microorganisms: Yeast, such as Saccharomyces cerevisiae, is commonly used for fermentation. 

 Conversion: Yeast converts the sugars into ethanol and carbon dioxide through the process of anaerobic 

fermentation. 

5. Distillation: 

 Objective: Separate ethanol from the fermentation broth, concentrating it to the desired purity. 

 Process: Distillation involves heating the mixture to separate components based on their boiling points. 

6. Dehydration: 

 Objective: Remove any remaining water from the ethanol to increase its purity. 

 Process: Dehydration can be achieved through techniques such as molecular sieves or azeotropic 

distillation. 

7. Recovery and By-Product Utilization: 



 

 

 By-Products: Other valuable by-products, such as lignin, can be recovered and used for various purposes 

in a biorefinery setting. 

 Circular Economy: Integration with a biorefinery allows for the utilization of various components of the 

biomass, minimizing waste. 

Concept of Biorefinery: 

A biorefinery is a facility that integrates different biomass conversion processes to produce a range of products, 

including biofuels, chemicals, materials, and energy. The concept is inspired by the traditional petroleum refinery but 

focuses on using renewable biomass as the raw material. Key aspects of the biorefinery concept include: 

1. Diversified Product Portfolio: 

 Biofuels: Production of bioethanol, biodiesel, and other biofuels. 

 Biochemicals: Generation of platform chemicals, organic acids, and specialty chemicals. 

 Materials: Production of bioplastics, bio-based polymers, and other sustainable materials. 

2. Feedstock Flexibility: 

 Various Biomass Sources: Utilization of different biomass feedstocks, including lignocellulosic materials, 

agricultural residues, algae, and dedicated energy crops. 

 Optimization: Selection of feedstocks based on availability, sustainability, and economic considerations. 

3. Process Integration: 

 Cascading Processes: Integration of various processing steps to extract maximum value from biomass. 

 Efficiency: Optimization of resource use and energy efficiency through process integration. 

4. Waste Utilization: 

 By-Product Valorization: Recovery and utilization of by-products, such as lignin and organic residues, for 

energy or other applications. 

 Minimization of Waste: Emphasis on minimizing waste and maximizing resource utilization. 

5. Sustainability: 

 Reduced Environmental Impact: Focus on environmentally sustainable practices, including reduced 

greenhouse gas emissions and conservation of biodiversity. 

 Cradle-to-Cradle Approach: Design processes with the end goal of returning materials to the biological 

or technical cycle, contributing to a circular economy. 

Circular Economy: 

The circular economy is an economic model that emphasizes the continuous use and regeneration of products, 

materials, and resources. Key principles of the circular economy include: 

1. Reuse and Recycling: 

 Minimize Waste: Prioritize reuse and recycling to minimize the generation of waste. 



 

 

 Closed-Loop Systems: Encourage closed-loop systems where products are recycled and used as raw 

materials for new products. 

2. Resource Efficiency: 

 Optimal Resource Use: Maximize the efficiency of resource use, reducing resource consumption and 

environmental impact. 

 Product Design: Design products for longevity, repairability, and recyclability. 

3. Biomimicry: 

 Inspiration from Nature: Emulate natural systems and processes to create sustainable and regenerative 

solutions. 

 Mimic Biological Processes: Design industrial processes that mimic the efficiency and cyclical nature of 

biological systems. 

4. Collaboration and Innovation: 

 Supply Chain Collaboration: Encourage collaboration across the supply chain to enhance resource 

efficiency. 

 Innovation: Promote innovation in product design, materials, and processes to support circular 

economy principles. 

5. Environmental and Economic Benefits: 

 Reduced Environmental Impact: A circular economy aims to reduce environmental pollution, resource 

depletion, and greenhouse gas emissions. 

 Economic Resilience: Enhance economic resilience by creating new business models and revenue 

streams through circular practices. 

 

 

 

 


